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​The Spear Fisherman 

[image: ]




I was out snorkeling beyond the reef, in the peaceful, clear blue water of the Pacific Ocean. Thirty meters below, spectacular canyons, rifts, pinnacles and wide craters; to my right the ocean floor dropped gently away into the darkness. The crackle and popping sounds of life beneath the surface, and my breathing. I was relaxed. Beautiful yellow and black striped Moorish Idols, with their streamers, gliding in small groups. Fish, like jewels, twitched around clumps of coral, different colors against the desert beneath. The occasional larger fish swam slowly at a distance.

I was told there were no sharks. I was relaxed in the saltwater, cushioned and supported in a womb like warmth. Something big and blue moved beneath me, my heart jumped. I took a second look, suddenly a fish, long and thin, like a garfish or needlefish, shuddered toward me at high speed then veered away, it had a spear behind the gills. I looked down and from the deep loomed a man, black wetsuit from head to toe, black eye goggles, he rose smoothly to the surface and waved slowly, I waved back. 

The next day I was asked to move from my room, as the surfing season on Siargao Island was about to begin and the owners wanted to increase the price for the room, they had been very generous, and I was grateful for their hospitality. The owner, a Philippine lady, had cooked the most delicious, healthy food; her English husband, from Yorkshire, had told me so many interesting stories beneath their large, thatched roof, on the open wooden decking surrounded by orchids and coconut palms. 

One evening, the first downpour of the rainy season cracked and thundered, drowning our voices, torrential rain, refreshing and spectacular. Hundreds of crabs crept sideways through the dining room, across the road and to the ocean beyond the coconut plantation. 

I walked into the village and saw, handwritten on an old door, “house for rent”. I knocked and a middle-aged man, sinewy and tough opened the door, he greeted me with a warm smile, there was something about him. He called his wife Arlyn, they took me to their wooden house on small stilts, it had a verandah and a short, green grass lawn with a tree to the right, a couple of coconut palms, then the beach, sloping down to the Pacific Ocean. In the back there was a fig tree, and beside the house, within arm’s reach, was a church, on the other side a forest of coconut palms. 

The man smiled and told me he had seen me outside the reef yesterday, he was Pastor Roly, the spear fisherman. He also harvested coconuts and had a large pink pig, tied to a coconut tree, that he sprayed with water to keep cool. The location of the house was so amazing, I could hear and see the reef rumbling, and feel the breath of the ocean. At choir practice and during services there was beautiful singing from the church. 

Arlyn and Roly were so generous and nearly every day they brought fish for me, they looked after me. I felt guilty that they should sleep with their family in a small place at the back, whilst I had the house they used to live in, they insisted I should not feel guilty about it and always made me feel comfortable.

In the sitting room, the ocean breathed between coconut floorboards. There was an old fashioned TV where I watched the inauguration speech of Duterte. His demeanor and words were honest, serious, and must have frightened certain ministers of Parliament and the drug addict on the street. Duterte was about 70 years old and a lawyer from Davao city, in Mindanao.

The Philippines, like everywhere else on the planet, was suffering from a corrupt Government. There was also a terrible and what seemed irreversible meth-amphetamine drug problem, that was scarring brains permanently, turning people into thieves willing to kill for money, in order to buy more of the mass-produced drugs, imported mainly from China.

Duterte stated that if he was elected, he would kill between 5,000 and 8,000 drug users in the first few months. He would also change the rules, with regards to the secrecy of bank accounts of key members of parliament and government officials; he would find out and bring swift justice to those involved in corruption. He stared at his audience accusingly. He was elected with an overwhelming popular vote. Duterte delivered what he promised.

Beyond the reef, the ocean was usually calm at that time of the year. The tide would rise and fall gently, and I would swim and swim. I lay face down on the surface, breathing through my snorkel, deep and slow. My heart slowed, I took a deep breath then ducked down, my long fins pushing me smoothly downwards to the ocean floor, my ears equalizing once, deeper, twice, then for the third time just above the smooth round stones of a pale crater beyond the reef. I lay still, squeezed and calm; alone. 

