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 PROLOG

          After so many years of expeditions to distant lands and seas by members of the Department of Zoology, Tel Aviv University and their associates- it seems to me that the time has arrived to describe these journeys that so enormously enriched our understanding of the ecology and animal communities of those far off places. They enabled us to better understand the ecology of our own Israeli biota, as well as to teach our biology students on the basis not only of books but also of personal experience. These expeditions also established the animal collections of our department as the leading ones in several fields; accomplished, moreover, with almost no financial resources or investment. We all learned from these trips to appreciate the immense richness of forms and relationships of organisms, the unique aspects of their evolution and distribution, and the important need to preserve them. These visits to sites of other countries served too to strengthen our recognition of the unique Israeli fauna and flora, and our commitment to promote their preservation. It all started with the first “expedition” to Eilat, when we took the inagural flight of Arkia Airline on May 1951, and thus began our studies in the marine realm of the Red Sea.
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1951

                                    Abulafia       Lewinsson      Fishelson   

           The following account also offers a testimony to our zoologist colleagues who have since passed away, and an insight into this Department that was established in 1952, and from the beginning became a leader in the study of the Israeli fauna. 

To those who were with us and have since passed away

                                                                Professors: Heinrich Mendelsson

                                                                                   Heinz Steinitz

                                                                                    Adam Ben-Tuvia 

                                                                                    Oskar Theodor

                                                                                    George Witenberg

                                                                                    George Papenfuss

                                                                                    Tom Goreaou

                                                                      Doctors: Hannan Lewinson

                                                                                     Dan Popper 

                                                                                     Otto Oren                                              

                                                                                     Nafthali Hertz

                                                                      Assistant: David Friedman
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                            The first South Sinai Expedition, 1956

            In the fall of 1956 President Nasser of Egypt decided to take active steps against the State of Israel and as one of the first measures he closed the Straits of Tiran to Israeli shipping between the Gulf of Aqaba and the Red Sea. Israel responded to this with a declaration of war that, in the history of our independence wars, was called The Sinai Campaign. Within a short time the Israeli armed forces had occupied the Sinai Peninsula, with a special outpost in Sharem al Sheikh, at the land bridge between the Gulf of Aqaba and the Gulf of Suez. For us, the few Israeli scientists interested in the coral formations of these regions, it offered an opportunity to visit there.  Chanan Lewinsohn and I asked the late Prof. Heinz Steinitz (then Dr.) to join us and organize such an expedition. It took several weeks until the Israeli military was ready not only to authorize such an expedition but also to take over all the problems of transport and provisions for us. Our group, in addition to the mentioned troika, included two assistants: Avinoam Adam (today Professor), a student in Jerusalem, and Abraham Toren (Bumi), a kibbutz biology teacher who often assisted us in Eilat. 

           One day in December we were asked to be at the military airfield early in the morning with all our belongings and there we boarded a twin-engined Dakota plane together with a company of paratroopers. Being an operational aircraft there were no seats-and no door! As the craft climbed higher it become gradually colder, with penetrating wind and engine noises. Two hours later we had landed (thank God!) in Sharem el Sheikh and were warmly welcomed by the local commanding officer, once a biology student and now a colonel. A command car was expecting us and the driver who took us to our quarters (the former rooms of Egyptian officers) told us that he would be working with us during the studies. Soon we were organized in the rooms, preparing our equipment and eager to plunge into the sea with snorkel and goggles. It was the first time that I had observed such an impressive coral reef, so unlike the shallow-water fringing reefs of Eilat. This one was very extensive and its offshore wall descended deep into the blue waters.
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           The already familiar corals Stylophora pistillata, Seriatopora histrx, Acropora scandens and Poecilopora danae formed large fields on the coral platform, almost all settled by groups of coral fish, Dascyllus aruanus, D. rivulatus, Chromis viridis and Pomacentrus sp. On the edge of the reef and along the huge wall were immense populations of Psdeudanthias squamipinnis and Neopomacentrus myrii, as well as numerous and diverse butterfly fishes and several kinds of groupers. Above the fringe immense growths of Acropora spp. plates produced pagoda-like structures, in the shadow and  crevices of which were schools of Pempheris vaniculensis and Parapriacanthus guentheri, and cardinal fish, Apogon cyanosoma, A. cooki, A. annularis, and Cheilodipterus lineatus and Ch. caninus. Here too for the first time I saw larger schools of the surgeon fishes, Acanthurus sohal and Naso lituratus, of Abudefduf sexfasciatus and the remarkable butterfly fish, Chaetodon larvatus. 

Fringing this in the shallow waters were large masses of raised and fossilized reefs. [image: image4.jpg]


 

           It was a paradise and I used up a lot of underwater paper to make notes on these wonders. We started to plan the collection of species. The military had sent us a soldier with hand grenades and we asked him to throw one into the sea. As we understood it, and it is still relevant today, the damage from such an explosion would be less than that incurred if we were to use the poison Pronoxfish, which continues to disperse in the water far from the initial point. Following the explosion I went into the water and found numerous fish and crabs of various species and sizes on the bottom. Diving back and forth, we started to collect. After a while, we discovered that we were not alone - two medium sized reef sharks, Carcharias melanopterus, were close by, observing us with their large black eyes and frequently pouncing to engulf one of the larger fish on the bottom. We rapidly removed ourselves from the water, satisfied the large number of collected samples. It took us several hours to sort our treasures, inject formalin or ethanol into the larger specimens and preserve everything in jars and containers. 

            The day after, we decided to visit the famous and most northern mangrove stand on earth-Avicenia marina, situated at Um Nabeque, north of the famous large guns of Ras Nazrani in the Gulf of Aqaba. The road was a very bad one and we all were covered in dust by the time we reached Nabeque. The first view of the green forest in the sea was breathtaking. The trees were rooted in a deep and dark muddy bottom, with the vertical pneumatophores rising from the sediment. In a short while we were in the water, for an initial study of the site and to prepare some general pictures.
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       On the road to Nabeq (Lev, Avinoam, Bumi)                     Avicenia +molluscs

 It was fascinating to roam among the trees at a depth of half a meter and observe the marine animals in the water and on the trees, and the herons and ospreys on the treetops. The coral platform at this site was very wide and it took a long and uncomfortable walk and swim before we reached the forereef wall with its lush coral growth, especially the large growth of various Acropora species. The eroded holes in this platform were rich in various benthic fish, such as Scorpenopsis spp., Dendrochirus brachypterus, various blennies and gobies, ophiichtyid moray eels, and other species. On the reef edge we could see the shipwrecked “Maria Schreuder” which some 40 years earlier had unwisely “landed” on the reef and was now being slowly devoured by the sea. This ridge was immensely rich in fishes, especially large schools of Platax, Anthias squamipinnis, Acanthurus sohal, A, nigripinis, Dascyllus trimaculatus, Abudefduf saxatilis, and more. Using poison and hand-nets we started our routine collection of samples of the various species. On the sandy shore the population of the ghost crab, Ocypoda sarratan, was marked by dense pyramidal hills of sand proclaiming the owners’ territories.

  Along the line of the high tide mark was a large population of the land-hermit crab, Coenobita scaveola, hiding their soft abdomens in the shells of murecid or strombeid molluscs. They were crawling around on the sand, responding to threat by sealing the shell with their strong wide claws. As the water level started to fall with the ebbing tide the special faunal element of the mangrove flats become exposed, the crab population of the Pygmy ghost crab, Dotilla sulcata, and the Fiddler crabs Uca tetragonon and U. inversa, which remain buried in the bottom when covered by water but appear above ground when the water retreats. 
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                              Uca tetragonon                            Coenobita scaveola                    
I was fascinated by the activity of the crabs, especially their mode of feeding by passing sand between their maxillas and then depositing the balls of used sand. I collected some of the crabs for preservation and some live ones to take to Tel Aviv for further observation. At the end of day we returned to Sharem with nice collections and strong impressions. Near-bay, on the rocky intertidal , covered by the common barnacle, Tetraclita rufotincta, were very abundant and new for us, the blenny rock-skipper, Alticus kirkii, exposed on the rocks.
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Alticus kirkii

           The following days we toured and sampled along the coral reefs up to Ras Mohammed and A-Tur on the Gulf of Suez. Then, unexpectedly, we were asked by the commanding officer to embark upon a landing craft that would take us back to Eilat. Israel had decided to withdraw from Sinai. We packed everything in a hurry and the same evening set out in the landing craft together with soldiers and many large pieces of military equipment. The sea was rough, it was terribly cold, and we were being tossed on the high waves. Before us lay 180 km to our destination. At midnight a military patrol boat approached us and I heard some voices. Then the skipper of the landing craft shouted out:

            “Is one of you Lev?”

            “I am,” I called back

             “The captain of the boat has asked for you and your men to come across and he’ll take you home in much better conditions.”

            Saved! In a short time we were on the other boat only to discover one of my officer friends from the Eilat naval base. After a sandwich and a glass of tea, we were all given somewhere to sleep, which we did despite the turbulent sea. We awoke early the next morning before arriving in Eilat.

            For us, marine biologists, this has been our first, and therefore the most important encounter with the tropical habitats of the Red Sea.

                           The Expedition across Ethiopia, 1958

It was summer, 1957, on a hot day in the Arava desert. Resting in the middle of an excursion with students, together with a friend and fellow zoologist, Amotz Zahavi, we sought shade beneath a large acacia tree. Quenching our thirst with water from our canteens, we started talking. Suddenly someone suggested:

 “ Wouldn’t it be nice to experience a moment like this in the Africa savanna? Could it be possible?” and if so: “Where and how can we achieve it”?

And then:

 “Why shouldn’t wde try to organize such an expedition?”

 The seeds for this had been sown in our minds and back in Tel Aviv we approached  Dr Mendelssohn, then head of our Institute, as well as several other colleagues from other institutions, and after two short meetings it was decided. 

“We are going to have an expedition to Ethiopia!”

Why Ethiopia? First, the Israeli fauna and flora in the southern regions constitute an extension of the Ethiopian biogeographical regions, especially of the savanna types, with the typical acacia-grass communities; second, it was the only friendly East African country close to Israel; and third, it was a country with a highly diversified geomorphology and climate, extending from the sea-level desert and dry savanna regions up to the wet-alpine green habitats 3200 m high in the mountains. We were interested in surveying the various regions of country, which differed in such important characters as precipitation, temperature, vegetation and animal world, from the lowland region in the south, the wet subtropics on the southwest corner close to Kenya, and the northern part, from Addis Ababa toward Asmara in Eritrea.

 With the beginning of our preparations for this expedition two major problems immediately arose: one, financial. We had no major funding for such a large endeavor; and two, we needed a permit from the Ethiopian Government to carry it out. In those years Israel was still a “little” country in which everyone knew everyone else. The connections were activated, and we divided the tasks between us: Heinrich Mendelssohn began negotiations with the Israeli administration, especially the Ministry of Foreign Affairs; Amotz Zahavi initiated connections with the Einav family, a wealthy Israeli family living in Eritrea who owned a canned meat production factory in Asmara; and I started to seek help from various institutions. The response was encouraging, especially as the Einavs needed to transport their two jeeps from Diredawa in southern Ethiopia, and were ready to cover the gas expenses for the entire journey if we would be willing to bring them.  Transportation was thereby secured without financial burden, and this also partly determined the start and end points of our expedition. This was the major donation, and in accordance we decided to set out from Djibouti in Somalia, situated relatively close to the Ethiopian border, from there to take the train to Diredawa in Ethiopia, and then journey by jeep across Ethiopia, from the south up to the capitol of Eritrea, Asmara. The Institute and a few the members of the expedition also contributed to covering some of the general expenses. 

                                        Participants in the Expedition

Dr. Heinrich Mendelssohn, Dept. of Zoology, Tel Aviv University (a superb field zoologist), Leader of the expedition.

Prof. Oskar Theodor, Dept. of Parasitology, Hebrew University, Jerusalem (insect parasitologist), co-leader of the expedition. 

Mr. Jacob Hoffian, Ramat Hasharon (herpetologist).

Amotz Zahavi, M.sc, Dept of Zoology, Tel Aviv University (avian behavior).
Lev Fishelson, (graduate student), Dept of Zoology, Tel Aviv University (at that time also studying insects).

 Mike Cohen, Dept of Zoology, Tel Aviv University (taxidermist).

Dr. Y. Kofish, Dept of Botany, Hebrew University, Jerusalem (plant ecology).

Yoav Shoham, Major in the Israeli Army, maintenance and logistics (who was sadly later killed in a military action against terrorists).
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Amotz                      Theodor                 Lev                   Mendelssohn
With us, in addition to personal items, we took certain medicines, as well as field equipment for collection and preservation of the various organisms. Despite the aid of the Ministry for Foreign Affairs, several weeks passed before we received the necessary permits from the Ethiopian government to carry out our plans in their territory, and to take with us several rifles for hunting birds. At the same time we all got inoculated against cholera and yellow fever, etc., and were also supplied with a large quantity of anti-malaria pills.

