Flag & Honors Committee
The Explorers Club
46 East 70th St.
New York New York 10021
 Re: Joel S. Fogel Lowell Thomas Award Nomination
 Dear Committee:
 On behalf of the Philadelphia Chapter of The Explorers Club, I hereby nominate our longtime member and chapter leader, Joel S. Fogel, MN-73, for a 2010 Lowell Thomas Award.  Such well-deserved recognition is particularly appropriate for Joel, whose Explorers Club Sponsor was none other than the eminent Lowell Thomas himself.  
 
In 1973, Joel led an expedition by raft down Ethiopia’s remote and hostile Omo River.  Accompanying him were German anthropologist Dieter Hanke and Ethiopian wildlife biologist Ato Tabebu Kaleta.  The goal of the expedition was to contact and document the tribes of subsistence hunters and gatherers living along the banks of the virtually unexplored Omo.  
 
Intensely hot—daytime temperatures ranging to 120F being common—the Omo River Valley in southern Ethiopia was further threatened by persistent drought which brought with it to its native peoples malnutrition and rampant disease, particularly leprosy.  The response of the Ethiopian government based in Addis Ababa in the north had been to force the native tribes to adopt subsistence agriculture.  But drought and the peoples’ utter lack of familiarity with planting were conspiring to create a humanitarian crisis among the local tribes.  
 
Joel’s raft expedition lasted several months.  He and his colleagues met and befriended the Kara, Bume and Mursi tribes living along the Omo.  Joel became known   among the Mursi as Nogolull, “the man who came by water.”  Joel’s head was shaved and his body decorated in the tribal manner; his many contributions and assistance to the Mursi was recognized through his ceremonial marriage to one of the chief’s daughters.   
 
Medical attention was provided to many of the Omo Valley natives afflicted with a wide variety of maladies.  Advice and active assistance in the optimal methods of planting and crop husbandry was given on a daily basis.  All the time, film and photo-documentation of the endangered subsistence lifestyle of the Mursi, Kara, Bume and nearby Midi tribes was compiled.  The film which resulted, “Nogolull”, was aired on National Television, a copy donated to the Smithsonian’s then nascent Museum of African Art and Culture as well as to UNICEF and the United Nations per se.  
 
After several months on the Omo, Joel succumbed to a virulent strain of malaria which proved nearly fatal.  Testiment to his iron constitution, Joel would fully recover upon his 
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return to Addis Ababa.  But his efforts to publicize the dire conditions he and his colleagues had encountered proved problemmatic: after an article by Joel in the Ethiopian Herald (the national newspaper) alerting its readers to the precarious situation facing the primitive peoples of the Omo River valley, Joel was threatened with arrest by representatives of the national government--at that time, copper-skinned Coptic Christians from the north of the country were leading Ethiopia’s government.  Perversely enough, racial discrimination was then rampant in Africa, as there was intense dislike among the Coptics for the dark-skinned tribes in that nation’s southern regions.    
 
Joel was not to be deterred by his forced removal from Ethiopia.  He met with US Embassy representatives in Adiss Ababa prior to leaving Africa; once back in the United States he shared his findings and aired his film with the USAID in Washington and with UNICEF and at the United Nations in New York.  Artifacts collected from the Omo River tribes were donated to the Smithsonian’s then-fledgling National Museum of African Art and Culture.  Even the venerable Lowell Thomas reported on Joel’s Omo River expedition and the endangered way of life of the peoples that he had befriended and documented there.
 
Positive results followed shortly thereafter with the creation of the Mui National Game Park in  and around the Omo River Valley.  And yet this would not be a panacea for the local tribesmen: restrictions upon their traditional hunting within the park’s confines was to force them to rely even more heavily upon agricultural subsistence.  Joel continued to be closely associated with relief efforts in drought-ravaged East Africa, which became particularly acute in 1986 with the eruption of open warfare in Somalia and that nation’s degeneration into chaos.  
 
Through all of this, the Mursi, Kara, Bume and Midi tribes have endured as indeed they have faced life in one of the planet’s most hostile environments for millennia.  And yet it is fair to say that without Joel Fogel’s pioneering 1973 expedition into the unexplored and undocumented reaches of the Omo River valley, a far different and grimmer fate would likely have eradicated these peoples and their lifestyle before their vibrant artistic and cultural  expression could be documented, and ultimately, preserved for future generations of anthropologists and explorers to witness and celebrate.  
 
Joel’s passion for exploration by water has not subsided since his return from Ethiopia. He was later to be among the team who successfully “Rode the Dragon’s Back”, completing the first descent of China’s undammed Yangtze River. Joel later founded WaterWatch International, under whose auspices he kayaked the length of the US Eastern and Western Seaboards--as well as the length of the Mississippi Rivers--collecting water samples along the way to document the insidious effects of pollution upon water quality and marine life.  
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Joel has regularly, freely and most generously shared his expertise in waterborne exploration and in water quality assessment, providing invaluable counsel and active assistance to expeditions studying water quality in regions as remote as the Yukon River in Canada’s Northwest Territories and Alaska; the Amazon from its source in the Peruvian Highlands to its mouth in the Atlantic; and for an expedition in which I participated, assessing the water quality in Mongolia’s remote and pristine Hvosgul Nuur (Lake Khovsgal) on the Siberian border.
 
And yet there is another, overarching rationale for awarding a 2010 Lowell Thomas Award to Joel S. Fogel.  He is a venerable, longtime active member of The Explorers Club, not some celebrated adventurer with no prior affiliation to our storied bretheren.  The LT award should, first and foremost, recognize the contributions of Club Members: particularly those critically important expeditions which did not bask in the limelight of publicity, but rather carried out their mission due to the dedication and resolve of true Explorers.  
 
Moreover, the Flag & Honors Committee must remain cognizant of the fact that the Lowell Thomas Award Dinner is meant to be more than just a source of pride to The Explorers Club: it is also an important source of revenue.  If the the Committee is actually committed to enhancing the financial prospects of the Club, it needs to honor awardees who will fill seats at this gala event.  Joel Fogel is a beloved leader of the Philly Explorers.  Our Chapter will turn out in force to cheer him on if he is recognized with this well-deserved honor.  
 
And you can bet that from that Great Unexplored Frontier in the Sky, no less than the esteemed Explorer for whom the award is named--Lowell Thomas himself--will be applauding his deserving protégé, Joel S. Fogel.
 
Sincerely,
 
PETER E. HESS
FN-88
 
Encs.
cc: Philadelphia Chapter of The Explorers Club
Joel S. Fogel