Gliding slowly along, through canyons, past hidden caves, I explored the lunar landscape. I would turn over and look up at the bright shining turquoise, the moving ceiling above, then slowly rise, breaking the surface into the heat of the sun, with a deep breath of ocean air and look up at the gorgeous blue sky above. I looked at the wide bay, the cream beach, the forest of coconut palms and lush jungle over the hills, surrounding the peaceful village of Pacifico. 

If only the reef was as unspoilt as the forested island. On my first visit to Siargao, the reef and the ocean floor was barren, just a few small coral heads. I would like to plant coral. The tide was almost out. I swam towards the island; the saltwater was like a hot bath close to shore.

Roly and Arlene brought me healthy, delicious, home cooked seafood. I had no extra money to pay them, they always told me don’t worry. I hoped one day to repay their kindness. I heard thundering on the reef.

A storm in the Pacific had pushed some big waves onto Siargao Island. I watched through the window as the local surfers from the village, like ants on the crests of the powerful waves, were thrown into the air, surf boards spinning skywards. 

I surfed without a surfboard, my arms forward, kicking hard with my fins, body rigid, then speeding over the reef, pushed before the jaws of the wave, careful not to be swallowed. Towards the end of my first visit to Siargao, a huge wave picked me up and hurled me forwards and down on to the reef, ripping off my mask and snorkel and one fin. All I had was the mouthpiece of the snorkel clenched between my teeth.

One night beneath a silvery moon, phosphorescence, florescent green flashes of light, like the northern lights, streaked across the breaking waves on the reef and danced along the smaller waves towards the soft, moonlit beach. I watched from the open window, through silhouetted coconut palms that rustled peacefully to the whispering ocean.

Brothers in Arms, Mark Knopfler

I had little money and was very depressed, despite my surroundings. I never lost my faith and Pastor Roly took time to educate me personally about baptism, being born again, what passages to read from the Bible. One day he drove me on his motorbike to a quiet location. We walked down through the coconut palms, stepped over the jagged volcanic rock, then waded into the warm water. He submersed me with my clothes on, baptizing me in the Pacific Ocean. 

I left Siargao island and travelled to another island I had visited previously. I spent less time socializing. I decided to go back to Uganda, my sister had been very depressed, she had bouts of serious depression. Ralph was her rock, but her depression could be totally overwhelming, dangerous and invisible. Suni was very strong, although she would disagree. Debasien and Fergus, Suni’s sons, were of great comfort and kept her strong. Thankfully, she had many great and supportive friends. Sometimes these are not enough, nothing seems to be enough when depression overwhelms. 

Prior to my departure from the Philippines, I spent a few nights in a room in the Kiwi Hotel. There was a picture on the wall of sheep and one black sheep. I heard a voice inside my head, I went up the stairs to the roof, to have a cigarette. Again I heard a voice inside my head, the voice said everything satan had said to Jesus in the wilderness, in word conscious thought I replied as Jesus had. I was not being tempted and I had not been without food...anyway. 

I met a beautiful girl who was working at a juice bar, we talked, she took me out that evening and we listened to an amazing guitarist and singer. I was in love with her...she recommended I come back for the Sinilog, the Cebu festival. I flew to Uganda with hope to return to the Philippines. In Uganda I realized she was not in love with me as I had hoped, so we stopped communicating.
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​Uganda
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I had been reluctant and adamant that I would not return to Uganda, to Africa, as I had too many bad memories and no longer felt inspired by the wildlife and the wilderness. As soon as I arrived in Entebbe, the warmth of the Ugandans, the sense of humor and the atmosphere soon dispersed any trepidation I had previously had. I was excited at the prospect of living in the bush again, the sounds of the birds, insects and other surrounding wildlife opened my senses again to what interested me the most.

Suni and I drove west from Kampala, over rolling hills, green with fertile matoke plantations, where roadside mango trees provided cool shade for smiling faces and racks of colorful fruit and vegetables. Through the equator where many travelers stretched their legs, we continued southwestwards.