   Finally, on March 14, 1958, we embarked on the Burmese boat “Pelion” in Eilat and at midnight we left the harbor for our first destination, Djibouti in French Somalia. From there we planned to take the train to Diredawa. It the early morning of the following day we crossed the Tiran Straits into the Red Sea proper and turned south. The few days spent on this boat were splendid; the sea was calm and we used the time to read about Ethiopia’s morphogeography and study the birds of East Africa from specialized ornithology books brought along by Mendelssohn. And of course there were many hours spent watching groups of dolphins riding the waves in front of the boat and observing the gulls and bobbies circling over us. After three days we anchored for a stop in Massawa, the Ethiopian harbor on the Red Sea, to which we would return at the end of the expedition. Using the day that was at our disposition we went ashore to visit. This was also our first encounter with some typical Ethiopian birds, such as the white-eyed gull, Larus leucophthalmus, and the Hemprich gull, L. hemprichi.
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Larus hemprichi and L. leucophthalmus over the Dahlak Islands

Tthe weaverbirds, Ploceus galbula, were especially interesting, with their nests hanging from the trees, as too was the tropical bird, Phaeton indicus. We could observe the parrots, Psittacula sp., and Milvus sp. on their nests. Hoffian collected his first lizards here, the gecko Tarentola annularis that could be found scuttling across the wall of the houses. A rented taxi took us out of town, into a flat land with shrubs and acacias. It was extremely hot and this should have prepared us for what was to come.               

Next day we continued, passing a long chain of islands, with numerous flocks of sea birds, such as the Hemprich and white-eye gulls, white-belly bobbies (Sula leucogaster), Sterna bergii and brown pelicans (Pelecanus rufescens). These were the Dahlak Archipelago fossil coral islands. Later we passed the Bab el Mandab Strait into the Indian Ocean, and in late afternoon of October 21 we docked in Djibouti harbor, discovering a temperature of 420C and 85% humidity. The dusty journey from the harbor to the house that belonged to an Israeli family – the Friedmans- was a terrible one, and we all arrived soaking wet and thirsty. Despite this, we decided to have a look at a mud-flat in the vicinity. Numerous birds could be seen, some well known to us as migratory species from the north, mingled here with the autochthonous species, such as herons (Ardea goliath, Egretta gularis). Marching along with my binoculars around my neck, net-catcher in hand and some collection jars in my pockets, I started to search the bushy site along this flat. A short distance from the hostel I spotted a group of the poisonous Calotropis procera trees (the “Sodom apple tree”), and went up to it. And there were the first trophies of my expedition: hundreds of the aposematic grasshoppers of the genus Poekilocerus (P. hierogliphicus), a species that feeds on these plants, a close relative of P. bufonius common along the Dead Sea and Negev in Israel, and which I had studied at home. Of course I collected some, deciding to prepare a few dry ones for the insect collection, and a larger number of live ones to transport back home. These were placed carefully into a cardboard box and throughout the journey they were fed with milkweed. During this collection the African grasshopper behaved like its Israeli cousin, spraying around its toxic fluid derived from the ingredients of the food-plant. They eventually arrived safe and well at our laboratory in Israel where they were grown and studied for several years.

We spent several days visiting Djibouti and the surroundings, especially along the mud-flats of the sea shore where we observed numerous birds, such as Limosa lapponica, Numenias arquata, Tringa spp, Calidris spp, Charadrius spp, which run in small flocks over the mud-flat feeding on crustaceans and other organisms left behind from the last high tide. Among them herons were prominent, such as the goliath, Ardea goliat, the gray heron, Ardea cinerea, and the polymorph Mangrove heron, Egretta gularis, which occurs in three morphs of plumage, white, gray and black. On the outskirts of the city, which was densely covered with bushes and trees, we collected songbirds and lizards, such as Agama agama and Mabuia quinquetaeniata. Vultures, Gyps ruppeli and G. fulvus, Torgus, Necrosyrtes and Neophron percnopterus, were spotted on the higher trees and soaring in the hot air. Between the hills the bush and tree cover was even denser and here were numerous songbirds, such as Sylvia nana, Pytilia melba, Apalis rufifrons, Scotocerca sp., Cercomella sp, Ammomanes sp., Halcyon smyrnensis, Oenanthe isabelina, Corvus ruficolis, C. cornix, and several species of weaverbirds.
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                               Ardea goliath              Ploceus (weaverbirds) nests

 Several species of mouse (Acomys) and Citellus sp. were also to be seen, scuttling among the bushes and rocks.

Carrying towels with us to dry our constantly dripping faces and necks, we visited the city several times during the day, making stops at every possible bar to partake of cold lemonade. It was hot!! There were permanent rivulets of sweat streaming down our backs into our underwear and down to our feet. The Somalians were very friendly and, as they spoke French, we were able to communicate with them somewhat.

 On the evening of October 25, carrying our belongings, we embarked upon the train among a crowd of black and jostling passengers, and were happy to obtain some seats near the windows. With much noise and shuddering the carriages moved out; none too soon as the stench was almost unbearable. It was a blend of the strong and special odor from the sweating Somalian and Ethiopian bodies, mixed with the smells of chickens, geese and even a goat that someone had taken with him. The black smoke permeating the car through the open window from the locomotive funnel contributed its bit to this extraordinary atmosphere. Despite the conglomeration of smells and sounds, the monotonous sound of the slowly moving train finally took over and I fell into sleep, my head leaning on Mendelssohn’s shoulder. At dawn we arrived at the Somali-Ethiopian border and experienced our first unpleasant surprise: the three rifles for hunting (and self-protection) that we carried with us, and for which we had a permit from the Ethiopian Consul in Israel, were taken from us by an Ethiopian customs officer, despite our papers and protests. The illiterate official promised that the guns would be sent on to await us in Addis Ababa. That meant almost at the end of the journey!! While the train remained in the station we did our best to persuade the customs officer, but to no avail; and the train continued on to Diredawa, our first destination in Ethiopia. This was then a dusty, sprawling township with a few two-level brick buildings. All the other houses were made of mud, and some less attractive and smaller ones even from straw and cow dung. They reminded me of Uzbekian village dwellings in Central Asia. The streets were unpaved, with free-running sheep, goats and, to our astonishment and pleasure, baboons, including mothers with young on their backs. Mountains of rubbish surrounded the town and were piled up between the houses. In the center of this was a small Coptic church, enclosed by a fence. It was our first meeting with native Ethiopians, and our first impression was that most of them were tiny, dark-black, and wore not too clean white coverings wrapped around their bodies and flat turbans on their heads. Few women were visible, most carrying children on their backs or goods on their heads. The men always had a walking stick, a branch or occasionally a long spear in their hands. Many of the man were standing peculiarly on one leg, with the other leg, bent at the knee, resting on the first one. Most were sitting in small groups scattered along the streets, several around a basket with water and branches of ghat, a well-known narcotic green bush. They sat chewing on the leaves of this plant, with half-closed red eyes, resembling regurgitating ruminants. Their sleepy looks followed us along the street, and from time to time hands were raised in a friendly gesture.

Dust was hanging in the air and the temperature was climbing as we looked for a car to take us to the address given us by the Einav family. Finally we arrived at a yard attached to a “European”-style colonial house with several empty rooms; and close to this the two expected jeeps. A large part of the yard was occupied by a herd of Zebu cows, resembling the Brahma morph of India, prominent by their strongly protruding upper neck. Perching or climbing on them, to our delight, were the insect-picking “cleaner birds”, Buphagus erythrorhinchus, a well known symbiotic partnership that until then we had known from books only. These cows were destined for Asmara, where they would be slaughtered for the canning factory of the Einavs, our benefactors. Here and around the area we also observed birds, Cinnuris habissinicus, Dinemella dinemelli, Amadina fasciata, Phoeniculus purpureus, Centropus superciliosus, and Erythropygia leucoptera. We started to organize our baggage in the rooms and I, an experienced anti-malaria entomologist from my time in Uzbekistan, looked around and perceived many mosquitoes on the ceiling. Theodor was our health officer and I told him about the discovery. Some days back I had also asked him whether we didn’t need to begin taking our anti-malaria pills, and his answer has been:

‘They are harmless Culex, this region is malaria-free”. 

 I, the youngest in the company, had to accept this, for he was the doctor and responsible for such matters.

After finishing the unpacking, Yoav, our mechanic and transportation man, together with Mike, who was also a driver, went to check the jeeps, to each of which a two-well baggage-carrier was attached. They were perfect for carrying our equipment, enabling us a more comfortable occupancy of the jeeps.  We went out to find some shops that could provide us with food, fruit, bottled water, and containers for water for 3-4 days of travel. Aware of the local low hygiene and our non-adapted guts to the local microflora, we did not drink non-boiled water and ate predominantly food that we had prepared and cooked ourselves. Hoffian was already at work, collecting some nice agama lizards from the walls. Back at the yard we learned from Yoav that the cars were fine, with spare wheels. He would do a little work on them and we could start our journey the following day. After a tasty dinner of eggs and vegetables, and discussion of plans for the coming days, we went to our rooms and sleeping bags, tired but happy. The floor was not exactly soft but we eased our bones as best as we could. Before closing my eyes I looked up at the white wall, and saw to my horror, that it was totally occupied by Anopheles mosquitoes, the famous transmitters of Plasmodium, the malaria-inducing parasites. It was easy to recognize them, as species of this nasty genus, resting on the wall, raise their abdomen at an angle to it, whereas all other, harmless mosquitoes, sit with the abdomen parallel to the substrate. Without disturbing Mike who was already asleep besides me, I took a small reagent glass, trapped a mosquito inside it and sealed it with a cotton swab. Then, with this in hand, I went into the second room, where the two doctors rested, and handed over the glass to Theodor.

 Theodor, an experienced insect parasitologist needed only one look to exclaim:

 “Anopheles!!!”  And then, “Where did you collect this?’

They followed me quietly to the second room and there spotted dozens of these insects on the walls and ceiling. The danger of malaria was now a reality, and although we immediately swallowed our pills against plasmodium, it was clear that it could   already be too late. 

“Mike you are a candidate for malaria”, I told him, and added,

“I myself am not, because in Russia I was very ill with this nasty thing and hope now to be resistant to it”. Surely enough, one week later Mike had got it! From that evening on we all started to take our daily dose of anti-malaria pills.

We are on our own

On the morning of October 27, with first light and to the sound of crowing cockerels, we awoke and organized ourselves for travel. The plan was to turn south some 120 km, toward the city of Harare, one of the oldest cities in the Ethiopian Empire and capital of Harare Province, famous for its Coptic churches and “black lions”.
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                                  Mike     Ethiopian      Lev

 We set off smoothly and as we approached the city more and more hills began to dominate the scenery, mostly covered by green vegetation, Juniperus, Acacia and Ficus trees, as well as Opuntia cactuses. Numerous species of birds could be seen, among which the most prominent were the Ethiopian crow, Corvus albus, and the large C. crassirostris, with its strong thick bill. Several species of doves and small songbirds were perched in the trees, and we regretted not having our rifles to add some to our collection. Large marabou storks (Leptoptilos corumeniferus) and groups of Egyptian and Gray vultures, started to appear. Together with the large herds of baboons (Papio hamadrys) that followed us along the road and gathered around at each stop, on and close to the trees we saw the delicate and greenish Cercopithecus aethiopicus, a monkey species almost endemic to this region. They approached us to beg only if the baboons were not in the vicinity, and then they were bold enough to try and enter the jeeps to 

               snatch awasy anything edible.
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                                        Papio male              Cercopithecus female with young                                             

All around the city on trees and garbage dumps were vultures, black and common griffons, and the ubiquitous marabou storks.

Harar was indeed a city, with a few wider, unpaved streets, and a few brick buildings. We spent two hours visiting the churches and market, bought some souvenirs and had lunch, with one of us constantly keeping watch on the jeeps. Shortly afterwards we left Harare and took another road back to Diredawa, spending another two days touring among the villages and the surrounding savanna.

 On November 2nd we loaded our equipment onto the baggage-carriers and jeeps, together with the spare wheels, and with four of us in the first one and three in the second, we moved out from Diredawa and took the road west in the general direction of Addis Ababa. However, as we did not plan to stick to the road the actual direct distance of 450 km was increased to over 1000 km. Because of the dangers of spending the nights out in the open, without any protection against robbery (no rifles), from the beginning we decided to plan the route to enable us to spend the nights in settlements or police stations, for which we had a letter of support from the administration in Amharic and Tigric, the two most common dialects.

  Before us was a flat and dry savanna, sparsely covered by Acacia and Sisyphus trees and grasses. The most remarkable feature was the “termitaria”, huge red hills of various shapes and sizes, constructed from the red clay that is excavated by the termites and “glued” together with a secretion from their glands. Putting our ears to the wall of one of these constructions we could hear the sounds produced by the intensively working insects. Somewhere deep in the ground below such termitaria was the “queen’s chamber”, where the only female in the colony constantly produced eggs to be taken over by the workers. Some of these “chimneys” of termite colonies were 3 m high, producing clear landmarks and evidence of the social life of thousands of animals. Some of the hills were seen to have been torn open, with typical marks of the termite-eater Orycteropus aethiopicus, the large, nocturnal mammal that feeds on the termites, digging open their tunnels with its strong claws and penetrating deep with its long sticky tongue. On some of the termitaria we could see an army of termites repairing the 

night-inflicted damage to their colonies. Between the bushes several small groups of Guinea-fowls, Numidia meleagris, could be seen running around in search for food.
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                            Termitarium             Orycteropus

Here too was the Calotropis milkweed, again populated by the large and dangerous grasshoppers. Another milk-shrub, Datura, was covered by dozens of a different species of poisonous grasshopper, Zonocerus elegans, the toxicity of which had been described by a Russian entomologist. 

