
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Travel Tales: Scary Stories!

        

        
        
          True Travel Tales

        

        
        
          Michael Brein

        

        
          Published by Michael Brein, 2022.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      TRAVEL TALES: SCARY STORIES!

    

    
      First edition. September 6, 2022.

      Copyright © 2022 Michael Brein.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8215234815

    

    
    
      Written by Michael Brein.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Michael Brein

	    

      
	    
          
	      The Road to Strange

          
        
          
	          The Road to Strange: The Contiguous Universe

          
        
          
	          The Road to Strange: A Psychic Reader

          
        
          
	          The Road to Strange: Synchronicity

          
        
          
	          The Road to Strange: Macumba and Other Rites

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      True Travel Tales

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Michael's Own Top 25

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Close Calls & Great Escapes Vol 1

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: The Best of 10,000 Stories Vol 1

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Close Calls & Great Escapes Vol 2

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Women Alone — The #MeToo of Travel!

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Idiots Abroad

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Wild Animals

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Cons, Scams & Ripoffs!

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Getting Away With It — Or Almost!

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: The African Safari Reader

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: France — Paris & The Riviera

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: The Gourmand — Food & Drink Abroad!

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Morocco, Egypt & North Africa

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: The Mexico Reader

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: England, Ireland & The UK

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Italy, Rome & More

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Ghost Encounters

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Hotels from Hell

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Down Under Australia & New Zealand

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Airplanes Terror in the Skies

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Hawaii Paradox & Paradise

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Toilet Stories

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: The Best of 10,000 Stories Vol 2

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Snakes & Other Critters

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Nine Lives Travelers

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Trains — Terror on the Rails!

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: 100 Faces — Passing for Others!

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Michael's Own Best 150

          
        
          
	          The Road to Strange: The Contiguous Universe

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Pickpockets & Other Thieves

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Scary Stories!

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Russia & The USSR

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Sea Stories — The Ways of Water

          
        
          
	          The Road to Strange: Ghost Encounters

          
        
          
	          The Road to Strange: Déjà Vu

          
        
          
	          The Road to Strange: Flying Saucers and Other UAP

          
        
          
	          The Road to Strange: Bigfoot And Other Cryptids

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Michael Brein’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    “You wouldn't believe the scary stories people have told me about their travels!”


Thanks to all of you brave, adventurous souls who have ventured to lands far and wide, and who shared your sometimes bizarre, oft frightening, and mostly ineffable experiences of your travels with me for publication. Without you, this book could not be written.


And a special thanks goes to Professor Herbert B. Weaver, Ph.D., former head of the Department of Psychology at the University of Hawaii, without whose mentorship and encouragement I might not have become The Travel Psychologist that I am today.


And finally thanks to you the proprietors of the innumerable unnamed coffee houses that have tolerated me as I sat endlessly working on these stories, hour upon hour with endless refills after refills…
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We thank our contributors for their stories. Thanks to all of you brave souls who have ventured to lands far and wide, and shared your sometimes bizarre, frightening, and mostly ineffable experiences of your closest calls and greatest escapes with me for publication. Without you, this book could not be written.

A special thanks goes to the late Professor Herbert B. Weaver, Ph.D., former head of the Department of Psychology at the University of Hawaii, without whose mentorship and encouragement I might not have become the world’s first Travel Psychologist I am today. 

A profound thank you goes to Ellen Stuart for her incessant help in editing this book and her outstanding suggestions for improvements. Having had a career as a senior legal secretary with the prestigious law firm Perkins Coie, based in Chicago, Ellen brings top skills to any writing effort, and I thank you profoundly, Ellen. 

And finally, thank yous go to the proprietors of the innumerable unnamed coffee houses that have tolerated me as I sat endlessly working on these stories, hour upon hour with endless refills after refills.

— Michael Brein 
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I am the widower of Rosemary Ellen Guiley, the co - author with Michael Brein and publisher of the first two books of The Road to Strange series. Rosemary sadly passed away in July 2019. Appropriately enough, I came to know Michael Brein during one of my cross - country trips to the Pacific Northwest. Michael was one of Rosemary Ellen Guiley’s many personal and professional colleagues and friends. 

