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From brother Peter Martin  
His first introduction to East Africa back in 1959, when he was 18 years old, was almost 
his epilogue. He was on safari in the Belgian Congo, when by chance he got an audience 
with King Charles Mutara III of Rwanda Burundi, a very tall Tutsi educated in England. 
His highness’s secretary invited him to a banquet with the king that evening but he had to 
decline, as he didn’t have suitable dress for the occasion. That night, back in camp, he 
heard on the wireless that everyone at the whole party, including the king were dead, 
poisoned. That tragic event was the onset of the Hutu-Tutsi civil war. 
  
He returned to East Africa roughly a decade later, after his geography studies in both the 
United States and in England, to a dry country where today too many people are now 
competing for too little arable land and water, where wild animals vie with humans and 
die for the same territory. It wasn’t always that way. 
  
When he built a house and settled in the outskirts of Nairobi with his wife on roughly 25 
acres of undeveloped land bordering the game park, it was a rural, peaceful milieu. 
Fugitive lions and leopards from the park quite often ambled through the neighborhood. 
Delinquent baboons and monkeys made occasional destructive forays to the residential 
properties, which was about the extent of crime in the neighborhood at the time. It was a 
paradise for wildlife and the inhabitants, where both lived in symbiosis, with downtown 
Nairobi less than a 30-minute drive by car on roads with little traffic. 
  
Over the years the community slowly grew; another American like him took up 
temporary residence merging with the mainstream of British subjects, who turned out to 
be a famous conceptual photographer of wildlife. It was certainly an agreeable life for the 
expats society and what it might have lacked in sophisticated artistic culture, it made up 
for it with its primal beauty and its rich natural history. 
  
The game parks were thick with animals, herds of wildebeests strung out as far as the 
horizon; immense herds of zebra mingling with impala, gazelles and topi blanketed the 
plains, while towers of elegant giraffes ambled amid the acacia. Family sets of rhinos 
shuffled seemingly aimlessly across the dusty landscape and herds of elephant were ever 
so numerous that they could be found nearly everywhere. It was these two species that 
first fascinated him the most and which jumpstarted his career in conservation. However, 
his first insight into smuggling began in 1970 while taking an interest in the dhow trade 
off the African coast. His study of those ancient lateen-rigged sailing ships that plied the 
Indian Ocean trafficking in ivory and other illicit goods fascinated him and culminated in 
the publication of his book on the subject, “Cargoes of the East.” 
  



When this willowy, independent individual from New York first settled in Kenya in the 
1970s the rhino and elephant populations were not in such dire danger of survival as it is 
today. In the Tsavo region alone there were approximately 35,000. The drought in the 
1970s claimed 6,000 deaths, however in the 1980s, during the height of the ivory 
poaching, only 6,200 remained in Tsavo. Much the same decline could be found in the 
rhino population. In 1970s there were 20,000 black rhinos today only 540 remain. Such 
shocking statistics moved him to wage an undercover war against the poachers and their 
foreign clients; a clandestine war that impelled him to investigate remote regions, 
notorious districts and major cities around the globe. 
  
His intensely inquisitive nature, his love of statistics and his doctorate in geography 
facilitated his research in the illicit trade. During the early ‘80s he traveled extensively 
through Africa and Asia, consulting with the world’s leading experts on conservation, 
trade ministers and heads of state. In Africa he befriended such illustrious notables as 
George and Joy Adamson, Richard Leakey, Jane Goodall and Dian Fossey. 
  
He conferred with international experts on rhinos, learning as much as he could before 
beginning his pursuit in earnest under the sponsorship of the World Wildlife Fund. 
During one of his trips to Yemen researching the illicit trade of rhino horn for the 
fabrication of handles intended for the local men’s de rigueur dagger called, 
jambiya, which has been going on for 2,000 years, nearly cost him his life. At 3:00 in the 
morning his hotel phone rang and the caller told him that he wouldn’t leave the hotel 
alive. To get out of the hotel safely he disguised himself as a woman wearing a balto, the 
black garment that covers one from head to foot. That incident wasn’t the only threat to 
his life during his clandestine monitoring of rhino horn traffic in Yemen. He ultimately 
decided, after finding he was flagged by the authorities, that the risks were too great to 
personally carry on fieldwork in that hazardous country. Instead he began promoting 
alternative materials as a substitute for rhino horn. Water buffalo horn proved the most 
successful and now nearly 100 percent of jambiya handles are made from that material. 
  
His “Run, Rhino Run” book was the outcome of those years, and the final corollary was 
the distinction of being appointed Special Envoy for Rhino Conservation by the executive 
director of the UN Environment Program and being awarded the Order of the Golden 
Ark by Prince Bernhard of the Netherlands. His exhaustive efforts brought about 
legislation prohibiting rhino horn trade, thereby witnessing China, Taiwan and South 
Korea officially banning rhino products. 
  