The road passed through a small patch of lush, tropical rainforest, then opened out into wide valleys of papyrus wetland where people sold tilapia and catfish. The air and the land became drier as we drove into Ankole district, the land of the cattle keepers. 

We reached the brow of a hill and down below us a colorful tapestry of blossoming thorn trees stretched into the distance. A magnificent herd of Ankole cattle grazed peacefully on the dry grassland, with royal brown hides and giant, wide curving, ivory colored horns.

We descended into the dry, acacia scented wilderness, then turned off the tarmac at the roadside village of Kageti, onto a gentle, twisting, rising and falling marram road, through attractive acacia woodland. The thorn trees twitched with bird life and cast long shadows across the road, small herds of impala, golden in the evening light, leapt gracefully as we passed. A swish of tails revealed peaceful, elaborately striped zebra.

Off the orange road and onto dry, twisting tracks, into a wild, heavenly valley where cattle grazed peacefully, amongst a spectacular array of wildlife. Topi, Eland, Buffalo, Bushbuck, Waterbuck, Warthog, Butterflies and bands of Mongoose, moving rivers of life between tall termite mounds. In the distance above, a hill sized outcrop of ancient granite rock, split in two and encircled with trees, this was Mihingo, “The Way”.

I gave up smoking upon arrival, taking advantage of the change of scenery. I was able to distract myself from thinking of smoking. I soon found I was not a smoker anyway and I kept that mind set. I breathed the fresh air deeply, stretching my diaphragm, and was immediately an air breather, it felt so good, the spring returned to my step and I was bouncy again. Mihingo had a lot of ups and downs, steps to different rooms, climbing up the rocks, a strain to begin with, but soon became fun, with no strain, no pain in the legs, no lactic acid, and there were endless distractions with wildlife all around.

I walked down the path beneath the stars and fell asleep to the sound of crickets and tree frogs, whooping hyaena, the soft footsteps of a genet on the roof, rustles in the bushes. One night I heard a lion from the far hills, a lonely roaring that faded and faded and faded. 

The rousing call of francolin reminded me where I was, my heart leapt with excitement and anticipation for a new day in the Ugandan wilderness. I swung myself out of the bed and walked onto the wooden verandah and stepped out into the cool air. A silent flash lit up the towering clouds of a distant storm and briefly silhouetted some mountains in the predawn light.

The canvas tent hung from a thatched roof, over a wooden decking, on stilts. The verandah curved with the contours of the giant rock. I walked to the top of the rock and looked over the forest canopy. The cold air was damp, and a sleepy white mist hung in the valleys beneath me, muffling the groans of a herd of buffalo, some yelping zebra, a warning snort from an impala, then the territorial call of a leopard, like a hidden carpenter sawing branches.

In ever increasing variety and volume, birds began their morning chorus...ring necked doves, emerald spotted wood doves, mourning pigeons, guineafowl, camaropteras, weavers, coucals, turacos, hornbills, ibis, egrets, herons and kingfishers. Insects, in their morning exercise routine, began to click, chirp and buzz. The sunlight stretched over the horizon and warmed my face and woke the mist in the valley below. The plaintive call of a fish eagle drifted over the silvery waters of Lake Kachera.

Ralph invited me for a horse ride. I can ride. I can ride like John Wayne. We walked to the stables, the horses were being saddled up, beautiful horses, strong healthy racehorses. Huge. Misty breaths in the cool air. I put chaps and a hat on, then my left foot into the stirrup and swung my right leg over, I knew what I was doing. I felt taller.

Very peaceful, just the sound of the horse’s hooves, softly beneath as the horses followed the twisting game path into the sleepy valley.

The warmth of the morning sun bathed the awakening wildlife in golden light. Butterflies flitted and flopped into life as we brushed past. Spider’s webs sparkled with droplets of dew, diamond necklaces stretched between blades of grass and over the nodding heads of the horses. I leant forward to the horse’s mane to avoid the occasional thorn that reached out to snag me.