When Rosemary and I married, I was quickly plunged into a whirlwind routine of travel by car, train, and automobile. I accompanied Rosemary on many of her tours and assisted with event setup, investigations, and coordinated the logistics of our trips. Along the way, I met many fascinating people and experienced parts of the USA and England that had long been on my list of places to visit. 

The Pacific Northwest was special to Rosemary. It was where she grew up, received her education, and began her professional career as a journalist for several major newspapers. Every summer, we’d spend several weeks in her hometown of Seattle, Washington. This was our downtime; a chance to catch our breath, relax with friends and family, and take time for ourselves. 

Rosemary had told me about Michael, the world traveler, author, and Travel Psychologist. As Michael resided on nearby Bainbridge Island, naturally we got together during one of our early trips to Seattle. We quickly became friends, and Michael graciously acted as our tour guide around the island. I have fond recollections of our times together as we shared travel anecdotes in our far - ranging conversations over meals and coffee breaks.
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Two Book Series

***
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The Weird Stuff

I’m the “Travel Psychologist.” I originally coined the term “Travel Psychology” during my Ph.D. studies at the University of Hawaii and then became the world’s first travel psychologist. I’m also what you might call a “UFOlogist.” I’m one who studies UFOs (unidentified flying objects) or UAP, as they are often referred to (unidentified aerial phenomena). 

I’ve been the State Director for Hawaii and Ambassador - at - Large for MUFON (the Mutual UFO Network), the largest UFO research organization in the United States, with a significant worldwide presence as well. 

For over five decades, I have crisscrossed and traveled the world several times over seeking and interviewing nearly 2,000 travelers, adventurers and other willing contributors, collecting and recording all the while, nearly 10,000 accounts of all sorts of things that have happened to them. And I’ve delved into the deeper psychological aspects of their experiences. 

Typically, I’ve asked people to share some of their most interesting experiences with me, be they in their travels or during their relatively mundane day - to - day lives as well. Interestingly, about five percent are about strange things that have occurred to them, whether of a psychic nature or highly strange things they’ve seen in the skies.

It became apparent many people got far more than they’d anticipated either from travel or during living their daily lives; they’ve had highly strange, unusual experiences of a psychic nature or even of a mystical or spiritual kind. I had to learn about them. I saw common themes running through their accounts. These reports fascinated me, and so I began a special collection of them, forging new territory in the UFO and paranormal lore that had been largely ignored and neglected by the mainstream scientists.

Combining both a social science background with personally experiencing the paranormal, I bring to the fore a rare combination of both scientist and experiencer of the strange and unordinary. 

I bring both scientific rigor into the equation plus the openness and wonderment of someone who has actually had psychic experiences beyond the normal pale and one who also suspects our scientific paradigms of the day are not the be - all, end - all of knowing and explaining all there is. 

And I want to add, I’ve not had just one experience of the paranormal; I’ve had many. Thus, I bring together in one person — someone not only trained to research, observe, and document as social scientists typically do, but one who’s also open and eager to understand better the unknown which looms just outside the normal bounds of science as we now know it. 

Reading the psychic, UFO, and high strangeness accounts of others presents the reader with new and unique events that are often both eye - opening and awesome — just as life tends to be itself. It’s largely through the novel experiences offered by travel and adventure and curiosity we achieve more personal growth and gain an understanding of realities we perhaps never knew existed. This aspect of life, as expanded by these apparently new realities, is nothing short of a paradigm - shifter. 

Travel is mind - opening and mind - bending. Maybe it takes the travel experience — namely the condensing, collapsing, and speeding up of time and space, the rush of novelty, all impacting on us at once at every turn — to pry open the portals to the unknown. Imagine the degree of impact that a travel - related paranormal event can have on one’s life by events happen to anyone from all walks of life, regardless of the belief in the supernatural.

