
No rhino, however, is doing worse than the northern 
white. Its native habitat, in Central Africa, was roiled by 
civil wars in the late 20th century, making conservation 
basically impossible. By the 1970s, a population of 
thousands was reduced to just 700. By the mid-1980s, 
only 15 northern whites remained in the wild. By 
2006, that number was four — and they seem to have 
disappeared by 2008, almost certainly the victims of 
poachers. The northern white rhinoceros had been 
eliminated from its native range.

Fortunately, there was a backup plan: In the 1970s, 
a small reserve supply of northern whites had been 
captured and relocated to a zoo, as a kind of biological 
life-insurance policy. Unfortunately, these animals were 
dying off faster than they could reproduce. In 2009, 
the only remaining eligible breeders — Sudan and Suni 
and Najin and Fatu — were brought back to Africa, to 
a wildlife conservancy in Kenya. It was a moonshot: a 
hope that their native continent might stir something 
deep in the biology of the final four, that it might 
produce a miracle.
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