A duiker sprung out from the bushes, dashed across a clearing and  stopped in the shadows to look at us. A warthog on front knees, froze for a second, listening carefully without turning her head, then continued shuffling and munching her way slowly forwards.

The horses walked peacefully out of the woodland and down into the open savannah. A dark herd of buffalo, hot breaths in the cool air, stood motionless in the clearing mist. Young Impala stood shakily on new legs, a zebra rolled onto its back in the dust beside an anthill, itching and scratching off some biting ticks. On another termite mound stood a Topi antelope, regal, with shoulders high and a sloping back, on look out over the grassland, one ear forwards the other swiveled back. 

Over 380 species of birds, I don’t know how many butterflies but 1245 species in Uganda, insects of all shapes and sizes, and of course Leopard, Buffalo, Zebra, Giraffe, Hippo, Hyaena, Eland, Bushbuck, Impala, Topi, Oribi, Reedbuck, Duiker, Warthog, Bush pig, Genet, Civets, Bush babies, Mongoose and so many others. Beautiful bees on wildflowers and blossoming trees. Every glance offered something different, something interesting, just the wild and natural that woke me up again. 

By the end of the week every movement hurt. I could hardly walk. I winced lifting a mug to my mouth. Ralph couldn’t stop laughing. I had fallen off so many times, I think some of my bones had cracks. I found it very annoying when a galloping horse decides to change direction. I also found it annoying when galloping and the horse stops. Amazing how fast a horse can stop. 

I walked down the steps to the thatched bar from the dining room one evening. Many of the staff had gathered at the top of the stairs, I wondered why, so I asked Michael, who was standing behind the bar. He pointed over my shoulder and said, “Nyoka”, this means snake. A guest arrived, a Texan American who worked for an oil company, there would be others soon, so I had to move the snake. I picked up an old wooden African craft on the ancient rock that I was told it was lying under. I walked towards it as the snake slowly uncurled, it was huge, 7 foot and a Mamba. 

Before I could pick it up, the snake disappeared behind many cushions on the large sofa. I whipped away the cushions, I realized it’s full length and made myself peaceful. I gently edged the stick a third of the way down it’s body from the head, then lifted it up. I think it was grateful, as it just let me do it. I carried it past the bar and the guest, then down onto the edge of a small drop off. The snake slowly went over and away, but I grabbed it by the tail as it left, to give it a reminder not to come back, it thrashed violently so I immediately let go. I felt sorry for scaring it. 

I became involved with the lodge and this rapidly put me into a downward spiral. Frustrated and angry when my instructions were deliberately ignored, perhaps this was an exaggeration of the reality, exaggerated by my smoking habit that had returned. 

My weaknesses returned, cigarettes and marijuana, escaping to prison. Sensitive, aware of people’s attitude towards me, my lack of ability to let it brush over me. All I wanted was to help people, to laugh and be friends with everyone. I always exposed myself by being totally honest, explaining my feelings, removing any shell I had, I was an easy target. It was time to go. 

I was a disappointment to Ralph and Suni and was not liked. Both Suni and Ralph had encouraged and advised, but like others, were frustrated when I decided to take a different direction in life. I could no longer return and live at the Stables in Scotland, where my worst nightmare had taken place. The old house had remained unchanged, every room, every position in every room a different punch in the stomach, a horror house of pain and suffering, a hell house, like a shrine to my Mother, so beautifully renovated and decorated by her, remained unchanged, thankfully, but I could not live there ever again.

Ralph’s parents very generously agreed to buy my shares in the house. I insisted the family do not interfere with my decisions, as this was my “inheritance” and I needed to become independent, no longer under their umbrella, no longer a charity case. I have since understood what my true and real inheritance is.
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​Family
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My Grandmother was born in Bechuanaland, Botswana in 1910. Her parents had cattle that died of rinderpest. Winifred Blunt came by ship to Mombasa, Kenya, she had a nervous breakdown in Nairobi after her love tragically passed on. Her hair turned white in her twenties, but she persevered and was always strong in her faith in Jesus, she had great gifts of healing and her prayers were powerful. She later married my Grandfather, Commander David Enderby Blunt, who wrote the book called “Elephant”.

