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ONE JOURNEY: THE LIFE AND TIMES OF MR. BOB 
2022 

 

The west of southern Ghana was wild in those days, vast forests up against the border 

with Ivory Coast. We were called the Faunal Survey Team. We were pretty… 

 

 
The Faunal Survey Team, Sefwi Region, 1970. 

 

 

 

In the regional capital of Sefwi Wiaso, we stopped at the palace of the Sefwi-hene, the 

senior chief for the region. We came into a large hall. The chief was sitting on a stool on 

a raised platform, the elders of the tribe around him. They were all dressed in traditional 

Ashanti cloth. Ladies in long African gowns seated us before the chief. We shook hands 

and nodded to each other. Then, as is the tradition, I explained “our mission”. Why we 

had come. I explained that we were from the north, from the Game Department, to help 

the people there with the elephants that we destroying their crops. I would talk to the 

linguist, the chief’s right hand man, who would translate our words for the chief. He 

would nod, then ask some questions in Twi, looking intently at me. His words would be 

translated for me by the linguist. He thanked us then and we went on our way. 
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Outside in the court yard we were getting ready to leave when the linguist came out. He 

said that the chief would like to talk with me in private. He led me around to the back of 

the palace. There, in the shade, was the chief in white shots and shirt, with a glass of 

whiskey in his hand. He said: 

 

“Frightfully good of you to go through that with us”. 

 

He was a graduate of Oxford, LLB. He had come home to take on the role of chief. 

 

We went further west into the rain forest and camped on the edge of a village called 

Adjuafea. It was known as ensonokrom, or elephant town. There we met the village 

elders and soon knew everyone in the tiny town. 

 

Each morning we would wake to the morning mist, and the song of the morning insects, 

and the birds, at first light. Lying in my tent, the slow warm dawn, the village waking, 

Kwame starting the fire, goats braying in the village and then, as always in Ghana, distant 

drums. I would shake my head and wonder how I had ended up in this place, then jump 

out of bed to start the day. 
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Bongo, a forest ungulate the size of an elk. Likely one of the largest set of horns ever 

taken in West Africa. 
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A forestry cut line to delinate for forest reserve in the area. 
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Forest snail stew and fu fu deluxe. 
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Kwaduwa 
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This man was a former government minister who had “gone to bush” when the 

government changed. 
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My school teacher friends and one “obruni” in traditional Ashanti/Sefwi dress. 

 

I could tell a thousand stories about my time there. One will have to suffice. 

Below is a story I wrote years later about my experience there. It has never been 

published. It was given consideration by Reader’s Digest. It tells the tale of the problem 

we faced there, the dilemma of conservation needs vs the interests and needs of local 

people. 
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ENSONOKROM 

 

Hunched over in a blind of banana leaves and jungle vines, we peer out into the damp, 

hot darkness.  The high-pitched squeal of jungle crickets pierces the night, punctuated by 

the distant, mad howling of chimpanzees.  Suddenly, the cricket song ends and it is quiet.  

Utterly quiet.  Jungle quiet. Luitie, my Game Scout, tightens, alert, clicks the safety off 

on his rifle.  We hold our breath.  Then, like apparitions in the pale star-light, four huge 

grey phantoms appear.  Elephants.  They stand unmoving, alert, testing the wind, 

listening.  Then, with a grunt, the leader moves out into the clearing.  The others follow 

and they begin to feed, plucking pineapples from their rosette of leaves, ripping stocks of 

bananas down, uprooting yam and cassava, destroying the farm of the small African 

farmer huddled, shaking, beside me.  Luitie nudges me.  He raises his rifle slightly and 

questions me with his eyes.  I shake my head slowly, reach out and tip the barrel of his 

rifle skyward, then nod.  Luitie looks at me, unhappy, then squeezes off a shot, blasting 

the jungle night apart.  For an instant the elephants stand shock still in the muzzle-flash, 

then off they go; crashing through the underbrush.  They are gone as quickly as they 

came; the devastated farm lies quiet and empty before us.  I consider a moment; then rise 

on stiff knees. The crickets begin again their shrill and ageless song. 