An experience of the strange, the psychic, or the highly strange — an occurrence that appears to go beyond the normal reach of our ordinary lives — is nothing less than a paradigm - bender as well. Sometimes we need such a mind - bending experience of the supernatural to give us the wake - up call, “Hey. Pay attention. There’s more going on in life than you think ” 

Some people in The Road to Strange book series acknowledge they have life histories of the paranormal, UFOs, and other highly strange, unusual experiences. Such is the case with me, as I have had many episodes of premonitions, precognitive dreams, psychic phenomena, synchronicities, and more throughout my life. I call this gift my “Inner Psychic.”

Others in The Road to Strange series say they’ve had, for most of their lives, no extraordinary particular psychic sense, and some even profess to be skeptical — that is, until their own strange experiences opened their eyes.

The stories in The Contiguous Universe and A Psychic Reader, are not intended to prove UFOs, extraterrestrials, the paranormal, or the highly strange are real. My purpose is to show that these experiences not only do happen, but they happen often, and, yes, they happen to you, and to me, too. You and I are not alone in our experiences. It happens more often than you know. 

The true stories presented in the four book Road to Strange series are a compelling mix of topics such as ghosts, premonitions, déjà vu, synchronicity, mysticism, spirituality, past lives and reincarnation, clairvoyance, , telepathy, black magic, psychic readings, poltergeists, space - time warps, sacred sites, phantom persons, out - of - body experiences, and more. And a number of the stories included in these books are of people who have also reported UFO accounts.

UFO and psychic experiences take place in exotic locations all over the planet, and in all kinds of circumstances. They even happen up close and personal in your own home. Reading these accounts may help you better understand some of the strange events in your own lives and may open you up even more to the unknown during your forthcoming life adventures.

Perhaps you’ve had experiences along The Road to Strange yourself. See the Afterword to submit your own stories for one of my upcoming volumes.

The Travel Stuff

By becoming The Travel Psychologist, I’ve got an entirely different take on travel, even more so than anyone I’ve ever read on the subject, an approach different from anyone’s who’s come before me: I look at the subject of travel in a distinctly different manner than nearly anyone else. Oh yeah, of course, ordinary people and writers on travel have thought about and written about travel from all conceivable points of view for aeons, no less.

But no one I know has distinctly looked at travel from a social scientific point of view as I have, by becoming the world’s first travel psyhologist — a person who’s approached the subject from a social science point of view — is a first that I am distinctly proud to say that I’ve accomplished.

My approach has been different from those who’ve come before me, namely, that you can study the travel as a form of behavior with all its aspects from the point of view of a social scientist, namely, by asking this very simple question: “Say, what’s travel all about from the standpoint of psychology?”

Oh, yes, I’ve studied all sorts of courses as part of my Ph.D curriculum including some firsts, such as the psychology of being a Peace Corps Volunteer or the spatial aspects of the behavior of the traveler, or non - verbal and verbal communication of travelers to exotic countries and with the hosts of these countries.

Indeed, my studies led me to study a variety of exotic languages such as Chinese, Japanese, Indonesian — and even the study of Tongan, the official language of Tonga — during my stint as a psychologist with the Peace Corps at the University of Hawaii’s training site for volunteers who were eventually on their way to Tonga. I was right there with the volunteers themselves, yep... five hours a day, studying the Tongan language right along with them. People said,


“This Michael Brein is a curious fellow, not only studying the Tongan language five hours a day right along with the trainees themselves, but even, indeed, becoming quite the character — even you might say, a teachers’ pet, of sorts, earning the reputation of becoming the most proficient in learning Tongan even among all the volunteers, themselves. Oh yeah, this Michael Brein distinguished himself, all right, in also becoming a curious student of a subject that no one ever formally studied before — the psychology of travel ”





Finally, I even wrote a formal paper on the psychology of travel that even made it into the prestigious psychological journal at the time: The Psychological Bulletin. I was the rare graduate student who could claim such an accomplishment. The title of the article “Intercultural Communicaiton and the Adjustment of the Sojourner,” translates to: “The Psychology of Travel ”

Thus began my career of nearly five decades of interviewing travelers however I could find them, sit them down, and then record their stories. But why you might ask? Simply this: I’ve always figured the best way to study the psychology of travel is to simply ask for (and record) the travelers’ tales. And thus began the True Travel Tales series that you see before you.