They lived by the Mtwapa creek, overlooking the Indian Ocean. A big roof collected rainwater and a large verandah with an open plan house let the North East and South Eastern Monsoon blow through, cooling the often, uncomfortable heat of the Kenyan coast.

Grandfather had been in the submarines in the Dardanelles, off Turkey, in the first world war. My Grandmother told me how he had said they would surface whenever they could not light their woodbines, and to ballast the submarine after firing a torpedo, they would all move from one side to the other.

Prior to roads, my Grandfather would walk huge distances into the East African wilderness, to protect the shambas from marauding elephant. In those days there were tens of thousands of elephants, and large herds would devastate the crops of remote villages, feeding on the maize and other crops. Grandfather, who had great respect for elephant, would go in and shoot a few as they approached a village, and the herd would leave. He dedicated his book to his faithful tracker and companion ‘Pemba Moto’.

My Grandfather was a big game fisherman, he put my Mother and Uncle Nicky through school from his fishing safaris off the Kenya coast. Pemba Channel Fishing Safaris and What’s Wild Safaris were amongst the very first safari tour operators in East Africa. They also bred Siamese cats that they sold to the ships that came and went from Mombasa. He was in charge of Mombasa Port and built the causeway there. Granny said he called beards “armpits”.

One afternoon some locals came round to the house and asked for his help, they told him their cattle were being disturbed by a troublesome buffalo. Both he and my Grandmother quickly drove to the scene in their land rover. Grandfather went into the bush to find and shoot the buffalo. The locals had been using birdshot from a shotgun, this had only angered the buffalo.

The buffalo charged, my Grandfather fired, mortally wounding the buffalo, it collapsed on top of my Grandfather and began mauling him as it died. My Grandmother ran up behind the buffalo and shot it up its backside, then dragged him out from underneath. She received a medal for bravery from the Queen. My Grandfather was operated on in Mombasa, but sadly passed on from emphysema two years later, just before I was born.
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Commander David Enderby Blunt and Winifred Blunt.

My earthly father Joska was a professional hunter and spearfisherman, a brilliant Hungarian opera singer, he spoke about 14 languages, he was tutored by an Arab and was one of the strongest men, with huge charisma, an incredible shot and would make all his own ammunition.

Joska had lost hope for the dwindling animal populations. He was often pessimistic about everyone on the planet. He lived up high on Mount Meru, the road was barely passable, he was remote, everyone who had known him had an incredible story about him, but nobody knew him.
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Joska

My Mother and Joska had separated when I was four years old, after a terrible car crash on the Mtwapa creek bridge. Both my sister Suni and myself had been on the back seat of the car when the driver had taken her eyes off the road and driven into a lamp post. My Mother went through the windscreen, breaking her jaw. I remember at the hospital, looking in through the glass window at my Mother all wired up in bed. 

Joska was in Nairobi, my Uncle Nicky had gone to Nairobi to tell him, but he said he was too busy to come to Mombasa to see my poor Mother. My Grandmother was beyond furious and got a lawyer to prevent him coming near my Mother ever again. She was generally very complimentary of him and never put me off him. In fact, quite the opposite, she told amazing stories about him and his amazing abilities.

Joska had trained as an opera singer from an early age, on the Buda side of Budapest in Hungary. His voice was so incredible that he was sponsored by the Government to further his musical career. Joska performed in Hamburg, Germany and could have been one of the greatest singers, but he was also very passionate about hunting, and instead of continuing as an opera singer, he became a hunter. His hunting exploits also became renowned as he shot a record sized Ibex in Turkey.