 

Two days before I had arrived here, in the Sefwi district of south-east Ghana. We had set 

up camp on the edge of Adjufua, a tiny village that borders on one of the last major 

stands of virgin rain forest left in West Africa.  There were twelve of us, labourers, game 

scouts, rangers and myself, Assistant Game Warden, sent to Adjufua by the Department 

of Game and Wildlife to look at the problems created by elephants raiding the farms of 

the people of this small village. Our first night in the village the chief called a meeting of 

the all the villagers and by the sharp glare of gas lanterns, I explained to the wide-eyed 

crowd that we had come to learn about the elephants and the other animals of the rain 

forest.  My words were translated and the people were suddenly ecstatic.  Finally they 

said, the government was serious about helping us; they had sent an obruni, a white man, 

to kill the elephants!  Look, they have guns!  I repeated that we had come to learn, not 

kill, but my words made no impression amid the shouting and celebration. 

 

The next morning I woke to the chatter of people outside my tent. I dressed and went out, 

and there, piled before the tent, were stock after stock of bananas and plantain, mounds of 

yams, tomatoes, two stunted jungle chickens, a basket of dull brown eggs, and a hog-tied 

goat.  In the tradition of Ghana we were being offered a dash, a gift; symbol of the 

generosity and hospitality of Ghanaians. Unfortunately, I had lived long enough in Ghana 

to know that dash also carried expectations of special favours.  However, to refuse would 

be an insult. Luitie translated my words of thanks to the waiting elders.  They smiled 

hugely and we shook hands, shared a calabash of palm wine and gave speeches of giving 

and acceptance, as is the tradition. 

 

So work began.  Each day we went out, cutting our way deep into the jungle, to the cool, 
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muddy swamps where the elephants spent the heat of the day.  We found huge mud 

wallows and the places where they had feed on sweet jungle fruits.  In the evening we 

returned along their faint trails leading to the jungle edge and there we would stop by a 

tiny stream, wash off the jungle sweat and pick the huge, grape-like elephant ticks from 

our bodies. 

 

As the days passed I slowly plotted the elephant trails on a map and I began to realize the 

seriousness of the elephant problem here.  The elephant trails took the shape of a wheel, 

the hub, the jungle swamps, the spokes, their trails and the wheel's rim, the surrounding 

farms. The stinking contents of the piles of dung we found along the trails indicated that 

the elephants were subsisting almost entirely on the farmer's crops.  For decades the 

jungle had been reduced and reduced again by logging and the expansion of farms.   

Now, all the elephants were forces into this one last area.  Here the natural fruits and 

plants of the jungle could not support the elephants and they had taken to raiding the local 

farms. I pondered a long moment, tapping my pencil on the papers scattered on my camp 

table, then looked up, finding a quiet, curious group of ebony kids watching me.  I 

greeted them in Twi and with wide-eyed surprise they returned my greeting, laughing and 

jabbering to each other, slowly moving closer until they were all around me, playing with 

my pencils and hair, feeling the strange textures of writing paper and hairy white skin. 

 

As the weeks slid by I slowly became a part of the town.  The days we spent in the rain 

forest, but in the cool of the evening we would go down to the village for dinner; fo-fo, 

yams cooked and pounded to the consistency of silly putty and served with a peppery 

sauce.  Satisfied, we would sit back and drink ensu-fufu, a clear, foaming white brew 

made from the sap of the palm tree.  As the calabash of wine passed from hand to hand 

we would joke and tell stories and I, slowly, began to learn the ways of Sefwi.  I learned 

the traditional speeches praising the brew-master, the host and guests; that proceed and 

punctuate Ghanian drinking.  I learned owari, the African equivalent of checkers, the 

villagers howling with laughter at my inaptness.  And I began to learn Twi, sitting with 

the elementary school teacher learning nursery rhymes and children's songs, with a 

calabash of wine in one hand, the teacher's little daughter on my knee and a dozen other 

kids sitting around me, laughing and rolling in the dust at my errors.  And later, when the 

children had been shooed away to bed or had simply fallen asleep on the ground around 

us, the chief, the school teacher, Luitie and I would sit quietly and listen to the night 

sounds of the jungle.  And we would talk.  The old chief was illiterate, but wise beyond 

words, would say little; the school teacher, educated, symbol in this village of the new 