“Thanks to Michael Brein... to be the pioneer of this field.”
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Travel Tales: Scary Stories

***
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I have so many fascinating stories of the scariest accounts of the nearly 2,000 people whom I have interviewed over nearly five decades that I have simply had to dedicate at least one book in my True Travel Tales series to a collection of the scariest and most fearful travel tales told to me by these world travelers.

But why a book dedicated to frightful travel experiences? Isn’t life difficult enough to have to deal with fear let alone be reminded of it regarding our travels? 

The answer is complicated.

Foremost, I have dedicated the True Travel Tales book series to the safety and security of travelers. And to this end, I say that a small number of travelers, unfortunately, are on occasion confronted with dangers whether they want to be or not or whether they like it or not. And pure and simple we must be prepared to deal with these situations.

By writing about fear and by providing examples of fearful situations in travel my hope as the author of this series is to better prepare you for the potential advent of an unpleasant and / or unavoidable travel danger. The best way to approach safety and security in travel is to have at the outset some knowledge and preparation for such an unlikely occurrence if it happens.

To this end, by presenting examples of the sorts of dangers a traveler might encounter cannot help but inform a traveler of possibilities. The best offense against danger is a good defense to be sure.

Another reason to dedicate a book of travel tales to fear and danger in travel is that — let’s face it — excitement and thrills, are part and parcel along with the expansion of our borders and boundaries of our selves along our pathways to personal growth.

Along with the thrill and excitement of striving and accomplishing all that we can be invites venturing into new territories, and with that comes the possibility of inherent risk and danger. 

So, we are in a constant quest to expand our boundaries and our reach. Yet moving into the unknown always involves almost by definition increasing the risks. You venture into the unknown, and you take your chances.

A part of the thrill and excitement of travel and adventure is also the titillation that goes along with exploration. A basic psychological aspect of titillation is the thrill of skirting danger — indeed, seeing how close we can come to danger without actually subjecting ourselves to it.

Like it or not, people often skirt the razor’s edge to see just how close one can come to the scary and fearful edge without succumbing to it.

Sadly, all too often we see almost on a daily basis people who have taken just one too many chances and succumbed to rather than overcoming whichever particular challenges they have subjected themselves to.

I cannot stress too much that, yes, there are people who go over the edge, figuratively speaking and actually and literally. We are always hearing about people who have succumbed, for instance, for one reason or another to forces beyond their control through carelessness or accident.

We need to constantly be reminded to be aware of our limits in seeking to fulfill our challenges.

I implore you, who among us has not heard of people falling off cliffs even in the quest for the perfect selfie? Who has not heard of people taking perhaps too many chances and throwing all caution to the wind? Taking chances always toys with the possibility of getting ourselves into situations too deeply often beyond our control. 

Therefore this book about travel tales of the scary in travel is important in consideration of travel safety and security. 

We hope you benefit by reading the material in this book so much so that you will feel personally motivated to read additional books in the True Travel Tales series keeping a keen eye on the safety and security of your own future travels.

These are the true travel tales of travelers having had some fearful and scary close calls and great escapes throughout their travels around the world. Indeed, some of their encounters did not end so well but could have been much worse. Some travelers were lucky, and sadly, some were not.

Some travelers have experienced inordinate fear and anxiety over their close calls. If one can say that the “inexperienced life is not worth living,” some travelers have pushed their lives to the max and can say — and some may even boast — “I’ve seen and done it all, be it even sometimes at great risk. ” 

There is no thrill, no excitement, no exhilaration so great as that which brings a mortal soul to the very edge, to the very brink of danger, and yet to be able to extract oneself at that very last instant from the razor’s edge — that very fine line — between safety and mortal danger. 