Joska moved to East Africa and had his own safari company, Tanganyika Big Game Hunting and Fishing Safaris Ltd. He shot huge- tusked elephant in Sudan and provided record sized Bongo for his clients. His hunting became infamous and he provided safaris for Arab sheiks and royalty. His talent for languages, his stories, his sense of humor, his genius would appear seldom, as he was as reclusive as he was charismatic.
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I aspired to be a professional hunter but thankfully I remained myself, although I didn’t perhaps know it. I was petrified of people, strangers, very nervous with no confidence, but I had the capabilities to hunt from an early age. Joska tried to dissuade me from becoming a hunter at the same time as providing me incredible hunting experiences and encouragement. However, his secretive nature, partly due to the people he hunted with, his command of situations, languages, security, highly tuned awareness, what some perceived as paranoia, led him to hidden places and palaces, a veiled history.

Joska’s secretive nature was fueled by the Hungarian post war climate, in the shadow of gulags and concentration camps; his Grandfather was sent to a Gulag in Russia and never returned. Far from hiding, Joska instead drew back the iron curtain and captivated his audience of influential Russians. From the age of eighteen he entertained Russian oligarchy, with his hunting, his musical talent, playing the violin, singing, his passion for hunting. 

I was taken to his Grandparent’s home in Congrad, Hungary, where his brother Lazlo recounted how he had driven into a heavily secure and secretive, affluent Russian General’s fortress, taken them hunting and invited them home, where he played the violin and sung for them, to their great appreciation. They loved him, it was difficult not to be captivated by Joska’s wild nature, sense of humor and genius.

The secret German Police shadowed him and a Stasi file was compiled on George Joseph “Joska” Magyar. This cold war environment, the infamous torture chambers threatened and shadowed Joska, suffocating his freedom, and pushed him to secretive audiences. They threatened his privacy and led him to be more, secretive, more paranoid, more distant, but he remained with many great friends, who loved him for being Joska.

Before his funeral, I stayed with a Hungarian friend of Joska’s in Tanzania. Juja, a gorgeous Hungarian, keeps about fifty polo ponies, on an enormous estate, and entertains guests with polo matches beneath Mount Meru, amongst roses and coffee plantations. Juja described one evening when she had many guests, including a famous Russian composer. They had moved to the room with the Grand piano and the composer began playing a beautiful Russian concerto, if that’s the right word, to the guests’ appreciation.

Joska turned up, as he always did, unexpectedly, and after listening a while, he walked up to the Russian pianist and told him that he should be playing it differently and explained how it should be. The Russian composer was immediately aware that this stranger had complete knowledge and appreciation for the music, so played as instructed. With immaculate precision, power and emotion, Joska filled the room with his voice and left people completely astounded. The composer kept asking who he was. Then he disappeared again.

My Uncle Nicky was such an amazing inspiration, and still is. Nicky was a professional hunter from the age of 17, he provided hunting safaris in Karamoja, in north eastern Uganda and became legendary. He was the most ethical of all hunters with an incredible knowledge and respect for wildlife. The hunting business is renowned for being corrupt and unethical, the term “controlled hunting” has been abused all too often. Nicky was incorruptible. He was a quiet, reserved gentleman, extremely humble and selfless, always encouraging, always hopeful.

I think the only thing that upset him was the hypocrisy of the pharmaceutical industry, or rather the unwillingness for people to take alternative treatment seriously, by alternative I mean the use of natural remedies. Thankfully, more and more people are researching and taking seriously the effective use of nature’s medicine cabinet. Nicky was a man of prayer and had great faith in Jesus. Luke 12:29 And do not set your heart on what you will eat and drink; do not worry about it. For the pagan world runs after all such things, and your Father knows that you need them. But seek his kingdom, and these things will be given to you as well. Uncle Nicky was extremely fit and energetic, he always took exercise and could walk on his hands aged 70. He was lean and tough, and at the age of 64 mapped ten hunting concessions in the Congo.

Nicky would never let a hunting client shoot from the vehicle. If he saw a suitable, trophy sized animal from the vehicle, he would drive kms beyond and sometimes made his clients go barefoot. Over the years only the serious hunters would go with Nicky. He could track brilliantly, a glance at an animal track and he would know what species, what size, age and how long ago since it had left the spoor or footprint. He knew the birds and was interested in the insects and the trees. I have heard so many amazing stories about Nicky’s exploits, but he rarely spoke of them, in fact, where other hunters would talk into the night, entertaining their guests with hunting stories, Nicky was famous for falling asleep in his soup.