"developing" Ghana would sometimes say too much. Luitie, a lean, old elephant hunter 

from the desert reaches of  northern Ghana, would listen quietly, while I, product of the 

high plains and silver mountains of western Canada, would ask questions, and ask again, 

for I knew so little. Cultural differences meant little in those late evenings as we sat 

around a tiny fire, passing the calabash between use, laughing and arguing under the 

tropical moon.  And when, finally, we went stumbling back to our tents, I was happy, 

supremely happy, as only the young and innocent can be. 

 

Then one day we rose early to trek south to a place called Ensono-krom, Elephant Town.  

The trail was long, the sun hot and I was looking forward to a cool drink and we 



 

Page | 13 

 

approached this tiny village.  It was abandoned.  The mud huts were un-kept, the thatch 

roofs collapsing; the few people left were old and sick, the children skinny and 

unsmiling.  An old man, his legs swollen with elephantitis explained: 

 

 "No food now,.... the elephants chop all". 

 

I returned to Adjufua depressed. Lying in my cot through the hot, tropical night I flashed 

pictures of those children, lying listless in the shade, empty hunger in their eyes. I had 

come to save the elephants and other wildlife from the loggers and farmers who were 

invading their jungle habitat. I had come with the ideas that what was needed was a 

national park where the elephants could be protected; but now I found myself strangely 

uncertain in my allegiance to the concept of national parks and the preservation of 

wildlife. 

 

But our work near the villages was completed now, and we mounted an expedition into 

the depths of the Tawya Forest Reserve, the deep jungle south and west of the town. For 

a full day we bounced our land rover over bush trails leading south, until we could go no 

further. The next day we followed the red-brown tracery of foot trails leading village to 

village, each smaller than the previous, until, in the afternoon shadows, we camped on the 

edge of the Tawya River. Between us and the Ivory Coast border there were no more 

farms, no logging, nothing but jungle, standing as it had since time began. We set camp, 

then Ahmed Nuhu, my team partner and I wandered upstream, enjoying the cool, mossy 

shadows, marvelling at the huge trees around us. Some were twenty feet through, their 

trunks running skyward in a single clean line to the canopy two hundred feet above us. 

Ahmed, trained as a forester, went before, slashing the small trees and vines with his 

cutlass, identifying each tree as we passed, each by its bark and sap. Rosewood, 

mahogany, aphromosia, and a thousand other species grew here; a treasure in tropical 

timber. And just one more problem facing wildlife in Ghana. This was one of the few 

areas in Ghana that was still no logged. And when the loggers came the farmers would 

follow, converting the jungle into farmland and killing off the wildlife that depended on 

the forest. 
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We continued, slashing our way upstream. It was difficult going, for the jungle floor is a 

maze of young, spindly trees struggling upward. Strange pale green ferns grow from the 

rotting trunks of fallen giants, and vines, like tendrils of witch’s hair, interwoven like a 

green, and very thorny, fish net connecting and guarding it all. Creeping palm was the 

most vicious of all, with huge needle like spines, others had smooth, soft-textured bark 

and were strangely human, hanging like the knotted, spindly arms of old men. It was with 

an almost macabre sense of slaughter that we slashed out way through. 
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We could see only a few yards, yet we saw wildlife. Monkeys, in troops of fifty; 

screamed at us from the canopy. Mona, Diana, Olive, Green, Mangabey; eight species in 

all. At times we also saw Chimpanzees, scurrying away, leaving their bed of woven 

leaves and vines. A Bushbuck with its bright white harness of lines and spots, frozen for a 

moment before melting way; then a Bongo, the largest of African forest antelope, 

crashing away into the jungle, nose up, head back, slipping his huge, curled horns 

through the tangled undergrowth. In the mud of the stream bank we found traces of the 

huge, cloven hooves of Wild Pig and Giant Forest Hog, and the soft-edged tracks of the 

hunters, Otter, Civet Cat and Leopard. Birds too, noisy and unseen, multi-colored parrots 

squawking from the canopy and Hornbills, the jungle idiots, sending their rollicking 

laughter echoing through the forest.  