Over the last five decades, I've interviewed nearly 2,000 world travelers. I’m weaving their 10,000 or so fantastic travel tales into a psychology of travel as revealed by their very telling stories. These are travelers I've met on planes, trains, buses, ships, tours, safaris, and in campgrounds, cafes, and pubs who’ve freely shared their most personal travel tales with me, which I, in turn, get to share with you now through my True Travel Tales book series.

Each book in the collection features noteworthy travel tales of a particular kind, all on a specific travel theme, or destination. The travel stories that appear in the True Travel Tales series are but waypoints to understanding in a broader way the very psychology of travel. Travel tales are told here — but with this one unique difference — with my being the world's first travel psychologist, you get more of the psychological pay dirt behind the incredible travel tales told to me by these world travelers.

Lastly, there’s always a little bit of room for levity and humor. Indeed, some close calls and great escapes are not life - threatening at all but are even embarrassing or funny, for they are not so much the tales of impending life - threatening disasters, but of embarrassing moments one would wish would simply not happen at all. A few such tales are interspersed here and there if only to give a brief respite by way of a laugh from accounts that will likely take your breath away. 

Travel Tales: Women Alone

#The MeToo of Travel

Travel Tales: Women Alone is an important first book about close calls and often enough without escapes, and therefore a very important earlier book in my True Travel Tales series. Not only are sexual misbehavior reports being increasingly told by women passengers on air travel within the U.S., but the recent #MeToo phenomenon has now empowered more women to speak up regarding such incidents. The result is we are hearing more about it, especially regarding foreign travel.

However, this is not at all new: women travelers have long suffered such disparaging and dangerous unwanted attention and sexual assaults by men overseas since time immemorial. I have many reports of women in their solo travels having to ward off unwanted dangerous approaches by foreign men.

Whereas most sexual harassment borders on being mainly just bothersome, disconcerting, scary, and largely unwanted, I have, nonetheless, well over 100 accounts of sexual harassment and assault travel - related incidents of a more severe nature ranging from unwanted touching and groping, indecent exposure, to rape and even kidnapping and disappearances.

This is very serious business for independent solo women travelers who often include among their ranks relatively young, inexperienced, and naïve Western young women who are simply unprepared to deal with the unwanted sexual advances by non - Western men in strange and different cultures.

While often enough occurring even in Western countries, much of the sexual misbehavior tends to occur in North Africa, the Middle East, and parts of Asia, where the cultural norms of the locals are entirely out of step with what Western women are accustomed to, especially regarding attitudes of men toward women.

Travel Tales: Women Alone — The #MeToo of Travel is the first book of its kind to present nearly 100 sexual harassment and assault incidents of solo women travelers, where these took place, and how the women handled them.

Fortunately, many of these women who were featured in this book were lucky enough to resist, thwart or escape such advances and attacks, but some, sadly, were not. I have documented a number of regrettable and avoidable kidnappings and disappearances as well. 

It is such a serious, timely, and growing problem that I have determined to make sure more women travelers become more aware of the potential sexual harassment and assault problems that may await them in their travels.

Aside from recording these experiences, I note, as well, various strategies that are essential to traveling more safely and securely, and in that volume, I provide a variety of travel tips, which assuredly help to prevent and reduce the likelihood of such debilitating sexual harassment and assaults.

Travel Tales: Wild Animals

Travel Tales: Wild Animals, the next book in the True Travel Tales series and includes specific tales of close calls, and, hopefully, great escapes with encounters by travelers, largely on safari in Africa and India, and elsewhere, even, with lions, tigers, snakes, hippos, elephants, Cape buffalos, crocodiles, dogs, bulls, monkeys, baboons, hyenas, birds of prey, cougars, bears, and more.

This collection of true tales is the place to hear about them. I hope they don't happen to you, but if they do, I hope you manage to escape and overcome. Hopefully, you'll be all the wiser for reading about such things throughout these pages. By reading the accounts of the near mishaps of others you'll gain a healthier respect of what it is like to experience the true wild. And with a better respect for Mother Nature in the wild one gains better enjoyment and the utmost appreciation of creation.