He readily saw that one of the complexities of conservation was the soaring population in 
Kenya. When he first settled in Nairobi the population was 531,000, it now stands at 3.36 
million. The national consensus was even more alarming; in 1970 the population stood at 
11,25 million, in 2016 it rose to 47,25 million. That is a lot of people competing with wild 
animals for limited land and water. And as the population rapidly burgeoned, ivory 
poaching expanded accordingly and elephant numbers suffered the consequences. He 
swapped hats and began identifying the illegal ivory traders both national and 
international. 



  
Occasionally disguised, he would pry the souks and back alleys of Khartoum 
documenting ivory dealers and tracing their links with the big cartels. It was very risky 
work and it nearly got him arrested, or worse, several times. He eventually had to keep 
out of Sudan altogether for fear of his life. His undercover pursuits then found him 
traveling to Asia investigating the ivory trade in Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore, South 
Korea, China, India, Burma, Laos – where he was beaten up for his efforts, and Nepal — 
where he came down with a severe infection that laid him up for months. Through all the 
danger he confronted, his passionate dedication to his work never faltered, until he was 
brutally murdered one afternoon at his home by people who coveted his land. 
  
Bled of blood. No breath left. His tenacious endeavor to save elephants and rhinos came 
to an end well before his time. 
  
He was my brother.    
  
 
 

From coworker Lucy Vigne 
Esmond was a tall slim man with a shock of white hair, and he had the most enquiring 
mind of anyone I have ever met. He loved to learn, always asking questions. I worked 
with him from 1983 until his death in early 2018, initially for the IUCN African Elephant 
and Rhino Specialist Group and then for WWF where together we worked on a project to 
close down the trade in rhino products at a time when rhinos were being heavily poached 
in most of Africa.  We also worked together when he was UN’s special envoy for rhinos in 
the 1990s.   
 
Esmond always called himself a geographer and pioneered the study of wildlife trade 
markets recording meticulously the numbers, prices and uses of horns, bones and skins 
he saw for sale with his ink fountain pen in a series of large hard-backed notebooks; he 
was a traditionalist and never typed let alone used a computer.  
 
Esmond visited very many countries in Asia where wildlife was (and still is) used 
prolifically in traditional medicines. Our work also involved research into the ivory trade; 
elephant ivory is considered the best material to carve into ornaments and jewelry. In our 
latter years working together, we were in fairly dangerous places collecting information 
on the ivory and rhino horn retail markets where we found Chinese were the main buyers 
not only in China but also in Vietnam, Laos and Myanmar.  
 
He was one of the most committed people I have ever met, dedicated and persistent in his 
pursuit of collecting data and presenting all his findings on the illegal wildlife trade over 
many years. He was never bored, always keen to learn more about the countries he visited 
with an extremely broad global understanding of the issues, always ready to share his 
knowledge to close down the illegal wildlife markets.  



 
Brooks school must be proud of encouraging a young boy to develop such a passion for 
discovery and learning throughout his life; now his legacy lives on with many more 
involved in curtailing the illegal rhino horn and ivory trade and aware of the need to 
secure the future of wildlife on our planet.   
 
 
 

From award nominator H. Nelson Tracey ’11 
I first learned about Esmond Bradley Martin through my work as a production assistant 
and assistant editor on a documentary called “The Last Animals,” directed by Kate 
Brooks. The film covers the massive global poaching epidemic of elephants and rhinos, 
and is coming to National Geographic this April, followed by Hulu in June.  
 
One of my jobs on the project was to fact-check the film: I had to find two primary 
sources verifying every fact or piece of hard data that we shared in the film. You shouldn’t 
find it hard to believe that Martin’s name was everywhere in my own research. With his 
prolific research in favor of protecting elephants, as well as his distinct mop of white hair, 
he's a hard figure to forget once familiar with his work. Martin was interviewed for “The 
Last Animals” but did not end up in the final cut of the film (which was completed 
months before his untimely death).  
 
For me, he embodies many heroic traits worth celebrating. His massive contribution to 
animals has helped curb the dangers of extinction, the impact of his work will last beyond 
any of our lifetimes. The situation for rhinos and elephants is dire, but without him 
would be substantially worse. Recognizing his contributions is a way to inspire many 
others to contribute in their own ways towards this important work. 
 
Martin is still not well known outside the conservation community. He never reached the 
fame of heroes like Jane Goodall or Richard Leakey. I doubt he ever sought it. In fact, his 
Wikipedia page is close to blank: my former Brooks teachers will be thrilled I wasn't able 
to use Wikipedia as a source when writing my above description of Martin's life and 
work.  
 
It is for this reason, his under the radar approach, more than anything, that I believe 
Martin is worthy of recognition from Brooks School. Prior to my knowing he was a fellow 
alumnus, I admired Martin and looked up to him. I mourned Martin’s loss in February 
and cherished his contributions to wildlife. His death was a shock to anyone who has 
fought to protect elephants and further shows how much he sacrificed to fight for these 
species.  
 
 