 

We continued upstream. A tree trunk blocked the way. I swung myself up and over, 

landing with a thump on the forest floor, and froze, staring into the dark, unflinching eyes 

of a black cobra. He stood, cocked, hood inflated, ready to kill, the diffuse jungle light 

glinting off his shiny black skin. Beautiful, but only in any other circumstance. My 

stomach knotted slowly. Face to face, each in our own way, crouched before danger, we 

waited, watching for the tiny eye movement that would proceed violence. My lungs cried 

for air, yet I dared not breathe. The slowly, very slowly, the tense muscles in his cape 

relaxed and he carefully dropped, and still watching me, slipped away. Such was the 

beauty and tense danger of the jungle. Deadly when provoked, but beautiful beyond all 

words. And it is to be destroyed. This area will be logged within three years. And this is 

the last place in Ghana where jungle wildlife survives. It must be preserved! 

 

But, as we continued further into the forest the next day, I found that wildlife here had 

importance beyond the purely aesthetic. We found a hunter’s camp in a tiny jungle 

clearing. Scattered around us were the carcasses of wild antelope and monkey, the kill of 

the previous night. There were professional meat hunters, using carbide lamps to jack-

light game at night. Now, during the day they would split the carcasses open and smoke 

them over a slow fire. Every few days the smoke meat would be carried in head loads 

from the forest to the markets in nearby villages. The next day, as we moved on, we met 

on the trail the almost naked labourers sweating under their immense loads of meat, 

coming from other camps deeper in the forest. I realized that a very large amount of meat 

was coming out of the Tawya. In Ghana, meat is scarce. Everywhere you see children 

hollow-cheeked and big bellied with Kwashiorkor, protein deficiency. Why? There are 

many reasons. There is no grass in the forest, so cattle cannot survive. Pigs are too 

expensive to keep. Goats rummage through the village garbage, but strong taboos 

prohibit the eating of their meat in many tribes. Chickens survive poorly in the jungle 

heat and humidity, their eggs are small. It is the forest that provides most of the meat 

available to people in the surrounding villages. Fish caught during the seasonal floods, 

giant forest snails picked up during the first rains, and the forest antelope and monkeys 

killed in the forest. The forest has been the traditional source of meat in Sefwi for 

thousands of years and even as recently as 1965, wild meat provided 70% of the protein 

consumed by rural people in Ghana. But now, with more and more people, the farm lands 

expanding and the forest shrinking, the wildlife is over-hunted and is slowly 

disappearing. So again I found myself in deep thought, full of doubt. How do I rationalize 



 

Page | 18 

 

the total protection of wildlife that we know is needed with the fact that these animals 

provide a staple source of protein for the local people? 

 

 
 

We continued, deeper into the forest, through other camps, eating and sleeping with the 

hunters, travelling in a huge loop to the north. Two weeks later we arrived back in 

Adjofea. It was late, almost dark when we trudged into town, weary and sore, soaked to 

the skin in the afternoon rains. At the first store I shouted and greeted the owner. He 

looked at me with surprise, smiled weakly and disappeared. Strange, usually he came 

running to greet us, laughing, demanding that we stop drink palm wine with him. We 

continued up the street. Something was very wrong, the people avoided us. I turned and 

led the crew to the chief’s house; he would know what was wrong. The entrance was 

crowded and a strange putrid smell pervaded the air. Suddenly, it was quiet, and without 

greeting the crowd parted to let us through. In the interior courtyard the chief looked up 

in surprise, bloody machete in one hand, the grisly hunk of elephant in the other. His 

wide beside him, cooking huge chunks of meat over an open fire stood transfixed in the 

silence. I shook my head and the chief slowly dropped his eyes. I slumped onto a nearby 