Close Calls: Wild Animals includes many examples of bad things that happen to travelers despite their best efforts to avoid such things. But bad things DO happen on occasion, and the best thing to do is to avoid them in the first place. But if we cannot, we should do our best to escape them.

While there is no easy, simple list of failsafe strategies for always staying safe and surviving each dangerous situation with wild animals that may arise, there are, nevertheless, meaningful takeaway strategies from the many examples presented in this book that’ll enable one to develop and keep in mind by way of the many examples presented in this book ways to enhance personal safety and reduce the risks of potentially dangerous outcomes.

While many of the tales in this book are not strictly about life and death situations surrounding wildlife, many of them are, and many are about difficult, embarrassing, and otherwise annoying nuisances that we all would do well to avoid and do without.

The scope and variety of close calls with wild animals in this book may surprise you. And some would never likely even occur to you. Some are even humorous, like, for example, the many examples of exotic wild animal meats that you’d never eat on a dare back home, but are, instead, all in when it comes to trying, say, pressed rabbit in Peru or even steak tartare during your travels in the south of France! (I won’t be the spoiler and reveal it to you here!)

Yes, such an adventure may never even occur to you, but after reading about it in this book, it may give you pause — who knows? Maybe you’ll never, ever eat a bizarre, strange dish in the first or next instance. Sure, you’ll read stories in this book that will alert you to situations that may never occur to you. But if you avoid even one new travel danger that you might never have even thought of by reading this book, then I’ll have accomplished a very useful purpose.

This Book:

Travel Tales: Scary Stories is the next book in line in the True Travel Tales series. This book is a collection of very scary tales of coming close to serious danger in your life and travels and hopefully managing to escape unscathed.

It is also a collection of the fearful sorts of things that can and do happen to some travelers on occasion, but mainly these things will not happen to you. But if they do, you may get to experience real, raw fear including sometimes even fear for your very own life. These are very unsettling occasions that pop up now and again in your travels. 

This collection of true travel tales is the place to hear about them. I hope they don't happen to you, but if they do, I hope you’ll manage to escape and overcome. Hopefully, you'll be all the wiser for reading about such things throughout these pages.

Scary Stories includes many examples of bad things that sometimes do happen to travelers despite their best efforts to avoid such things. But bad things DO happen on occasion, and the best thing to do is to avoid them in the first place. But if we cannot, we should certainly at least do our best to escape them.

While there’s no easy, simple list of failsafe strategies for always staying safe and surviving each dangerous situation that may arise in life and travel, there are, nevertheless, meaningful takeaway strategies from the many examples presented in this two companion book series that’ll enable one to develop and keep in mind ways to enhance personal safety and reduce the risks of potentially dangerous outcomes.

While many of the tales in this book are not strictly about life and death situations, some of them are, and some are about difficult, embarrassing, and otherwise annoying nuisances situations that we all would do well to avoid and certainly do without.

The scope and variety of close calls and escapes in this book may surprise you. And some would never likely even occur to you. Some are even humorous, like, for example, El Diablo Rojo Loco, the story of riding the Crazy Red Devil “chicken bus” through the horrifying mountain roads of Panama. 

Yes, such a misadventure may never even happen to you, but after reading about it in the books in my True Travel Tales series, it may give you some pause — who knows? Maybe you’ll never, ever board a chicken bus in the first or next instance.

Sure, you’ll read stories in this book that will alert you to situations that may never even occur to you. But if you avoid even one new travel or life danger that you might never have even thought of by simply reading these books, then I’ll have accomplished a very useful purpose.

Another book in the True Travel Tales series, namely, Travel Tales: Wild Animals, is a follow - up book that specifically includes tales of scary close calls (and, hopefully) great escapes as well as encounters by travelers, largely on safari in Africa and India, and elsewhere, even, with lions, tigers, snakes, hippos, elephants, Cape buffalos, crocodiles, dogs, bulls, monkeys, baboons, birds of prey, cougars, hyenas, bears, and more.