After two hours of driving in the morning cooler hours, we stopped at our first collection-observation site, eager to use our binoculars and begin to identify the birds around  us and the groups of baboons that approached to “inspect” us. The most daring were the larger males, prominent in the dense gray mantle of fur that covered their neck and throat. The wide gaping jaws of some of these dominants nicely revealed their large canines. Females, especially those carrying babies on their back or belly, kept a greater distance from us. I took my entomological gear and went off to collect insects, especially grasshoppers, which at that time were the object of my studies. Hoffian was running after some lizards, helped by Mike, Theodor was swiping a delicate net to collect small insects, and Amotz and Mendelssohn were trying to describe the small songbirds they were watching. We were quite close to human habitation and around us we could see small herds of domestic animals with their herdsman equipped with long sharp spears. After an hour we started off again and gradually the panorama changed, less human influence, more and higher grasses and bigger Acacia and Sisyphus trees. The avian population was well represented here, and the numerous trees were densely covered with nests of weaverbirds, and numerous Colius macrurus, Takus aethipicus, and the peculiar long-tailed Vidua macrura and V. fisheri that, like cuckoos, lay their eggs in the nests of other birds, here those of Estrilda melpoda. On the bushes we observed Lanius senator and L. somalicus, on the ground small groups of Turdoides leucopygia, and on some bushes also the drongo (Dicrurus adsimilis). 

On trees and around garbage dumps were vultures (Necrosyrtes monachus, Pseudogyps africanus) and crows (Corvus albus and Corvulture crassirostris).

It become very hot toward lunchtime and we decided to rest beneath a tree. The most spectacular sight here was the hundreds of weaverbird nests of Dinamella dinemeni and Plecopasser nubali, hanging from the branches like ripe fruit, and the huge number of colorful weavers flying around them.
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Nest of Dinamella                           Curvulter crassirostris  

Each bird was busy on its own mission, one carrying grass for building, another bringing food for the nestlings, and yet others, males, disputing over territory. It was grand to lay on our backs and closely observe this busy world of cooperation and selfishness, and the acrobatic displays 

of the nest-constructors. From now on such colonies of weaverbirds of various forms and colors would accompany us all along our route in southern Ethiopia. 

Our second stop was very similar to the previous one, and so as the sun began to set we approached a village, Bishe, looking for night quarters. A high wall surrounded this settlement, but the gate was open and by it stood a barefoot, black-uniformed fellow with a World War 1 rifle in his hand. I suspect that the sounds of our jeeps had already made them aware of our approach several hours earlier. Indeed, this policeman was our reception committee in the village and we showed our papers to him. I’m not sure if he could read the letter but the large stamp with the Ethiopian Lion of Judah was effective and we were shown where to park. The village comprised a group of huts (“kutols” in Tigric), all with conical straw roofs and round walls constructed from a mixture of cow dung and straw. The entire population was now outside around us, inspecting the jeeps but especially us. For me this was the first time I had been surrounded by a group of half-naked women, with their ebony black and sharply protruding breasts. I did not know how to avoid directly glancing at them. Most of them carried small children or babies on their backs and their enormous and beautiful-black eyes staring us, the white-faced ones, with astonishment, enchanted us. 

Shortly after we purchased some fresh vegetables, eggs and milk, and over an open fire prepared our dinner. The air was alive with the sounds of crickets, cicadas, and domestic animals, and far away, beyond the closed gates the sounds of the never-sleeping wilderness. We had been asked by the administration to spend the nights in protected sites not because of the wild animals but because of the “shiftas”, robbers, who would not hesitate to kill you if you had something they wanted. After taking our antimalaria pills distributed by Theodor, we spread out our sleeping bags and soon fell into a deep, relaxing sleep.

Due to the unpredicted side excursions on various days, the distance we traveled became much longer and thus we had to plan our stops in accordance with the possibility of renewing our gas supply, as well as with regard to safety. The routes we used were unpaved and so those in the second jeep had to keep a long distance back from the one in front to avoid eating the dust raised by it. Soon the arable land disappeared and so did the villages, and we were again in the savanna, a flatland covered by high grasses and a few acacias. This was a region dominated by herdsman and warriors who, being mostly nomadic, moved with their animals in search of pasture. Regarding this part of our journey we had several times been warned:

“Be on the alert, these people are the most dreadful and skilled robbers and hunters”. 

And, the most important piece of information:

”To demonstrate their skill as adult hunters young adolescent men of this tribe set out to hunt the human testicles!”

 And here we were, heavily laden with goods, without weapons to protect ourselves.

We took the direction of the River Awash and decided to spend a few days within the basin of this important water carrier. As soon as we approached the green and dense grassland along the riverbanks larger groups of animals and birds started to appear. The day started very nicely, and for the first time we spotted a group of Kudu antelopes, waterbucks, some Gazella isabella and G. tilonura, and several groups of Oryx beisa, the rare longhorn antelopes of Ethiopia. We spent some time observing their behavior, during which Hoffian collected several small lizards and I caught some interesting beetles and grasshoppers. Here too were groups of some larger, Grant-type gazelles, and numerous water birds, such as Egyptian geese (Alopochen aegyptiaca), herons (Ardea cinerea, A. goliath), divers, and sandpipers. As the day was close to ending we drove to Awash, a larger town where we could find a site for the night, purchase gas for the jeeps and some vegetables for us. Next day we continued to explore the riverside, with stops for observations, and slowly advanced in the direction of Nazareth, the second town on our route to Addis. Here we spent another night and on October 5 we continued, making a small detour into the dry savanna, now extending into the highlands and densely covered by bushes and trees.

Soon after this our troubles started- with a flat tire. As we were not able to fix it Yoav began to change it for the spare wheal, which is when he discovered that the two spares were larger then the wheels of the jeep!!! This meant that the holes on the spares did not match the pins on the wheel-drums! Having no other choice Yoav decided to enlarge the holes on the spare using a small hand saw!

He settled on the ground and started this daunting job as we went off to look for birds and other wildlife. The sun continued its trajectory and it was late in the afternoon before the over-large tire was attached to the jeep, and we started to move toward our next police station. The jeep waddled like a goose, with three smaller wheels and one larger one. It was tragi-comic. Exactly at this moment three tall young Ethiopian hunters appeared from the bush, each carrying a long pointed spear. For a while they observed us and then advanced in our direction.

We looked helplessly at one another. Then, suddenly, Mike (thank God) produced a gun from his pocket and, raising it in the air, started shouting loudly. The three hunters disappeared instantly, and we, astonished, began to interrogate Mike - and to thank him. It turned out that this was a dust-gun that shoots dust to immobilize small birds and lizards!! He had - to our eternal gratitude - not disclosed this weapon to the customs officer at the border. Constantly on the lookout for the hunters we moved on in the falling darkness. It was almost 10 pm when we knocked at the already closed gate of the police station. Here they received us with some surprise:

“We did receive a note that you would be coming, but as you had not arrived by dark we were sure that you were dead, hunted by the terrible people,” explained one in broken English: “We were ready to send such a message to Addis.”

 After offloading our baggage and having dinner, we sat around smoking and discussing the next moves, praising Yoav and Mike for their life-saving contributions to this particular day of travel. It was then that Mike started to complain of a cold and to shiver, clearly having a temperature.

“Mike, you’ve got malaria and can’t continue with the trip,” was Theodor’s verdict.

We were near a train station and so, after a phone call to the Israeli Ambassador in Addis Ababa, it was decided that Mike and Theodor (with the jeep wheel for repair) would take the train to Addis Ababa, and Mike would be hosted by the embassy until the rest of us arrived in a few days time. Some hours later they and the wheel were gone and we started to roll toward Alinforo, slowly approaching the road to Ankobar and from there to Addis. It took us an additional two days of crossing the savanna plains covered with high, mostly dry grasses. Here we observed numerous blue-plumaged Coracias caudata and C. abyssinica, pairs of Bucorvus abyssinicus and on telephone wires and trees numerous small Merops nubicus and Nectarina shigella. 

We frequently stopped for collections and bird watching, until our jeeps hit a packed dirt road. Only now did we realize that we had spent hours strolling and catching insects among the high grasses of the savanna, home of the spitting cobra, a highly toxic snake that can spray its venom for long distances. We had been very lucky not to have been attacked by this snake, or by the fearsome mambo that lives on the trees in this habitat. Our last night in Alinfo we spent the evening summarizing our impressions from the days and nights of our journey in this relatively lowland area of Ethiopia. 
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                                  Bucorvus abyssinicus        Nectarina shigella
With first light we moved out and at noon hit the civilized, asphalt-covered road leading to the capital, Addis Ababa. For the first time we found ourselves in heavy traffic, cars, carriages with horses and donkeys, as well as small camel caravans. 

We seemed to be the only Europeans on this occasion, and our dust-covered figures and jeeps, as well as the sight of our waddling jeep with the outsize wheel, were the center of attention and everyone stared at us. At this point we still did not know that the Ethiopian newspapers and radio were frequently discussing our progress in their country.

An interesting and curious incident then occurred: We heard the alarming sounds of sirens and observed that all the traffic had stopped and moved to the side of the road. We did the same and stood up in the jeeps to see what was going on. At this moment two heavy military police motorcycles pulled into view and a man jumped up and without warning pushed us into a sitting position and bent our heads down. Being less than obedient, I slowly turned my head and eyes to face the road, only to recognize His Highness, Haile Selassie, the Lion of Judah, Emperor of Ethiopia, in the car speeding past. Later we learned that no one was allowed to look directly at this almost holy man.

The traffic gradually increased in density as we slowly approached the outskirts of Addis, and more and more houses of various materials and shapes started to appear. People along the way looked at us with curiosity, staring at the waddling jeep. In the late afternoon we arrived at the gate of the Israeli Embassy in the capital, welcomed by all its members. In addition to the smiling faces of Theodor, and the still ill Mike, and the repaired wheel of the jeep, two highly precious items awaited us: letters from home and a long hot bath. It was Friday evening and it was a genuine pleasure after 10 days of field-life to sit down around a long table covered with a white cloth, with candles and wine, to sing traditional Israeli songs and have a well-cooked and tasty meal. 

And, after spending long nights in our sleeping bags, it was a treat to go to sleep in clean comfortable beds. It was then that we discovered that our expedition was being followed by the local media. The next morning Theodor and Mendelssohn had a meeting with the local press, who were also interested in our plans for the second part of our trip. The permit to carry the rifles that until now had been lying in wait in the office of our Ambassador, contributed to our excitement. 

We spent two days in Addis, during which the jeeps underwent a detailed check-up, and we took the opportunity to purchase some dry food, sunglasses and other necessities. Souvenirs were bought and letters were sent to Israel. The plan was to set off first on a two-day journey to the Kafa Province, some 500 km southwest of Addis, a lush tropical enclave that extended to the border with Kenya. This time we decided to follow a route along several small lakes, including L. Znai (120 km from Addis); L. Serialol (170 km), L. Anasa (220 km). On the way we spent one night in Adamitulu and the second in Shashemani, close to which were two other small lakes, Shala and Abaya, all in the Shoa Province. Here we again made observations and collections in the savanna habitat that framed the lakes.  Among the high grasses strolled dignified pairs of Bucorvus abyssinicus, some Chlorotis cor, and Euprodotis senegalensis, and we spotted running groups of Turdoides leucopyga. The trees hosted Coracias caudatus, Lampertornis purpuropterus and even some Indicator indicator, famous for their cooperation with honey badgers to find bee nests with honey. Now we entered the wet regions of the southwestern highlands of Ethiopia, approaching the subtropical corner of this country in the Kafa Province. It was of interest to note the more dominant occurrence here of the Bantu-type population, prominent by their wide noses and fleshy lips, compared to the Amharic or Tygrin types with their paler skins and Semitic appearance.

The land was green and, where not farmed, covered by high grasses and forest of Juniperus, Ficus and other trees or bushes. The wildlife here was exceptionally rich, especially birds. The water edge abounded with black crowned cranes, several kinds of ibises, herons and geese. For the first time we saw the interesting hammerheads, Scopus umbretta, and here and there strolling along on their very long legs, the secretary bird, Sagittarius secretarius, the famous hunter of snakes.
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                           Mendelssohn in bush                           Balearica 

Flying and on ground us we spotted Kori buzzards, and the eagle Theratopius ecaudatus, and on the trees and in flight the African fish-eagle, Cumcuma vocifer.

The road to Kafa was paved and the journey went smoothly, along well-developed agricultural land, with large cornfields and vegetable gardens. Here and there were
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          Theratopius                              Cumcuma vocifer

citrus groves and stands of coffee bushes with their red coffee beans. The terrain was hilly and the road steep winding among trees that slowly changed into a lush forest. And birds were everywhere, including the vociferous turacos (Tauraco leucotis), colorful toucans (Tockus erythrocephalus, T. hemprichi, T. jacksoni) with their long curved bills, Viduas, and several species of weaverbirds. In the larger clearings we could see numerous Lamprotornis splendens (splendid grackles), and the black Corvulture crassicornis with their enormous thick bills. At some point we left the road and continued along a track, penetrating deeper into the green bush. In the early afternoon we found a clearing in the forest and decided to camp there.  All around us was a vivid green and the air was full of the sounds of small woodland birds and insects. The most remarkable animals were the first colobus monkeys (Colobus albus) or Guereza (in Amharic), that we spotted on the tree branches. This rare and precious species had almost becomes extinct due to the huge demand for their skin, especially the bushy tails that are recognized as a sign of status in Ethiopia.
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 Colobus

This monkey has black fur but a face framed in white, and long white hairs framing the body margins and the long bushy tail. It was to see them that we had planned this visit to Kafa, also the presumed site of origin of the coffee-plant. These black and white monkeys of Ethiopia are a deep part of Ethiopia’s past and present cultural heritage.