A South African hunter told me how Nicky Blunt had been a inspiration for him, he had hoped to hunt one day with Nicky and learn from him. One season he was lucky enough to go on safari with Nicky and took the opportunity to ask whether it was true, could Nicky locate from camp, exactly where the lions were.

Nicky told me he would listen in the darkness, over a period of days, to the distant roaring of lion. The South African told me that he had walked with Nicky to where the lion should be. At the summit or brow of the hill, where there was thick bush, they literally walked into a pride of lion. Before the South African could do anything, Nicky ran straight into the pride, shouting and clapping, the lions ran before they could charge.

Nicky told me that on his birthday, I think his fiftieth or sixtieth, whilst on a hunting safari in Tanzania, he woke up with an uneasy feeling. He decided to be acutely aware and extra cautious, he checked his .416 Remington, with his unpatented, customized foresight, more thoroughly than usual. That day two lions charged him at the same time, one from the right and one from the left. Nicky fired two shots.

In Karamoja, a hunting client wounded a leopard, that had disappeared down an antbear hole. Nicky gave instruction to one of his gunbearers, to pull him out at the sound of the shot. Nicky tied a rope to his ankle and crawled into the hole, head first, with a torch and his rifle in front to kill the leopard.

The wounded leopard had turned around and was facing Nicky in the darkness, with ears flattened and growling. Nicky fired the shot, killing the leopard, then waited, but nobody pulled him out, he shuffled backwards into the sunlight. 
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Nicky Blunt

Nicky was the opposite to an old colonial, or typical Professional hunter, extremely modest and boyish, often joking in perfect slang Swahili, shut your eyes and he was African. Nicky was interested by so many things including the family tree. He researched and knew so much about distant relatives. My Grandmother and Nicky compiled a family tree to as far back as the 1100’s, to King Canute, who allegedly sat on a beach, refusing to move, saying that he could stop the tide from coming in...he was never seen again. I can’t believe that’s true.

My Mother said the best days in her life, when she was happiest, was as a child, living at Mtwapa creek on the Kenya coast. Swimming backwards and forth across the creek and playing in the mangroves with her brother Nicky. She was wild, and loved running around barefoot under the African sun, there was so much freedom. 

My mother would travel by train from Mombasa, aged six, to a convent in the Usambara Mountains, in Northern Tanzania. My Mother said she loved the nuns there, and the way they taught her to pray on the staircase, and often told me how my Grandmother would have liked to have been a nun. 

They kept rabbits.

Grandfather caught huge marlin and sailfish in the Indian Ocean.

After my Grandfather had passed on, my Grandmother asked David Sheldrick if she could put two tents up in the Tsavo National Park and stay there for two weeks by herself, she had lived sixty four years in Africa and had to decide whether to stay in Kenya or move to England. The Tsavo wilderness with thorn trees, baobabs and dusty red elephant was heavenly. 

Winifred Blunt or “Billy” used to live towards Athi river as a child, wild and free where she didn’t have to wear shoes. She would catch weaver birds and cook them on a fire outside and hide in anthills, she spoke fluent Swahili. Once a year, she would travel eleven miles by ox and cart, on the dusty track to Nairobi, to see the dentist.

Billy had taken many safaris, she loved being immersed in wildlife, with the birds chattering and singing. She was very adept to life in the bush and baked her own bread on safari, buried in the earth and covered in burning coals, that rose to perfection.

In 1935 she provided a safari to Goma, in the Congo. Granny also knew how to divine for water and had helped Kenyan farmers find suitable locations to dig wells. With a small, forked stick in her hands, she could tell how much water there was, and whether it was bad or good water. 

Granny was deeply sad I think, but outwardly always seemed contented and cheerful. I imagine she felt very hollow and lonely after Grandfather’s passing, no matter how comforting the birds and the trees. Granny’s Africa was fast disappearing, and she was uncomfortable in the relentless heat and humidity of the Kenyan coast. Perhaps a farm in England would reinvigorate her, or a peaceful life in the Outer Hebrides, her dream destination.