Finally, some important helpful travel tips to enable you to travel more safely and securely appear in Appendix 1 of this book of the scariest tales of the nearly 2,000 world travelers whom I have interviewed. 

DISCLAIMER 

Please know that some stories in the True Travel Tales series may include graphic, unpleasant, disturbing, harsh language, or sexually explicit material. And some stories may not be for the squeamish at heart. This book is aimed at a mature adult audience. Yet, some material ought to be communicated clearly and responsibly to younger and relatively inexperienced travelers who could benefit by knowing how to travel more safely and securely.

No story in the series is meant to depict any country, people, race, culture, or religion in a negative light. Good and bad things can and do happen anywhere and to anyone. Finally, some stories may be repeated and appear in other books in the True Travel Tales series depending on the countries and subject matter covered where appropriate.
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A Quad of Fearsome Days
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My Scariest Moments

***
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By author Michael. While traveling, we may be more sensitive and perceptive of fearful episodes when they occur than we are at home. Life is more kaleidoscopic during travel, with a microcosm of experiences coming at us rapidly from all directions.

Sometimes it seems that we feel that we are more the outside observers than the actual co - participants that we actually are. Therefore, the sudden realization that we are actually a part of what is happening in the moment is often very surrealistic, shocking, and sobering. The ‘Victim’ in me, therefore, responds initially as if this is not and CAN NOT possibly be happening to me.

Paris, France

It’s 1996, I’m in Paris and am on the Metro. You feel as if you are as safe and secure as one could be. After all, this is France, a civilized, first - world country, no less. What can happen?

The train pulls into a station. There is an electric sort of crackling and zapping sound. Suddenly, the looks of tranquility and confidence on the faces of the Parisians morph into abject terror!

I have never seen such faces on people until this! It is happening all too quickly for much of an immediate reaction on my part, as the passengers are now running for the car exists, seemingly running for their lives.

And I now find myself included in the crush for the doors. No longer am I an outsider — a mere observer.

A bomb? No destruction, no injured, and no falling people. Nothing more than the people filing frantically out of the car onto the platform.

A sparking electrical failure in the rail equipment on the platform as the train comes to a stop. Something to do with Metro train operations. That's all.

However, the disturbed looks on the faces of the people do not morph back. Recovery is a much slower process than the onset.

Some people file back onto the car for the imminent departure of the Metro, once it is determined that it is okay to proceed. Most passengers exit the station, finding it all just too difficult to overcome so quickly.

I suppose there have been subway bombings in Paris. Terror and fear, so it seems, are on the tips of our tongues, whether in civilized or third - world countries.

Beirut, Lebanon

It’s 1974. My drive from Adana, Turkey to Beirut is so far uneventful. I decide to take a weekend break from my teaching courses for the University of Maryland on the American air base in Incirlik, Turkey, close to Adana.

I think that this should be a manageable three - day trip to Lebanon and back. It's a little edgy, though, since Middle East travel can be anxiety - provoking, since it's so different from easier European travel, and since there is a variety of political complications and antagonisms going on.

I am following a gasoline tanker truck on its way into Beirut. Looks like the Paris of the Middle East looming straight ahead, and I'm becoming more excited to be visiting Beirut.

Whoa! There's a column of thick black smoke rising from the highway straight ahead. It's coming from a burning tire on the road. My initial reaction is not much. I don't have life experience with such things, for this to compute.

However, I see a look of stark terror on the face of the driver of the tanker truck. He is desperately trying to back away from this tire, doing frantic maneuvers so that he can get the hell out of there as quickly as possible.

Suddenly, reality strikes me that maybe this is more serious than I first imagined. Again, these sorts of events are totally absent from my personal life experiences. The driver assumes probably that whoever set the tire on fire would just love to explode the tanker truck as well.

This thought is, of course, not at all lost on the driver. This IS dangerous after all! If the truck blows up, it'll be a very serious mess, not to speak of the likelihood of the driver (and maybe me, TOO) not coming out of this alive!