We all took out our field glasses to observe them and couldn’t tear our eyes away. They were everywhere, running and jumping from branch to branch, bushy legs and tails spread wide. It was incredibly beautiful!!! And they were also observing us with high curiosity. That afternoon I succeeded to collect some more insects and Hoffian caught some lizards and small snakes. We decided to leave hunting for the next day. In the romantic atmosphere of the stars above us, the bush around us and the voices of the wild in the darkness, we had our dinner around a fire and eventually climbed into our sleeping bags. It was not very restful however, because from time to time we could hear the roars of leopards and other fearsome sounds, but finally I fell asleep. At dawn I felt something falling on me, and feeling with my hand above the sleeping bag I discovered small twigs. Poking my head out I saw that above us, on the trees, were groups of colobus monkeys sitting and throwing the twigs at us, as if to say;

“ Time to get up, you lazy humans with white faces”

It was an amazing sight. However, it was also time to start our collections, and so I loaded the guns with cartridges for small birds and, spotting one, shot it. At this sound the monkeys disappeared as if they had never been. 

Several hours later and taking a different route we started back, hunting some more birds on the way. By evening we had arrived in Addis. The plan was to pay a two-day visit to Gondar and Aksum, the ancient cities in the direction of Sudan. Following this we would start on our second leg of the expedition, 900 km in the direction of Asmara in Eritrea. 

Setting off, we journeyed west, then northwest and gradually the scenery changed into drier rolling highland with small villages, widely dispersed, and herds of sheep and goats along the way. The temperature changed too and by noon it was extremely hot. Near Aksum we stopped in a small village to buy some watermelons and, selecting one at a stand, we stood discussing, in Hebrew their ripeness. At this moment the Ethiopian at the stand looked up at us and proclaimed:

“Shalom to you.” in Hebrew.

“Who are you?” We asked also in Hebrew “We are Israelis.”

He smiled broadly and began to shake our hands vigorously.

We were thrilled!! We had known that we were in the region in which the Ethiopian Jews (called “fallash”) are found, but we did not expect to have discovered them so quickly, and there, to our amazement we sat on the ground and conversed in Hebrew, two groups of man scattered by two thousand years and a distance of several thousand miles. I sensed our voices trembling as we realized that we were the first Israelis they had ever seen. They told us that they expected very soon to be told by Providence to rise and go up to the Holy Land and Jerusalem, as written by the Prophets. They were poor, settled on bad land and among rocky slopes that could not grow most crops, so they grew maize and kept small herds of domestic animals. I’m sure that for many days to come our visit was discussed over and over in the village and other villages around. However, despite the very emotional encounter-and very interesting scenery, we were able to remain with them for a few hours only as the day was drawing to a close and we had to return to the road to Addis. On the road back we each sat wrapped in our personal feelings and thoughts about what we had witnessed in this small and impoverished village, the enormous strength of belief and hope, and the brotherly ties connecting us. Something spiritual had occurred in this meeting. Late at night we arrived in Addis and decided that the following morning we would prepare ourselves and our equipment for the road to Asmara, which we did under the supervision of Yoav. Mike was now well enough to go on and would continue with his hunting and taxidermy. The people at the Embassy warned us about the shifta along the road and suggested that each of us should keep a sum of money in his shirt pocket and be ready to hand it over if we encountered these robbers.

Early next morning, on November 18, we departed with warm wishes from the Israelis in the Embassy. We moved out north, along the asphalt road built by the Italians during their occupation of Ethiopia in 1936. We were in the northern part of the country, in the highlands, and the hills around were green with a low cover of grass and bushes. Large round hills could be seen in the distance, the remnant cores of the now extinct volcanoes that had once dominated the landscape. By afternoon the hills had become denser, and the road started to ascend the mountainous region, winding among the slopes up to 3000 m high in the Tigre Province. On one such high hill relatively close to us, we spotted for the first time a large mandrill baboon , a magnificent male with his blue-red striped dog-like face and bright red chest.
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Mandrill male

It was the first time we had seen such an enormously strong specimen, for such rarely found their way into zoos. We stopped the jeeps and for 20 minutes enjoyed the scene. On the slope, below this alpha male, between acacias and euphorbias were several females and young males. With sunset we arrived at the small hostel of Dessye, with clean beds, and after dinner sat out on the large veranda talking and observing the monkeys running around and expecting handouts from the guests; large crows and doves too were perched around. Hoffian again collected some lizards, especially the geckos on the walls, and Mendelssohn and Mike sat around a lamp dissecting and cleaning the skins of birds shot during the day. I joined them and those hours with Mendelssohn gave me the opportunity to learn more about birds, as well as about Mendelssohn himself and his vast knowledge of African wildlife. 

   The next day the road continued to ascend, and we stopped for a while near the town of Lalibela, and we were soon at an altitude above 3000 meters, the highest region on the route into Eritrea. The road was very narrow and with numerous sharp bends, with a deep gorge on one side and a cliff face on the other. During the war the Italians had carved out this road as their army advanced toward the interior and many lives had been
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      Mendelsson with Acacia and Euphorbia                     Corvus albus of Dessey

lost here, especially among the local people. According to the local inhabitants who could atill remember that time, the Italian general had presumably decided to carry out this enterprise “quanta costa-costa”: no matter how many lives it cost. Our constant prayer was not to meet a car coming in the opposite direction. And our luck was with us; we did not. The flora had now totally changed compared to the lowland. Dense forests with Juniperus trees, bushes incrusted with the milkweed Euphorbia candelabrum covered the more gentle slopes, among which groups of baboons were foraging and many birds could be seen in the air or perched on the branches and ground. Among these were the beautiful Balearic cranes (Balearica pavonina), with their colorful plumage and crown of feathers; several species of hornbills, prominent by their strong curved bills, short wings and long tails, marabou storks, the crested Ethiopian cranes, and birds of prey, such as eagles and vultures. Flying low over our jeeps were the fascinating and majestic bearded vultures, Gypaetus barbatus, occasionally observed in the Israeli Dead Sea region. With their long sharp wings and long tails their maneuvers in the air were more like the flight of a giant falcon than a vulture. And despite our not possessing a skin of such a bird in our Tel Aviv collection, none of us had the heart to shoot one down. 
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Gypaetus barbatus

  After a bend in the road we discovered a small path leading off it and we took this direction for a while, deciding to make a lunch-stop and, at Mendelssohn’s request, to hunt some birds. We found a pleasant spot, with a small stream and dense aquatic vegetation along it. While our colleagues were preparing the meal, Mike and I went off with the rifle and in half a hour had shot down several birds, including weaverbirds, thrushes, and two herons, a white one and another, very small one, Butorides brevipes, not familiar to me.

Back at the camp we decided to clean the birds immediately because the high temperature might otherwise have rotted them by evening. Mendelssohn, Mike and I as a helper, started to deal with this while the other members wandered off with their field glasses. By late afternoon we were ready and turned back toward the road and Asmara. We arrived at almost midnight and called the Einav family to find out the name and location of the hotel where rooms had been reserved for us. They invited us to dinner the following evening. Although it was dark we could see and sense that we were in a western-style city.

The next day we went out sightseeing and the area really did resemble an Italian town, with solid buildings, several churches, restaurants and café-houses with tables spilling out onto the streets, and numerous shops with souvenirs and other goods. Showered and nicely dressed we started to look around, photographing and seeking souvenirs. We also bought some wine for dinner, which turned out to be  “a part of home”. Our hosts were delightful people, full of optimism and humor, with great kids, and the evening progressed with singing and laughter, and sipping good wine. It was a perfect ending to our expedition, and all of us felt ready to go home. We spent one more day properly packing the collections and our personal things, and then set out on the road down to Massawa, the harbor on the Red Sea, Mendelssohn and Mike with a jeep and our baggage, and the rest of us on the “Littorina” train. In  Massawa at midnight we boarded the ship and set sail for Eilat in Israel. A few days later we happily docked and were home, with all the collected material and deep and lasting impressions of East African wildlife. This expedition, in addition to enriching our knowledge, contributed about 150 samples of birds and 90 samples of small mammals to our collection in the Department of Zoology.

                       The First Israeli South Red Sea Expedition (ISRSE 1962)

The 10 years of our investigations of the coral reef environment in Eilat and surrounding shallow waters (1951-1962) had been for us, a team of Israeli scientists  (Heinz Steinitz, a zoologist from the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, and the two of the Tel Aviv zoologists, Hannan Lewinson and myself), an endless journey into a wondrous world of life, forms and colors. The invention of underwater equipment, masks, snorkels, flippers and, later, air-supplying devices and SCUBA, extended the horizons of our research and the depth of the observations. Fascinated by our discoveries we started to discuss the possibility of establishing a Marine Biological Station in Eilat, and one evening, sitting on the shores of Eilat on a little embankment (now the Coral Reserve) someone asked:

“Why not organize an expedition to the southern parts of the Red Sea?”

   At that time we already had a grant from the US Office of Naval Research for studies in

 the Rea  Sea, and were also lucky to have established close relations with numerous 

marine scientists in Europe and the USA. And so we started to discuss and plan the possible organizationand purpose of this expedition. The colleagues in question from the USA and Europe (Eugenie Clark, George Papenfuss, Tom Goreaou, Stephen Wainwright and Jan Stock ) were enthusiastic about the project and ready to join us. The Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities was also prepared to support such an expedition. After discussing various sites we decided to go for the Dahlak Archipelago of coral islands off Eritrea, situated almost 60 miles offshore, as our base for the expedition.
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                                    Fishelson                  Oren                                 Steinitz  

 The archipelago, which comprises almost 200 small and larger islands, is composed of fossilized coral limestone, tectonically raised for several meters above sea level. This group of islands had been visited in 1954 by a group of Italian biologists, and according to their description it promised much ecological and biological diversity.
At this stage Steinitz was elected as head of the forthcoming expedition, O. Oren (an oceanographer from the Fishery Department, Haifa) as its deputy, and I as executive secretary. We started to work simultaneously on several fronts: Steinitz with international bodies, the Israeli Foreign Minister and Ethiopian Administration; Oren focused on organization of special equipment; and Hannan and I concentrated on everything else, especially collection and preservation equipment, food and camping. At this time, with the ONR funds, I purchased a fiberglass outboardmotor boat and supplies for it. Following several meetings with Israeli Army generals we were given a great deal of help, including all the necessary camping equipment, such as large tents, field beds, mosquito nets, a 24V generator for electricity, and a network of bulbs. They even canned bread for us! Several food companies that we approached were also generous and we received almost all our needed canned food supplies for free. We again approached the Einav family from Asmara, who had so greatly helped us during the 1958 Expedition, and they promised to supply us with canned meat and help as much as possible.

Following is the list of the Israeli and foreign participants in the expedition and a photograph of most of them. 

Participants
Heinz Steinitz, Ph.D.,  Dept. of Zoology, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Leader of the Expedition, (Ichthyology).

Otto H. Oren, M.Sc., Sea Fisheries Research Station Haifa, Deputy Leader, (Oceanography).

Adam Ben-Tuvia, Ph.D., Sea Fisheries Research Station, Haifa, (Ichthyology).

Lev Fishelson, M.Sc.,  Dept. of Zoology, Tel-Aviv University, Executive Secretary of the Expedition, (Intertidal ecology).

Hannan Lewinson, M.Sc., Department of Zoology, Tel-Aviv University (Intertidal ecology, Crustacea) 

Francis (Dov) Por, M.Sc., Dept. of Zoology, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Purser of the Expedition, (Miobenthos).

Arie R. Aboulafia, Oranim Teachers Seminary, Kiryat Tivon, (Ornithology).

Yakov Nir, M.Sc., Geologist, Geological Survey of Israel, Jerusalem, (Geology).

Imre Friedmann, PhD., Dept. of Botany, Hebrew University of Jerusalem, (Algology).

U.S. A.

Eugenie Clark-Konstantinou, Ph.D., Cape Haze Marine Laboratory, Sarasota, Florida. (Ichthyology).

George F. Papenfuss, Ph.D., Dept. of Botany, University of California, Berkeley, California. (Algology).

Thomas P. Goreaou, PhD., Dept. of Physiology, University College of the West Indies, Kingston, Jamaica (West Indies.). (Coral physiology).

Stephen A. Wainwright, Graduate student, Dept. Zoology, University of California. (Coral taxonomy).

The Netherlands.

L.B. Holthuis, Ph.D., Rijksmuseum van Natuurlijke Historie, (Crustacean Taxonomy).

J.H. Stock, Ph.D., Zoologisch Museum, Amsterdam, (Parasitic Copepods).

Ethiopian.

Allan S. Rogers, Geologist, University College, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, (Geology).

Medical Doctors.

Ilias Konstantinou, MD., Sarasota, Florida., USA. 

Naphtali Hertz, MD., Haifa, Israel, also diving officer.

Technical Assistants

       Zvi Wollberg, B.Sc., Dept. of Zoology, Tel-Aviv University.

Zvi Yaron, M.Sc., Dept. of Zoology, Tel-Aviv University, also journalist.

Salvator Uriel, Civil Engineer, Haifa, in charge of supplies, provisions, transportation and communications, (Oceanography).


[image: image29.png]



Standing, from left: Herz, Ben-Tuvia, Salvatore, Fishelson, Holthuis, Clark, Wainwright, Steinitz, Stock, Oren, Por.

Sitting: from left: Aboulafia, Wollberg, Nir, Lewinson, Yaron.
Absent: Friedman, Goreau, Konstantinou, Papenfuss and Rogers. 
The planning and preparations continued throughout most of 1961 and by the end of the year we were ready to go. We decided to go by boat from Eilat, the Israeli harbor on the Gulf of Aqaba. On March 1, some of the expedition members, both Israelis and foreign scientists, with our equipment packed into a large container and numerous boxes, as well as our fiberglass boat, boarded the Burmese ship “ Fedauniont”. The other members of the expedition were to arrive by plane from the USA and Europa.