At the age of sixty-four she started farming in the hills of northern England. In one of her fields she looked after a retired racehorse, “Tilly”. She had white doves, that lived above the cowshed, Herdwick sheep with wool that she would stain with the natural, earthy pigments from lichen that grew on the old stone walls, to spin and knit into warm woolen jerseys, socks and hats. Granny also had ducks and geese and a huge pink pig, Priscilla.

Granny had great faith in God and yearned to be out of her earthly tent, she looked forward to paradise impatiently but had to wait until she was 102 years old. In the meantime, she comforted and encouraged others and was generous with love and to those who asked. Granny gave and gave, as much as she could, to different charities and wildlife foundations.

Her brilliant watercolor paintings and sketches of African wildlife and wildflowers were intricate and atmospheric. In her old age she would switch off her hearing aids for peace and quiet or to save the batteries.

One Sunday, she drove the twisting road through the hills of Cumbria, with flowers for a small church not far away. There was a terrible noise that kept repeating itself, so she switched off her hearing aids but soon realized she had a puncture. Granny stopped in the rain and changed the tyre herself, in her eighties. 

Granny at 100.
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I loved Granny’s sense of humor and her uncontrollable and infectious giggles. I remember when she was 101 years old, after shopping in Perth with my Mother, we helped her out of the car and thought she was stable, holding onto the car, but she fell over onto the grass and burst into laughter. We pulled her back onto her two feet as she giggled, my Mother a little annoyed and worried for her. We went to the back of the car to remove the shopping and she fell over again, this time she shrieked with laughter and my Mother tried not to laugh but it was annoyingly impossible. She kept giggling throughout lunch.

Granny always read her prayer book, her book of Proverbs and the Psalms and would read her bible and pray quietly in her room but shone her light for others to see.

You are the light of the world. A town built on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and glorify your Father in heaven.

The Lake District with its windswept hills and wilderness was a beautiful place to live and my Grandmother liked being independent, looking after herself and the peaceful farm, and enjoyed the changing seasons of Cumbria, in northern England.

Jesus tender, shepherd hear me, bless thy little lamb tonight, through the darkness be there near me, watch thy sleep ‘til morning light Amen. Every night after getting into bed, my Mother would pray with me and my sister and we would feel comforted. Then I would hold onto “Garguy”, a clown like, soft toy, brushing his hand over my nose and suck my thumb.

Initially my Mother, Suni and myself moved into a barn on my Grandmother’s farm. There were three very blanketed beds at the end of the freezing, damp barn that we slept in. 

My Grandmother could knit amazing jerseys and cooked delicious soda bread and warming soups. She taught me how to make a bed, aged five. People still do. But more importantly she showed me how to eat brown bread with butter and marmalade.

Not saying.
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​Early days
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My Mother moved into a small apartment, above an antique shop, in the town of Sedbergh, not far from my Grandmother’s farm.

One day, Fergus and Calum walked in. Suni and I were sitting on the floor and we turned around and there they were. Fergus had snot dribbling down onto his mouth and Calum stood slightly taller beside him. I don’t think we were impressed, and I don’t think they were impressed with us either. We turned back around. Later Suni got angry with Fergus and threw a hammer like an expert that hit him square in the forehead. 

It was so great to have Calum and Fergus in our lives, we learnt how to disagree at an early age. They were always great fun to be with and we would laugh so much. They were very funny. I went to the same schools as them and they were always of great moral support and comfort, I don’t know how I would have survived without them.

Calum and Fergus have great charisma and confidence, it could have been easy to become arrogant, but they have always remained humble and disciplined. They have always been absolutely honest and always dependable, quiet about their own sufferings and strong for others. I am so grateful for them. They set such a good example in so many ways, in particular they find exercise, running, cycling, swimming in the outdoors, getting out of their offices and houses into the fresh air, to be of great mental healing and stress relief. Fergus bicycled 8200 km from the 1st of April to September the 2nd. 
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