bench. As an agent of the Game Department, I would have to enforce the law; I must 

prosecute my friend for elephants were protected. But how could I blame him? The 

elephants were destroying the villages’ farms and the carcass scattered around the 

courtyard was sufficient meat to feed the village for weeks. I had come and filled him 

with hope, but in the end had given him nothing but empty promises. So it was, there in 

the driving rain, my friends silent around me, the scent of ripe elephant meat heavy in my 

nostrils, that I faced, dead centre, the problem facing wildlife in Africa; an idealistic 

white man hunched over in the centre of a dark and hungry Africa village. 

 



 

Page | 19 

 

It was almost two years before I returned to Adjufua. I had, against my principles but 

according to the law, prosecuted the chief. I had left the village depressed, confused and 

very much older. But now, as I prepared to leave Ghana, I somehow felt I must return to 

Adjufua one last time. The school teachers and my other friends greeted me with glee 

when I arrived and we ate together and drank palm wine again. In the evening we went to 

greet the chief. He smiled widely when he saw me and shook hands quietly. He seemed 

older now, his cheeks were hollow, his sinews tighter under his drawn skin. But we sat 

together and palm wine was brought and soon we were laughing over old times. We 

talked of crops and old adventures and then, very quietly, he asked: “What of the park for 

Sefwi?” 

 

I took a deep breath; then answered. 

 

“We hope, Nana, to establish a park nearby in the Krokosua Hills. We will build a lodge 

there on the brow of the hills overlooking the Bia valley. It will be cool there in the 

evenings, and obruni visitors will come from distant places to rest here, see the animals 

and listen to the night sounds of the forest. There will be jobs for the people of Adjuafua 

and in the future his sons and daughters of the village will be able to go there and see the 

many beautiful wild animals of the forest, as he had done when he was young”. 

 

“It sounds very good m’ damfo, my friend,” he responded, “my people need jobs. But 

there is an ancient proverb in our culture, our tradition. It says… 

 

“Me nhuhu otwe mmobo nko mmia nna”. 

 

“I cannot be sympathetic to the antelope, if there is no meat in my pot.” 

 

And so, in his simple words, the old chief described the awful question that had followed 

me since that rainy day two years before. In those two years I had worked in every corner 

of Ghana and travelled much of Africa. Everywhere the question was the same. How 

does on justify National Parks to preserve wildlife for white visitors to ogle, on a 

crowded, hungry continent? 

 

We say we are preserving a global heritage for all peoples, but when you travel to 

Serengeti, or Tsavo or Kruger, you only see white faces. One wonders. Are these parks 

really preserving a heritage for all of us, or are they simply left-overs from an autocratic 

colonial past, from other white game wardens in their hungry African villages, who , like 

me, held the power hand? 

 

Whatever their origin, the Parks will survive, for they provide much needed foreign 

exchange for African governments. And they provide investment options for well to do 

Africans. And parks do have a role. The problem lies with our total focus with parks as a 

tool to maintain wildlife populations. They will provide population reservoirs. However, 

we can’t make all of Africa a national park. What are we going to do with all the wildlife 

that is present outside parks? We need to think less about “preservation/complete 

protection” and more about “conservation/wise use”, including harvesting wildlife as a 
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source of protein for rural people across Africa. The real importance of wildlife in Africa 

is their ability, when properly managed, to provide protein, in a very traditional form, for 

rural Africans. We can use national parks to maintain the very special places in Africa, 

from the pools at Mole Park, to Serengeti to the Manu Pools to Kafue Flats. But what of 

the rest of Africa, the vast steppes and plains covered in thorn bush. It is hot, dry, 

uninteresting, but still supports lots of wildlife. 

 

And if the elephant and the big cats are also going to survive, we must concern ourselves 

with the protection of the crops and stock of Africa farmers. Yet little is done, in part due 

to opposition from global environmental groups who are, with due respect, disengaged 

from reality. Yet this is the exactly the kind of practical work, work oriented to African 

needs, that the survival of wildlife in Africa depends. We must turn from the relatively 

simple problem of preservation to the more complicated, much more difficult problem of 

conservation and use.  It is not an easy transition. I have no dream dearer to my heart than 

to see the Tawya and that part of my youth preserved in a National Park. But this is not a 

world made of young men’s dreams; it is a world of starving people. 