At 10 PM the ship left the harbor journeying south, in the direction of the Tiran Straits. After a long day of hard work and no time to eat, we sat at a nicely prepared table 

and had our first dinner together; the atmosphere was one of content,

excitement and expectation. I personally could not sleep and spent most of the early morning hours on the deck following the lights first of the Egyptian and then of some Saudi Arabian villages along the shores. With the first light we could recognize the mangrove growths of Nabeq on the Sinai coast that we had visited during the Israeli Sinai campaign in 1956; we could see the heavy guns of Ras Nazrani, and at 7 AM crossed the Straits of Tiran and entered the Red Sea proper. We passed the few days of travel in planning, discussions and project-presentation, and our physicians carried out a health check of the members of the expeditions.

 Early in the morning of March 5th we entered Massawa harbor in Ethiopia (now Eritrea). It took two days of administrative paper work, interventions by the Addis Ababa Ministries of Defense and Fishery and by our Israeli friends in Asmara, the Einav family, before we could offload our equipment from the ship and clear it through customs. The Einav family had a meat-canning factory and wanted to contribute among others, boxes of canned meat; which, however, were subject to heavy taxation. To avoid this the Einavs had marked our boxes  “Dog-Food”, which was tax-free. Why? I don’t know, but we were extremely grateful for our “Bonzo”!.

 Massawa was a small town, with numerous buildings in Italian colonial style, with colonnades and shady balconies. The period of Italian rule had bequeathed the names of streets, restaurants and coffee shops and the large Hotel Savoy where we lodged. The harbor region was rich in marine birds, such as gulls, sternas, pelicans, and the mangrove heron, Egretta gularis, famous for its three-color morph, gray, black and white. Here too I saw for the first time the large sandpiper Dromas ardeola, which later was to feature in one of my studies. The most interesting birds in the town, however, were the little Ethiopian storks, Sphenorhynchus abdimini, several pairs of which were nesting with their young on electricity poles and trees. Among the houses and on trees were many Corvus albus, Oenas capensis, and the vulture Necrosyrtes monachus.

   Alexander Desta, the Crown Prince of Ethiopia and Commander of the Navy, informed us that the Ethiopian Navy in Massawa would help us as much as possible; and indeed, as we learned during the four weeks of our Expedition, without them, especially their boats, our task would have been very difficult. After a visit to the head of the naval base it was decided to send a frigate with several members of the team to seek a suitable site for the expedition camp. Concomitantly, the other members of the team, with the help of local people, would transfer the equipment and baggage to a landing craft for transportation.

On March 9, early in the morning, we left the harbor and decided first to search the Melita Bay area, on the mainland, south of Massawa. As the boat sailed into the bay the mangrove forest came into view, extending over a wide mud flat. Some of us took the dinghy with the outboard motor and set off to explore the habitat. For me it was an open paradise, with the populations of mudskipper fish, Periophthalmus kohlireuteri that could be seen resting in masses along the water edge or climbing on to the mangrove trunks or on low branches hunting insects. This constituted a new chapter in my knowledge and I let the others go ahead and sat down to take notes on the mudskippers and on the interesting population of hole-digging crabs, the pygmy ghost crab, Dotilla sulcata, the fiddler or boxer crabs, Uca tetragonon and U. inversa and, buried in sand, the telescope crab, Marcophthalmus spp. The large population of the hermit crab, Coenobita scaveola, each in its gastropod home shell, predominantly shells of larger murecids, joined this community of intertidal crabs at the muddy supratidal. It was amazing to see these crabs climb onto the mangroves or even onto palmtrees looking for food, carrying their heavy “homes” on them. I decided to investigate more closely this interesting community, living in such harsh conditions of tidal fluctuations.
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Following several hours of swimming along the shore and observing, we set off in the direction of the Dahlak Archipelago, some 50 nautical miles from the mainland. After visiting several islands we discovered a very suitable embankment for camping on Entedebir Island, and sent a message to the landing craft with the rest of the group and equipment to direct them to this island. By early afternoon they had arrived, also bringing with them an Ethiopian cook. Following several hours of very heavy work and some slight complications, the team and their equipment were safely landed on the sandy shore of what was then called David Bay. It was a small narrow bay, with sandy bottom, flanked on both sides by raised terraces of fossil corals. Various plants framed the water edge, among them Statice, Sueda, Atriplex, known halophytes, resistant to high salinities. The navy frigate and landing craft returned to their base in Massawa, and we started to erect the tents and open the boxes with our instruments, containers with fixatives and personal belongings. Bushes, Euphorbia candelabrum growths, and grasses surrounded the narrow shore. Behind these were 3-4 meters of both elevated and flat fossil coral platforms, that were in Pleistocene a living reef flat. As we were all in shorts and shirtless, we were immediately attacked by swarms of mosquitoes that appeared to have been hungrily awaiting our arrival for years. Applying anti-mosquito “Citronella” lotion all over our bodies, we protected ourselves as best we could. We had started our anti- malaria pills one week previously. At midnight, and totally exhausted, we had our first meal and went to sleep, deciding that the constructions could be finished the next morning. 
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DAVID BAY CAMP

That first night we already discovered the dominant life forms on the island: mosquitoes and rats, both of them in huge numbers and nasty. Fortunately we had both insect repellent and netting (thanks to the Israeli Army) for our camp beds, and the traps to be used for catching local rodents did a good job with the rats. With first light we were again at work and by midday the camp was ready: three large work tents, of which each was decorated by Hanan with a name; “Ichthyocopepodology” for Steinitz, Clark, Ben-Tuvia, Papenfuss, Friedman, and Stock; “Coral, crustacea, algae, geology” for Goreaou, Holthuis, Wainwright, Oren, Nir and Aboulafia; “Intertidalgeneral” for Lewinsohn, Fishelson, Yaron and Wollberg. Another special tent was erected as the dining site with a section for food storage. This was the domain of our Ethiopian cook whom we had hired in Massawa. Four smaller tents were erected as sleeping quarters. A special tent was constructed for meteorology and as shade for the diving equipment; a network of electric cables and light bulbs was set up for the tents, and an air compressor for the divers. The expedition was ready to engage in science. We all were tired but content.
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           The flag-point on Entedebir (1962) and our vessels

  It was lunchtime and everybody went off for a “siesta”, except for Aboulafia and me; we decided to tour the island for the first time. Euphorbia candelabrum formed the dominant belt of plants all around, limited on the lower sites by some halophytic bushes and Avicenia marina trees. On the coral platform not far from us we discovered a paradise of birds; breeding colonies of white-eyed and black-headed gulls (Larus leucophthalmus and L. hemprichi), and the bobby, Sula leucogaster. Larger groups of pelicans (Pelecanus rufescens) were fishing in the shallow water. It was exciting to sit on the coral cliff and watch the birds hunting for fish. Behind us in the bush were warblers, sandpipers and ring doves, and in the air paradise birds
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               Group of Pelecanus rufescens

 (Phaeton indicus) and black falcons (Falco concolor). After two hours it became too hot and humid and so we turned back to camp. In the evening we named our fiberglass boat “Genie” in honor of Eugenie Clark, the sole female member of our team and a well-known ichthyologist; and the small dinghy “Diadema”, honoring the very spiny black sea urchin that had kindly refrained from injuring us during our work in the

shallow waters.

From the next morning our activity became routine, with each of the members involved in his own project, or several performing as a team. The ichthyologists, Clark, Ben-Tuvia and Steinitz, went to find good sites to study the fish communities and to place
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Zvi W., Lev, Hanan, Zvi Y. and “Genie”

poison for fish collection, usually joined by some of us to help in the collection and fixation. Genie was also very busy in taking pictures of live fishes. Lewinson and I marked transects with color lines on the overhanging, mushroom-shaped rocky intertidal zone, to study the invertebrate fauna of this community.
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                            Genie photographing                        Mushroom-like intertidal
At the lower intertidal part, frequently wetted by the sea, the surface of these overhangs become covered by a mat of cyanobacteria and mollusks, especially the large chitons, Acanthoploura haddoni, the gastropod perwinkle, Cellana rota, and Nerita undata. The barnacle, Acanthobalanus longirostris, formed dense populations settled within the limestone wall. Similarly in an adjacent sandy bay, we selected a site to study the invertebrate communities of the soft bottom. For this part of the research I developed a special rectangular hand-operated “Lev’s bottom-grab” that enabled separation of 4 cm sections from the collected samples. In these studies the two “Zvis”, Yaron and Wollberg, aided us. Wainright went snorkeling, selecting some nice spots to study coral assemblages in the reefs; Goreaou organized his laboratory equipment for physiological studies on selected coral colonies using C14 as a marker. The crustacean people, Holthuis, Stark and Por, were ready to go and collect their specific material, so were the marine botanists Pepenfuss and Friedman.
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                                            Papenfuss                                 Goreaou

The “land” people, the geologists Nir and Rogers, began their mapping of the islands, and Aboulafia set off to observe birds. Oren’s glass instruments for marine chemistry studies had sadly been smashed during transportation and so he becomes a helper and middleman in dealing with the authorities and food suppliers. 

A similar routine was followed for most of the expedition, except on occasions when a group sailed off on the larger boat for inspection of more distant sites. Gradually the collected specimens, fixed in formol or ethanol, provided with numbers and registered in the collection book, started to accumulate in the plastic containers. Evenings were devoted to an exchange of the impressions and ideas that had arisen during the day. As we were constantly in our swimsuits, within a few days most of us we were deeply tanned. We did not want to waste fresh water on washing, so upon finishing work for the day we simply took our shampoo into the sea and washed there, before spreading the citronella repellent all over ourselves, which enabled as, at least partly, to ignore the hordes of mosquitoes. On the second day of our camp we discovered that Goreaou was rinsing his used glassware in the sea, including those that he used for C14 marking. There was an uproar and from then on he was persuaded to collect the dirty utensils and rinse them at a distant site. Dinners were eaten at a long table, and were especially festive on Friday evenings, when we accompanied the meal with ritual songs, usually orchestrated by Yaron. It was especially important to me to sit far into the evening with Eugenie Clark and a book on tropical fish taxonomy, and try to identify some of the small and peculiar looking cliniid or gobiid fishes. As by this time the electric illumination had been turned off to enable the other members of the expedition to sleep, we used a hand flashlight for this study. I believe that those shared hours formed the basis for our strong friendship that still continues today, some 43 years later.
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Our ichthyologists also made use of the fish stern-trawler “Stella” that belonged to an Israeli company active in Massawa and its surroundings. Menachem Ben-Yami, the fishery specialist in charge of this boat, often spent time with us and so our men were able to sail with him to more distant islands or go line-fishing for the tuna fish, palamida (Auxis tasard), Seriola sp. and other fish, from the larger pelagic groups in the open sea. We used the “Genie” outboard motorboat to search the nearby islands especially the mangrove forests. I should mention an interesting observation here: the mudskipper fish, so common on the mangrove mudflats of the mainland, was not to be seen at all among similar growths on the inspected islands. I still have no explanation for this phenomenon. However, the most interesting fish, and for the first time observed in the shallow water, were the juvenile striped catfish (Plotosus lineatus) that formed dense ball-like schools, protected by the poisonous spines in their pectoral fins.
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                     Plotosus lineatus group               Goreaou looking on Plotosus
On the afternoon of the 8th and morning of the 9th of April we organized our equipment, packed our baggage and sealed the numerous containers with our collected specimens. At lunchtime the naval landing craft arrived, and with the help of the marines in a few hours we had transferred everything to the craft. At the same time the frigate arrived to take our people on board, and both vessels set sail to Massawa. It was a little “saddening” to watch the island disappearing into the distance. By evening we were in Massawa and remained there until midnight at the naval base, hosted for dinner and drinks by the officers. The next day we reciprocated, and invited the officers to dinner in their club and later to a bar in Massawa. In the meantime we organized some of our baggage for storage in the harbor, and prepared the rest of it for the continuation of our study, in the interesting Melita Bay area, south of Massawa.

On April 12th a group of expedition members left Massawa on a frigate, which was to serve as our floating laboratory and hotel until April 16th. We took along the “Diadema” dinghy for transport between the vessel and shore. On this trip we also visited and studied Disey Island, a single volcanic outcrop in the region framed by coral formations. We spent most of the time in Melita Bay, however, working on the mangrove flats with their characteristic fauna. I studied the composition and behaviour of animals living here, having in mind to compare them with similar fauna found on the Sinai Peninsula. For several hours at a time I lay on my belly, observing and filming the fiddler crabs and the Pygmy ghost crab population, and their agonistic and reproductive displays, and following the unique hunting behavior of the mudskipper fish and the sandpipers, Dromas ardeola, hunting crabs and fish. Numerous animals from this flat were collected and preserved for farther studies in Tel Aviv. We also visited the hot-water pools situated at the bay-end, from which Por collected some interesting crustaceans.

By April 17 we were back in Massawa and the next day, at the generous invitation of the Einavs, we traveled in their minibus to Asmara, for tourism and relaxation from the high temperatures and humidity. The road to Asmara was familiar to me from our expedition in 1958, and I was able to enjoy the landscape as we gradually ascended into the mountains. The scenery changed and large euphorbia and juniper trees, as well as growths of opuntia, started to cover the slopes in green. The hotel in Asmara was pleasant and it was a pleasure, after such a long time in the field, to have a cold shower and dress in the fresh clothing we kept specially for such occasions. It was Pesach and we were invited by the Einav family to share the Seder with them. The table was very beautifully decorated and Zvi Yaron was elected to lead the reading of the Hagada. It was a very friendly evening and we all were nostalgic for home. The group now split up, with some members travelling inland toward Lake Tana and Gondar, while others, including myself, chose to remain in the city. On April 22nd the train “Littorina” took us back to Massawa, and at midnight April 23 we boarded the Burmese ship “Fedauniunt” and departed for Eilat. Our first Red Sea expedition was over.

 When we compiled our collections from this expedition and counted the samples bearing the ISRSE/62 mark, we found that we had a total of 5170 samples, of which 3500 were fishes, 380 were mollusks, 414 were corals, and assorted others. Some samples were kept by the relevant taxonomists (Papenfuss-algae; Holthuis-decapod crustaceans; Stock-copepods), but most of the material was deposited in the Zoological collections of the Hebrew University in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv University, available for study by the expedition members and other interested scientists. This collection still serves today as a reference for numerous studies.

 It is impossible in this brief account to describe in detail the day to day work of the various members of the expedition, as well as the weekly visits of the naval ships that supplied us with fresh food, water and even ice-cream and beer on the occasion of visits by government dignitaries or naval officers. On such occasions we would present ourselves in a more civilized style, dressed in more “normal” attire. Shortly after arriving we receive a cardinal invitation from the sheikh of the Dahlak Archipelago, who was living on Nocra Island. It was a long walk on a humid and hot day, but finally we arrived and were very nicely received with a cold Israeli “Assis” drink!
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                                 Sheikh of Dahlak and his son (in center)

 I will describe only a few of the scientifically interesting or curious events and observations that occurred during our stay on Entedebir Island and its surroundings. Early on in our study we collected some fledglings of the bobby (Sula leucogaster) and the Ethiopian stork (Sphenorhynchus abdiminus),
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                                              Sphenorhynchus yung in camp                           

 and decided to grow them and bring back as a gift for the experimental zoo of the Tel Aviv Department of Zoology. Arie Aboulafia was entrusted with taking care of the birds, but soon all the members of the team were enjoying this activity. Their main source of food was the rats we caught in the traps every night. As soon as the bobbies and storks began to walk they become the “owners” of the camp and strutted around pecking with their bills at our naked legs, demanding food. It was a delight after a few hours in the sea or on the hot intertidal to play around with these fledglings. 

Life on the mangrove mudflats

My first encounter with mangroves had been during the Israeli Sinai campaign in 1956. At that time, together with Lewinsohn and Steinitz, we had visited the southern part of the Sinai Peninsula and especially the mangrove stand of Nabeq. On the mudflats of this site I observed for the first time the fascinating community of decapod crabs living there in the harsh conditions, and decided to study them. Now, on the mainland and islands of Ethiopia I could start my investigations here too, and as the same species occurred at both sites, I would be able to compare the observed phenomena. This is a habitat that twice daily is exposed during the low tide and flooded during the high tide. All the behavior of the life forms is thus synchronized accordingly. From the supratidal site to offshore, the uppermost belt was formed by the Red Sea hermit crab, Coenobita scaveola, a species that seeks its food partly by crawling on the bordering land and climbing on trees in search of fruit. The larger and adult crabs mostly make use of the heavy shells of murecide snails as their home, to protect the soft parts of their body and, especially in females, the thousands of eggs hanging from their abdominal legs. Smaller specimens use also smaller shells of various gastropods. When in danger the crab retreats into its home, protected on the outside by the wide claws of its forelegs. At midday the hermit crab digs inside the sand along the shore and at night one could clearly hear the sounds of their movement and the collision of shells. From time to time one could see hermit crabs approaching the water’s edge and exposing themselves to renew the water content in their shell; and also, by strongly shaking their abdominal legs, to release into the water the ripe larvae hanging there. To observe these phenomena, as well as the fighting of crabs over more suitable shells, was of enormous interest. Paralleling the hermit crabs were the “townships” of the Ghost crab, Ocypoda saratan, aggregations of pyramidal sand hills of 20-30 cm, each at a tunnel opening. When not disturbed the crabs were observed to sit on the top of such hills and wave their forelegs, possibly signaling their territory to the neighboring crabs.

Below this belt of hermit crabs one could observe the battlefield of three species of small and fascinating crabs, found in high numbers. These were the pigmy ghost crab, Dotilla sulcata, and two species of fiddler crabs, the painted Uca tetragonon, and the pale Uca inversa. If one observed this mudflat when covered by the sea during high tide

[image: image65.jpg]



                                 From above down: Dotilla, Ocypoda, Coenobita

the bottom appeared smooth and uninhabited. However, as soon as the water started to recede, a commotion began at the edge and hundreds of crabs started to appear on the sand surface. They were soon busy digging their burrows open, excavating large balls of sand, and stopping in the middle to feed on organic particles left on the flat by the receding waters. Lying on the sand, with cameras for still and motion pictures, I spent many hours observing these little creatures, often forgetting that the tropical sun is merciless and drinking is a must. Any slight movement by me caused an immediate retreat of the crabs into their burrows. The most approachable were the pigmy sand crabs, occurring in densities of up to 200 per m2. While feeding they scraped sand from the surface, simultaneously licking it and collecting the micro-food while producing a 2-3 mm ball of the used sand, which they took up in a claw and deposited along the feeding path. As a consequence of this intensive activity, only a short time after exposure of the flat it had begun to look like a plowed field with “ploughs” working on it. The feeding activity of the fiddler crabs was very similar, but these crabs also consumed pieces of algae left on the sand. The large plover bird too,  Dromas ardeola, was my constant neighbor on these mudflats. This bird has specialized in feeding on the busy crabs and is able to stand motionless on its strong long legs for many minutes. Observing it through a telescopic lens I could see its yellow eyes fixed on one of the nearby crabs, and then a quick forward thrust of the head and the victim was caught in its strong bill. In one hour Dromas could consume tens of such victims!! On these mudflats of Melita Bay mudskipper fish (Periophthalmus kohleroiteri) could also be observed hunting smaller specimens of the sand crabs, pouncing on the less careful ones along the water’s edge.

The display of the male fiddler crabs was wonderful, as they stood beside their burrows and raised the larger of their claws, waving it in the air to attract the ready-to-copulate females. As soon as a female joined such a male both would disappear into the tunnel for an hour or more.
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Periophthalmus (mudskipper)

With they reappeared the female’s abdomen would be covered with thousands of eggs. During these hours males frequently attacked each other, with the winner being the one that succeeded to clasp its opponent with its strong pincers and toss it aside. As the water level rose the battlefield of crabs slowly became deserted, even before it was completely covered by water, and so it would remain until the next tide. In the final minutes the crabs blocked their holes with a ball of mud, thereby trapping an air chamber inside. Thus protected from any invading predators they would use this chamber until the next exposure.  Observing all this activity one could truly appreciate the diversity and precision of their behavior and its profound adaptation to the local ecological conditions. These little crabs had succeeded to conquer the most extreme environment of the shoreline.

Fishing with “Genie”

The early morning hours, between 0500 and 0700, were the most pleasant and calm in the sea. The sea-surface was usually flat, without waves or even ripples and then, when most of the camp was still sound asleep, it was a pleasure to put on goggles and go for a short swim to observe the coral fish in their first hours of activity. Most such mornings, however, alone or accompanied by Zvi Y. or Zvi W., I would take “Genie” out into the open waters where there were thousands of larger fish, tunas and groupers, swimming close to the surface, their dorsal fins protruding above the water. On the boat we had a long line with a hook at one end and a 50 cm rubber band near to the other end that was attached to the boat. Such a line is called a “d’gargara” in Arabic, and the flexible rubber indicates tension when a fish becomes hooked on the line. Using a piece of meat or a rat caught in the traps, the boat was steered into the midst of such exposed dorsal fins and we lowered the bait into the sea. Accelerating the boat I watched the rubber band and as soon as this began to stretch we started to pull in the line. It worked well and within a short while I had caught several large fish for the collection or, and more frequently, for our personal consumption. However, if we failed to haul in the rope quickly enough I often found on the hook only the remains of a fish, the head and part of the trunk. Looking down into the sea I could sometimes see a large shadow moving in from the deeper water toward the hooked fish; in most instances this was a large barracuda (Sphyraena barracuda) or grouper (Epinephelus spp) which swiftly attacked and devoured the fish on the line. On several occasions such secondary hunters were themselves hooked. On those days, when the rest of the team came out of their tents for breakfast served with large tasty portions of fresh fish, which were deeply appreciated. 
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Genie, Lev and fish from “Genie”

This type of fishing allowed us to catch for the collections some very interesting fishes, which, as inhabitants of rocky outcrops and coral patches, would have been impossible to catch by other methods.
Out on the ocean in a dinghy

It was a beautiful day with a calm sea when we decided to visit the small Cundabilu Island some 5 miles from our campsite. Several of us set off on the “Genie” with the “Diadema” dinghy attached. In a short time we had landed on the island, whose water swere rich in isolated coral heads. Using goggles and snorkels, and equipped with buckets and plastic bags, we started to search the sites, collecting every possible animal and algae. As the fauna were both numerous and interesting, the work went well and as lunch time approached the collected material in its plastic containers was put aboard “Genie” and some of the team set off with it back to camp. Zvi Yaron and I decided to remain on the island, keeping the dinghy. “Genie” would return to collect us before dark. The time passed swiftly in observing the behavior of the hermit crabs and at sunset we sat on the shore talking, awaiting the boat. All around us was a paradise: behind us the green cover of the island with birds flying over our heads and offshore; the massed hermit crabs in large conches of Murex spp. crawling around us and over our belongings; and in front of us the calm, blue sea. As it become darker our attention became increasingly fixed on the horizon looking for “Genie”. Nothing. Now it became pitch dark, the skies covered with myriads of stars and the only thing moving was the water lapping at the shore. Zvi suggested that we not wait any longer but take the dinghy to try and cross the five miles of sea. Zvi took the oars and started to row. With the first splashes as the oars hit the water the sea around us and behind us started to shine with a bluish-white light. It was an incredible scene, produced by the masses of bioluminescent unicellular Noctiluca. I put my hands in the water and when I withdrew them they glowed with the same light. The oars too shone in the night.  I attempted to relieve Zvi but it transpired that my knowledge of rowing was minimal and much of my energy went into simply trying to keep a straight course. So all the work was on my partner. However, he seemed to enjoy this and we slowly advanced, keeping our course according to the moon. Luckily for us the sea remained calm and friendly. The dark and star-rich sky and the sparkling sea (and possibly a “grain” of fear) triggered singing and we both started the a cjorus of Israeli songs. The situation was magical! From time to time we flashed our lamp, signaling to possible rescuers. Finally, after one hour, we saw a light ahead of us and very soon were attached back to the  “Genie” and towed “home”. It appeared that they had had trouble with their engine. All in all this little escapade had been interesting, but also more than a little scary.

A far more dangerous event happened on another occasion with the dinghy, on a very stormy day when we were returning from the shore of Melita Bay to the naval boat, a distance of only some 300 m. The waves were so high that from time to time the frigate disappeared from our sight. To protect the cameras from the splashing waves I sat in the dinghy totally enveloped in a plastic sheet, mummified. The dinghy was yawing and pitching from wave to wave, and my mind was frantically planning how to “unwrap” myself should we be capsized by the waves. The time that it took us to reach the ship seemed endless and terminated in a highly acrobatic climb up onto it, trying to match the rise and fall of the frigate. Finally, with the dry cameras and the plastic cover over me, I was on the deck, and my heartbeat slowed to normal.

That day we also learned something else very important: don’t place your trust in a calm sea and don’t leave your base without some provisions.

  On that particular morning we had left the boat very early, planning to do some work and film the mudflat fauna and survey the mangroves. We intended to be back on the ship for lunch and so had not taken any food with us. As the sea became rougher and the hours went by we became hungrier and thirstier, and had soon finished the small water supply that we had. 

“What are we going to eat?”

Our eyes and hopes had gone to Arie, our birdman with the rifle, and he decided to hunt a bird for us. After a short while we heard a shot from among the mangrove stands and Arie reappeared carrying a huge Goliath heron (Ardea goliath), the largest water bird we know; most of it, however, was neck, wings and legs. It was a terrible shame, but as most of the bird would be preserved for the collection, we decided not to “cry” over it.

 “And now,  how are we going to prepare something like this?”

Arie found a used rusty can and lit a small fire from mangrove branches. Then he cut out the thoracic and femoral muscles of the heron and put them in boiling seawater in the can. It was tragicomic to watch and even more so a little later to find ourselves struggling to chew on the small and tough salty muscles of the semi-boiled bird. Charlie Chaplin chewing his hat could not have done it better.  

The Second Israel South Red Sea Expedition to the Dahlak Archipelago (1965).

During the three years that had passed since the first expedition, it had become clear that the earlier scientific results were only partial, and in order to complete several larger projects, such as intertidal ecology and algology, it was necessary to return to this group of islands for farther studies. As the first expedition had been in the spring time (March), this time we decided to go in autumn, in October.

 This time too we involved fewer private agencies and also kept the number of foreign participants lower. Leadership of the expedition was taken on by Hannan Lewinson and myself, and we started to organize the equipment and connections with the Ethiopian administration through our Foreign Ministry and the Israeli Embassy in Addis Ababa. The Israeli fishery company “Iona”, which operated several stern-trawler boats in Ethiopian waters, was prepared to carry some passengers and our equipment on the ship “Menelik”, which was scheduled to depart in October from Eilat to Massawa. The field equipment this time was less heavy and voluminous, as the tents that we now purchased were much lighter, of the type used for seashore picnics. Based on the experience of the first expedition we also decided not to carry with us large quantities of food, deciding to use the local market instead. This time too Ethiopian naval support was promised. In the meantime we started to put together the team.