 

And so, after thought, I answered the chief. 

 

“Nana, I know this proverb well”. 

 

What we need to do is create a Game production reserve, not a park, where we would 

maintain the forest and the elephants in a large enough area that the elephants can stay in 

the forest and do not need to raid the farms. And we could continue to harvest forest 

snails and antelope and even the occasional elephant to help to feed the local people. 

Perhaps we could do, as has been done in Kenya, to build a deep ditch or electric fence to 

keep the elephants in the forest. Such would be very difficult in Ghana which does not 

have the financial resources of a country like Kenya. If we could do this, in the long term, 

the very long term, the elephants will no longer molest the crops. And each year, to keep 

the numbers in balance with the natural food supply in the forest, a few elephants would 

be slaughtered and meat sold, and, according to tradition, to the elders of chief would go 

the tail, to be sent with messengers to distant villages to signal a meeting of the chiefs, 

the ears, to make the huge drums that call the elders to council. 

 

As I finished, the listening crowd, not much of the village, broke into discussion and 

debate. The chief smiled. This his people could understand. The chief looked at me for a 

moment, then leaned over and took the corner of my green warden’s shirt in his fingers 

and said: 

 

“Obruni wawo”. The white man has died. 

 

It was another, not so ancient proverb, means that my clothes were worn and old, like 

those the Salvation Army collects in America and sends to Africa. Ghanians like to joke 

that these are the clothes of Europeans who have died. But here, the chief was giving this 

phrase a second meaning.  For he was also telling me that the idealist young man who 

had come to his village 10 years before, had died, and had perhaps, been replaced by a bit 



 

Page | 21 

 

of practical, hungry African. 

 

So it was with a deeper understanding of myself; and of Africa, that I left that jungle 

village. But before I left, I had one more lesson to learn. It was my last evening there. We 

feasted and then, with full stomachs, we set out into the forest; myself and a friend 

accompanying the village hunter. It was a strange, eerie night, pitch black and damp. We 

slipped quietly through the undergrowth, watching in the glare of a carbide lamp for the 

eye-shine of antelope, porcupine, forest hog. It was quiet except for the insects of the 

night and in the distance, the cough of a hunting leopard. We hunted well into the 

morning, then stopped to rest. My friend took the musket and continued, leaving me with 

the old hunter. We leaned back against the buttressed of a huge tree, sharing a rough-

rolled cigarette. The old hunter’s name was Kwaku, a thin, age-creased old man; he had 

spent five decades in the jungle. We sat quietly.  I did not speak his tongue, nor he mine. 

Around us the jungle was black except for a few narrow shafts of moonlight slipping 

through the canopy to illuminate tiny patches of the jungle floor. Then the shuffle of tiny 

feet broke the silence. We sat, unbreathing, listening and suddenly it appeared, poised a 

moment in a spotlight of platinum moonlight. A Royal Antelope, the tiniest of all 

antelopes in the world, only 17 inches tall, delicate and beautiful beyond words, 

wriggling his nose in our scent. Then it was gone. We sat a moment, then Kwaku turned 

to me and smiled, his white teeth and eyes shining in the dark of the jungle. 

 

“Feh-feh-fah”. He explained. I hesitated a moment, uncertain of what he had said. I was 

expecting the Sefwi equivalent of “Damnit, we missed that one”. But then I realized what 

it did mean and I smiled and snuggled back against the tree truck, suddenly much more 

certain that in the end, that African wildlife would survive. For “Feh-feh-fah” means 

simply..  it is beautiful. And in those three words lie the ultimate hope of African 

wildlife. One day Africa will have a full stomach and Africans, even old 

poachers/hunters, will be able to sit back and appreciate the beauty, the incredible wild 

beauty of their African wildlife. 

 

 

 

 