                       Members of the Expedition 

Lev Fishelson, Ph.D., Dept. of Zoology, Tel Aviv University (Leader, Ecology, Ichthyology)

Hannan Lewinson, M.Sc., Dept. of Zoology, Tel Aviv University (Co-leader, Crustacea taxonomy, intertidal ecology)

Yaakov Lipkin, Ph.D., Dept. of Botany, Tel Aviv University (Algae)

Aahron Horovitz, Ph.D., Dept. of Geology, Hebrew University, Jerusalem (Geology, p0lenology).

George Witenberg, Prof., Dept. of Parasitology, Hebrew University, Jerusalem (Parasitology).

Menachem Ben-Yami, M.Sc., Fishery Department, Ministry of Agriculture (Fishery specialist).

Arye Aboulafia, Teachers College Oranim, Kiryat Tivon (Ornithology)

Lip Holthuis, Ph.D.,  Rijksmuseum,   Leiden, Netherlands (Crustacean taxonomy)

Amos Ar, M.Sc., Dept. of Zoology, Tel Aviv University (Oceanography)

Yeshua Neuman, B.Sc., Dept. of Zoology, Tel Aviv University (assistant)

David Friedman, Marine Aquarium, Eilat (technician)

Mordechai (“Marcello”) Yaniv, Tel Aviv University (technician).

Reuben Pfeferman, MD, Hadassa Hospital, Jerusalem (physician).

The negotiations with the Ethiopian Government did not go so smoothly as in the past, and right until the last day, when the equipment was already on the “Menelik” in Eilat, and air-tickets had been bought for the flight to Addis Ababa, there were non-stop phone calls from our foreign ministry in Jerusalem to Addis and back. Some of my conversations with the Jerusalem officials were assertive, to say the last, and on one occasion I told them that we would go even without the permit. At the last moment we were given the green light.

 On October 4th at midnight “Menelik” left Eilat harbor. The same day I and several other members took the flight to Addis. There I was met by representatives of the Israeli Embassy and taken to a meeting with the Ethiopian Minister of Defense and Fishery. It was a positive and friendly conversation, during which I promised to send a collection of the sampled organisms to Addis Ababa. Next day we took the flight to Asmara, and from there traveled by the “Littorina” train to Massawa, from an elevation of 3000 m down to sea level. Forty-eight hours later “Menelik” with the rest of the team members and equipment arrived in the harbor and we started the usual procedure of off-loading and checking the equipment. This time we employed an Ethiopian agency and everything went smoothly.

Part of the equipment was put aboard a naval landing craft and part on the stern trawler “Neguste Salomon” which was equipped with beam-trawls and semi-commercial trawl net. This boat would serve us for seeking new sites for fishery and enable us to visit sites at 70-80 km distance from the base. For our landing site we selected Museri Island,

situated south of the Dahlak Kabir Island, and exceptional in having three species of mangrove trees: at the sea front Avicenia marina, then a zone of Ceriops sp, and finally the largest, Rhizophora mucronata. On these trees we observed huge nests of the eagle, Pandion heliaetus, some with young.
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The Savoy hotel, from left to right: Lev, Witenberg, Hannan, Lip, Arye, Lipkin

These mangroves were framed by various halophytic bushes, such as Atriplex halimus, Zygophylum sp and Sueda sp, forming dense stands.
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                   Rhizophora                                      Mangrove forest at Museri                 

. The flat fossilized coral terraces of this island were 5-10 m above sea level, covered on the surface by remnants of mollusk shells dating back to the Pleistocene epoch. It was October and the air temperature was 26º C by night and 35º C by day, the surface water temperature was around 30 C and even at 120 m depth it was 27º C, the highest ever measured in an open sea situation. In some very shallow embankments the water temperature during early afternoon rose to 39º C and salinity to over 40.5 pro mil. In addition to this humidity was 70% to 90%!!! It was hot and wet! 

On October 7th in the morning we established our camp in a small bay of Museri Island, and at the same time the naval landing craft left the harbor, bringing our equipment and the other members of the team. At noon they arrived and we immediately started to transfer equipment to the shore. When the landing craft left, we began to assemble the tents, lay out the electric light network and secure the food supplies from rats. The cook and his aid started to prepare the kitchen and necessary equipment to use the gas. It was hard work and by night we all fell sound asleep beneath our protective mosquito nets. After one more day of work the camp site was complete, decorated with our colorful tents and the dining tent; the kitchen and electricity corner were activated; and we were ready to begin with science.
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      Camp of the expedition 1965                                Friedman

 On the highest point of the camp we constructed a flagpole with the Ethiopian, Israeli, American and Dutch flags. This time we not only took with us a cook but also a helper for him, so now we had the luxury of being approached from time to time with glasses of hot black coffee. One day later the studies began, with each of us involved in the specific problems of his particular research.

 The most interesting difference between the first expedition (April 1962) and the present one in October, was in the behavior of the local bird populations, as several species were now breeding, forming groups of nests on various sites. This time we had two movie-cameras and were able to film various birds on their nests.
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                         Sula on the nest with egg                             and fledgling

 On such occasions, when the breeding birds left the nests, exposing the hatchlings or eggs, these were immediately attacked and consumed by the gulls (Larus hemprichi, L. leucophthalmus), which were undisturbed by our presence. Because of this we kept our filming sessions as short as possible. Almost at the beginning we collected some very young fledglings of the bobbies (Sula leucogaster) and black falcon (Falco concolor), deciding to bring them back as a gift for our experimental zoo.

In addition to the large populations of birds and the rats, Rattus rattus, the terrestrial fauna of the island also included some lizards (Hemidactylus turicus, Pristiurus flavipunctatus, Tarentola annularis and Eremias olivieri martini). This time the shallow water around the island was teaming with large schools of the sardine, Harengula punctata, and sitting on the edges of high coral cliffs we could follow and film the fishing tactics of the larger birds, the bobbies and pelicans. The former dived from observation points high in the air, while the latter formed a front line,
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Falco, Marcello, Lev                               Witenberg at study
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                                                                             Amos

slowly swimming toward shallower water, herding the fish, and then in unison dipping their large open bills to fish the sardines. Flocks of Sterna bengalensis also used these grounds for fishing, diving among the other birds. From time to time small sharks could be seen invading the shore hunting fish, and it was exciting to see how the schools of sardines open up a passage way and then closed their ranks after the shark or other larger predator had slowly swum by. Later we found out that Eritrean fisherman fished these schools of sardines and spread them out along the shores to dry, for transport and consumption.

This time we were able to complete our studies of the rocky and sandy-bottom intertidal successfully, and supplement them with larger collections of the sponges that at some sites formed belts around Museri Island, resembling fringing coral formations, not encountered during the first expedition. This formation was so porous and light that one could put one’s hands inside and lift up large sections of the formation.

Numerous species of sponges, such as Spirastrella spp., Ircinia hirsute, Caccospongia cavernosa, Leuconia bathybia, Siphonochalina sp., and others, together with several species of the soft corals (Xeniidae, Sarcophyton sp, Cladiella sp., Alcyonium sp.) ,
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                        Caccospongia                              Alpheus shrimp in sponge

intermingled to form a very special community. I was especially interested in these sponges as I had discovered that in some of the larger colonies of Spirastrella inconstant, 35 different species of animals used the sponge parenchyma and water-passages as permanent niches, among them the goby, Bathygobius  fuscus, and a new species of cardinal fish (Apogon spongicola Smith). It was interesting to find spawns of the goby attached inside the larger chambers of the sponge. One evening, aided by Marcello, I worked on such a sponge reef and then we observed large numbers of the small skate (Trigon sp.) escaping below our bodies, leaving the refuge. This habitat was also very rich in various species of cowries (Cypraea) gastropod mollusks, explaining the large number of these shells to be found in the market in Massawa.
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Cypraea spp.

On October 27th, after three weeks of intensive studies, the camp was dismantled, the equipment organized for transport and the collected material preserved and sealed in plastic containers. The landing craft of the Ethiopian navy and “Negusti Salomon” arrived on time in the early morning and by midday we were back on the boats and on our way to Massawa. And, as in 1962, looking back at the disappearing island I wondered whether we would ever return.

As revealed later by the collection numbers in the Museum of our Department of Zoology, during those three weeks at Museri and its surroundings we had collected around 4000 samples, of which fish comprised 1260, mollusks 600, corals 160, crustaceans 400, echinoderms 200, and so on, including some 300 samples of marine algae and numerous geological samples. And of course the two mangroves, Ceriops sp. and Rhizophora mucronata, new for the Red Sea.

Back in Massawa the equipment and several members of the team, together with the growing juvenile bobbies and black falcon boarded the “Manelik” for the return voyage to Eilat, where all arrived safe and sound and the birds were transported to our Zoological Gardens. Several members of the team decided that it would be an excellent idea to complete the visit to Africa with a tour in Kenya and from there to fly back to Israel, so we flew from Asmara to Addis and from there to Nairobi. There we rented a Landrover with a driver, and for two days visited national parks. It was a wonderful opportunity to see and take some good films of flamingos, lions and antelopes. After the hot and humid days of Museri this was our time to relax, and we were now ready to go home.

I will not go into describing the day-to-day activities and work of the team on Museri Island, most of which was routine and individually specialized. However, I will describe some of the events that were culmination points of the expedition.

The impossible finding             

 One day I took Arie, “Marcello” and the cook’s aid on board the stern trawler “Negusti Salomon” and we went to look for grounds suitable for trawling. We had sailed south –west for about an hour and a half when the ship’s echo sounder showed that from a cruising depth of 16 fathoms the bottom had dropped abruptly to 60 fathoms. Continuing in the same direction for some 200 meters the mark returned at one point to 16 fathoms. This was very peculiar and I asked the skipper to change direction and try to remain over the 60-fathom mark. After we had continued on for half an hour and discovered a very smooth bottom, I decided to lower a semi-commercial trawl net. It descended smoothly and was raised back after 20 minutes of trawling. The sack at the end of the net was bulging with a haul of an enormous quantity of organisms and when it was opened on deck it covered all the space around. 

There were tens of species of fish, numerous sponges of various forms and colors, with the orange and red citrus-like Tethya seyshellensis, and large ball-like Spirasterella inconstans being especially prominent; sea urchins, sea stars and sea cucumbers, mollusks, hydroids and broken corals. Sitting in the middle of this we started sorting for
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The rich collection from 60 fathom

preservation and fixation. As I was digging inside this pile, I had a strong sensation of being mysteriously guided. And there in the middle of it all I spotted a 6-cm long little fish with a relatively big head. Taking hold of it I was sure that it was some kind of goby, but then found that the ventral fins formed a disc attached along the body and merging with the pectoral fins. By this time I was sufficiently knowledgable in ichthyology to recognize that I held in my hand a fish that, according to all the zoogeographical theories and descriptions, should not exist here. It looked like a small representative of the order Cyclopteroidea, a fish group known from cold and deep waters and not encountered in the Red Sea or Indian Ocean. With special care I put this specimen into a small vial with ethanol and carefully zipped it up in one of my pockets.

Later this specimen was sent to JLB Smith, a world authority on fish taxonomy, and he approved my preliminary recognition and described the fish as Liparis fishelsoni, the first liparid to be found in warm waters. Following this, for several years various scientists in this field tried to determine whether I had not accidentally confused a fish in fact cought in the Atlantic, or whether someone was playing a practical joke. This cruise and this little fish made history in the biogeography of fish and demonstrated that in this marvelous world anything is possible.

Among the Rhizophora roots

My first experience with mangrove trees had been on the shores of the Sinai Peninsula, during the occupation of Sinai by Israeli forces in 1956. But there, at Nabeq, it was a small, and possibly the most northeasten stand of Avicenia marina, a tree species widely distributed in the tropical regions. Now, at Museri Island, the most dominant species in both dimensions and impression was Rhizophora mucronata, whose pneumatophores hanging from the branches generated a dense labyrinth in the shallow and muddy water. A very peculiar and interesting habitat was formed here, partly occupied by marine and partly by terrestrial animals. Despite the difficulties of moving around, squelching in the deep mud on the bottom and being scratched by the branches and pneumatophores of the trees, we tried to discover the inside of this world. Parts of the roots were covered by swollen colonies of algae, the so-called Bostrychietum biome. It was fascinating to be able to observe the intertidal crabs, Metapograpsus thukuhar and Grapsus lineatus, as well as Sesarma guttatum, climbing on the tree-trunks; the small coral colonies of Stylophora pistillata and Poecilopora danae attached at the water-level to the roots, as well as the tubes of brittle worms. Also attached to the roots and trunk were the barnacles Balanus amphitrite and gliding past were the gastropods Nerita undata, typical to rocky intertidal zones. In the shallow murky water one could perceive myriads of small fish, Aphanias dispar, Mugil spp, and little blennies and gobies on the bottom. Above all this were the dense green mangrove canopies, casting a deep shadow over the site. Here too, on the branches, were small lizards and prominent bird nests, among them those of the osprey (Pandion heliaca), turtle doves and small passerines. The beauty and silence of this part of this island were enchanting; disturbed only by the army of pesky mosquitoes.

                The Second Expedition around the Sinai Peninsula

1967

The war in June 1967 with the surrounding Arab countries ended relatively quickly (six days) with the undisputed victory of the Israeli Army, which consequently occupied all of the Sinai Peninsula. One day in July I got a call from the Eilat Naval base’s commanding officer, whom I had met during my previous visits to Eilat. He had a strange question:

“Do you and your colleagues need a ship for studies in the Red Sea?” 

Responding to my look of enquiry, he told me a story about two wooden boats packed with Egyptian soldiers that, during the war, had approached in the Gulf to attack Eilat; they had been intercepted by Israeli commandos on Zodiac boats, who had sunk  one of the boats and captured the other. Now, if we needed it for research he was ready to clean it up and give it to us. The next day I arrived in Eilat and after inspection of the boat decided that we could indeed use it. It was a small, wooden stern trawler, equipped with a working deck-winch to enable trawling.

Following discussions with Dr Dov Por of the Dept of Zoology, Hebrew University, and simultaneous talks with the Israeli military officers, it was decided that the trawler would make a tour of the Sinai shores. From Eilat to Ras Sudar in the Gulf of Suez the team on the boat would be from the Department of Zoology in Tel-Aviv under my leadership, while from Ras-Sudar back to Eilat it would be a Jerusalem team headed by
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Boat of 1967 during loading

Por. The ship’s crew was formed by a small group of submariners under the command of Zvi, a young lieutenant, and six paratroopers with all the military equipment as guards. Later we learned with sorrow that several months after our tour Zvi and his men had disappeared into the abyss of the Mediterranean Sea on board the Israeli submarine DAKAR. For all of them this was they first time the were sailing above the surface on such a boat, and it was like a holiday for them; for us it was a disaster from the very first moment.

 Before beginning the preparations for the expedition, General Yokhai Ben-Nun, a marine hero and our supporter, invited me to join him in a Cesnna plane tour over the coral reefs of Sinai to learn about the distribution and forms of the coral formations. The flight was beautiful- and bumpy! But I menaged to take some still photos and film. 

  We boarded the ship, Amos Ar, interested in biological oceanography; Yaakob Lipkin, a botanist, specializing in marine algae, together with two of his students;  Dan Popper, an assistant; Nissim Sharon for technical help; Yehuda Melamed, an army medical officer and experienced diver; Avri, a resident of Eilat and an experienced fisherman;
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                   Coral reef and mangroves of Nabeq        Coral Islands in the Gulf 

and myself. The weather was fine as we left Eilat, and a large canvas awning was hung above the deck for protection from the burning sun.

After a short stop close to the Coral Island we continued south and decided to lower one of our beam-trawl nets and start dredging the bottom. However, after a few minutes the lieutenant increased speed and before we could stop him the rope broke and our trawl was lost at a depth of 80 meters. This was the first catastrophe. We asked him why he had done this, and he explained that he had wanted to speed up in order to reach Sharem a Sheikh on time. I told him then that, according to the echo sounder, we were going to put down the second of three beam-trawls and:

“Please cruise at 1.5 knots speed.”

“OK, it will be fine”, was his response

We did as planned and the net descended, and this time after 20 minutes of trawling we raised it up with a nice collection of solitary corals, serpent stars and ordinary sea stars, sea urchins, numerous sponges and some small fish. Having first preserved the collected material, an hour later we wanted to lower the net again. Catastrophically, this time too the boat suddenly increased in speed, and the second net was gone. I was furious and decided that we would sail directly to the naval base in Sharem. Only then was I told that our radio communication was not functioning and from midday on we had had no contact with our base in Haifa. It was midnight, the sea was calm, and with first light we docked in the small harbor of Sharem. The commanding paratroop officer told us:

“All Israel is looking for you, radio messages of every kind and from various sources are on the air”. He asked me to get on the airwaves and talk to General Ben-Nun. So, as agreed, on air went “Lev” calling “Yokhai”, and within a few seconds and several repetitions of the call sign, I was talking to him, telling him all about our escapades. Many years later, when I was visiting the Egyptian Academy of Science in Cairo, the Secretary General, a marine biologist and former naval officer, told me that this radio communication had caused a headache for the Egyptian interceptors; they knew who Yokhai, the general was; but who “Lev” was they only found out much later, when they obtained the Israeli scientific publications from that time.

Following collections and observations on the reefs of Sharem, we sailed around the Sinai Peninsula head, into the Gulf of Suez heading toward A-Tur, where a vehicle would be waiting and we would continue our tour on land. We thus first went diving and collecting around the beautiful coral of the Ras and by late afternoon dropped anchor off Ras Mohamed. Using a Zodiak boat we went ashore, offloaded the collection equipment and returned to the sea. We had never before seen anything so beautiful as these huge colonies of corals, with their walls suddenly plunging impressively into the deep waters, and the large schools of fish in a multitude of forms and colors. Among all of this was one gigantic, man-sized Napoleon lipfish, Cheilinus undulates, and a 2 m long grouper, Epinephelus tauvina. 

[image: image58.png]



Cheilinus undulatus
We continued our observations for several hours, and as at that time I was investigating feather stars, or crinoids, and the epifauna associated with them, we decided to remain at this site until dark, when these organisms appear from their daytime refuges. When it became fully dark I went into the sea with Nissim and at a depth of below 3 m started to collect the visible crinoids and put them into a container held by Nissim. Then, after some 20 minutes of moving my flashlight around us, I suddenly exposed two sharks observing us from a distance of about 3 m. I signaled to Nissim to start slowly swimming back toward the shore and so did I, constantly flashing the torch back in the direction of the sharks. On the shore we collected our things and the Zodiak took us back to the ship. The anchor was raised and we left the dangerous rocky shores and headed north. A strong northern wind began to blow, increasing in strength throughout the night. I was on the deck, rolling about in my sleeping bag and looking at the canvas awning that had partly torn away and was flapping strongly, dragged behind the boat. The boat was plunging up and down as the waves crashed into our tiny vessel. Around 2 AM I stood up, holding fast to the cables and saw ahead in the distance lights on the left side of the boat, which should have been visible on the right side, along the coast of Sinai! Forced about by the north wind, the ship had turned on an east, north-east course.

I jumped into the cockpit:

“We are approaching the Egyptian shores,” I shouted out, “Turn hard to the right!”

The skipper, pale as a ghost, turned the wheel so strongly that the waves now hit our side instead of our stern. The wind almost capsized us. It was a terrible night, most of us threw up, and we breathed a sigh of relief as with first light we docked at A-Tur, a little Egyptian settlement on the Gulf of Suez. We immediately disembarked with our baggage and the collected samples, and there was Por with his team, and a truck to take us wherever we wished. The hospitality offered us by the local military was exceptional, and shortly afterwards we re-entered the sea to do some work and observations. On the way back north we made some additional stops for collections. Finally, on the air-field at Abu Rodeis we embarked on a Dakota aircraft (this time with normal seats and a door that closed, unlike our flight to Sharem in 1956) and after two hours in the air we were back home.

The Expedition along the Sinai coast of the Gulf of Aqaba 1968

Several months after the victorious Six-Day War the Israeli Government decided to construct a road from Eilat to Sharem e Sheikh. At the first mention of this several of us, together with the Knesset member, Josef Tamir and the leaders of the Association for the Protection of Nature, approached the Ministry of Defense and Ministry of Transport, with a request not to construct a road that would endanger the near-shore coral reefs. Following some debate it was decided to send a reconnaissance team on a large landing craft along the Sinai coast, to consider a possible route for the future road. The team, headed by two high-ranking military officers, would comprise three working groups: a biological one headed by myself; a geological one headed by Jacob Nir; and a engineering one headed by Rafi Lerman. In addition to this there were several sociologists  and  Shabtai Levi, an Arabic speaker, especially expert in the dialects of the Bedouin. It was a priori agreed that where practical the road should be built as far as possible from the sea, between the higher mountains. We had two command cars and six soldiers for our protection. We had also two cooks and a doctor. All the field equipment (tents, field kitchen, gas balloons for cooking, food, 24 V electric lighting,
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Landing on the Sinai shores in the Gulf of Aqaba

 tables and chairs, etc) were provided by the military. 

The team from our Department of Zoology included myself, Dan Popper, Nurit Gunderman, and Jakob Dafni, all marine biologists with a good knowledge of the Red Sea fauna and trained in collection and fixation. Nissim Sharon joined us as an assistant. Our main task, in addition to marking the proposed road, was to delineate, map and describe the fauna for the suggested marine nature reserves in the shallow waters,  according to the diversity and specificity of the various general morphological and biological elements.

We assembled together with our equipment in the harbor at Eilat, where the huge landing craft gradually “swallowed” us up along with the two command cars, the six armed soldiers (to protect us), and everything else.

Next morning we left the harbor and headed south. As the first 30 km from Eilat had already been surveyed by us from the land, we continued further, to the settlement of Nuweibeh as our first starting point. The cars went ashore first with the soldiers, who took up position along the shore. The geologists and planners, accompanied by the soldiers, then traveled inland, and we, the aquarists, organized ourselves for the sea. The most impressive sights along the shores were the fossilized and raised coral reefs, that in this southern part of the Sinai Peninsula rise to tens of meters above the actual sea -level.
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                                                  Fossile reef (± 200 Ty old) 

This time the work was less focused on sampling (although of course we did some) and more on identifying and describing the observed communities and landscape. Off we went, taking with us drinking water, some containers and hand nets, as well as underwater writing implements. We began to snorkel along the shores on both sides of the Bedouin settlement, starting from a distance of 2 km. All the time the curious eyes of the settlers, especially their kids, followed our activities. In the afternoon the cars returned to the landing craft and we too embarked, planning to sail south to Dahab and establish a camp there for a longer stay. It was almost dark when we disembarked, and, working hard, we pitched the large tent for the kitchen and dining space, set up  the electric lighting,  and unpacked our equipment.  I decided to go snorkeling with the underwater torch before dinner. The water was calm and each stroke of my hands and flippers was illuminated by myriads of shining Noctiluca. As I swam over the coral platform the torch beam exposed tens of the large spiny lobsters, Palinurus penicilliatus, crawling around, possibly searching for food. It was exciting to see such richness and I caught one (scratching my palms on its spines) and bore it back to camp. 
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Panulirus penicillatus

This inspired an immediate decision to go hunting lobsters, some for the collection and some larger ones for our first dinner in Dahab. We collected several of the larger specimens in sacks and back at camp some were injected with formalin, and others were handed over for cooking. The meal was absolutely delicious, farther improved by being washed down with wine. Our festivity continued late into the night, but we decided there would be no more hunting of these animals; they were too precious. We later learned from the Bedouin, thanks to Shabtai Levi, that these lobsters form an important part of their menu when they camp on the seashore. In the  Dahab area we surveyed from Ras abu Galum in the north to several bays in the south, sometimes using the cars for transportation.

The next stop was south of Ras Atantur, on a small embankment north of the mangrove stand of Shura el Mankata and Nabeq. The camp was again set up and each team of the expedition went off to do its specific work, on land or in water. Offshore, at the edge of the coral platform, we could see the stranded ship “Maria Schreuder”, with huge gashes in her body. We studied the reefs from north of Ras Atantur and across the mangroves, southwards almost to Ras Nazrani. I spent much time filming and taking still photos in the sea as well as on land, especially continuing my study of the mudflat community of Dotilla-Uca.

 The next and final stop was in a large and beautiful tranquil bay north of Sharem. We  arrived in late afternoon, the sea was flat and the air calm; it was enormously pleasant.

 Someone asked: “What shall we call this bay?” 

Without hesitation I responded: “Na’ama Bay” (in Hebrew and Arabic, “Pleasant Bay”).
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Na’ama Bay near Sharem

  It was decided, and later this name was recognized by the Egyptians. Today on the shores of Na’ama Bay is situated the Sinai Riviera, a highly developed Egyptian marine tourist resort. Here again we spent two days mapping the underwater reefs and finalizing the provisional list of suggested marine parks.

Upon our return home, the outline of the future road to Sharem and the map of the suggested marine reserves were finished, printed and presented to the Authorities. Within a short time approval was given and the road construction began in parallel to marking of the marine parks by the Israeli Nature Conservation Authority. Local Bedouin were hired as park wardens and they did an excellent job. And on Na’ama Bay we marked a site where later a field school for studies of Sinai, with emphasis on marine topics and nature conservation, was established by the Ministry of Education and Israeli Association for Nature Protection.
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The Na’ama Field School 

 This site is today occupied by a luxurious hotel.

Following the return of Sinai to the Egyptians they improved the same, scenic road, and continue today to use and preserve the same marine parks. This was possibly the first sign of the future cooperation between the two countries. The road from Eilat to Sharem el Sheikh was the first one in our region planned jointly by biologists and engineers; and while protecting the coral reefs, it reveals the richness of rocky Sinai and of the blue Red Sea. 

And since then ?

The investigations of the Red Sea, especially of the northern part, still continue uninterrupted today, with numerous observations and sampling along the coral reefs. From that first small group of Tel Aviv zoologists developed a new generation of  young scientists investigating every possible aspect of marine biology, among them Prof. Yossi Loya and his group (stony corals), Prof. Yehuda Benyahu and his group (soft corals), Prof. Micha Ilan and his students (sponges), and Dr. Menachem Goren and his students (fishes). Throughout years numerous investigations were carried out in the Gulf of Aqaba and Gulf of Suez, and expeditions have also taken place to the Dahlak Archipelago in Eritrea, and farther south. We can state with satisfaction that the marine zoologists of the Department of Zoology, Tel Aviv University, have put their indelible mark on coral studies and contributed much, on a global scale, to marine ecology and biology. 
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