The driver successfully negotiates the required turns and heads out at warp speed. I, of course, follow his lead. We get out of there and begin to take an indirect suburban route up into the hills that surround Beirut.

And just as quickly as we came upon this hostile event, to begin with, now all appears quiet, normal, and regular. I pass through a relatively modern suburb with life going on presumably as usual.

I even notice Arab men dressed in white caftans sporting ice cream cones as they casually walk along on a typical summer day. It does not get any more normal than that.

But looks can be deceiving. Apparently, the tire - burning incident was a response to the kidnapping of the editor of a major Beirut newspaper on that particular day. What I did not know on that weekend, but the Lebanese were just beginning to realize full well, was that this tire - burning incident was the first shot — the first volley — at the beginning of the protracted Lebanese civil war, which resulted in an untold loss of life, the utter devastation of sections of Lebanon, and major shifts in the political landscapes.

Rome, Italy

It’s the early 2000s. Rome is such a beautiful city replete with a mixture of ancient ruins, classic Italian architecture, and modern buildings as well. I am there to research my Rome travel guide for my series on sightseeing cities by public transportation.

Today is my day to take a light - rail line full circle from start to finish and back to central Rome to study the stops needed to get people to and from some of Rome's top 50 visitor attractions.

In the back of your mind, you know you are told that you need to be wary in Rome. Pickpocketing is common from the famed Spanish Steps to select crowded tourist bus routes that are, therefore, full of easy ‘marks’ (tourists).

I met one columnist, for example, for Time Magazine in Rome, who, sadly enough, was pickpocketed, not once, but several times, and even mugged once in the two years he was there.

One would think that he might have been able to avoid some of these — maybe at least one or two he could, but the mugging he could not.

And so, you particularly need to be wary of small packs of Gypsies, working crowds, and individuals together.

Perhaps on that one day that I am taking a tram from the town center out to a suburb, maybe I am either over - imaginative, too sensitive, or too suspect. For, as I sit near toward the rear of the second car of the two - car tram, I perceive that about three or four guys are slowly, but surely, methodically repositioning themselves so that they can surround me, hold me down, and empty my pockets just prior to exiting.

Now, I don't know this for sure. It may just be the normal fidgeting and restlessness of passengers or maybe nothing at all. But when the ‘Victim’ in me becomes paranoid, it CAN be for a good reason. And just because you are paranoid, it doesn't mean they are NOT out to get you!

One thing is for sure: I am NOT running on ‘automatic,’ which is what you normally do at home, not knowing, not caring, and not paying the least attention to what is going on around you. And this is a very good thing!

But am I experiencing the sort of meaningless paranoia that you typically observe among fellow city dwellers who you know have absolutely nothing to fear? Or am I instead behaving as the rational, super - aware, ‘Superhero - Adventurer’ who will overcome to save the day?

I prepare a tactic. When the tram comes to the next stop, I will act totally normally, as if I have not a care in — or awareness of — the world, and just before the door closes, I'll sprint for the door and exit in a matter of seconds.

And this is exactly what I do: I am out the door, giving no one the opportunity to follow suit right after me.

Did anyone even notice? Could anyone have cared less, much less even see me depart? Or were the would - be thieves suddenly rebuffed and stuck with the abject failure of their premeditated, well - to - be - orchestrated plan? I guess I will never know. But I did feel relieved and didn't experience any more paranoia on that day. The ‘Victim’ in me ALWAYS would rather feel safe than sorry!

Funny, on another day, while taking a Roman train out into the countryside to research ruins for my travel guide, suddenly a large group of Gypsies boarded the one car of the train that I happened to be sitting in. I did not feel very comfortable in their midst, so I simply moved out of there at once into another car.

But you know what? They didn't seem to have the least bit of interest in me. Apparently, the Rome authorities closed down their camp on that one day, and they were strictly now on the move to a new location. Tourists were not on the menu on that day!

Adana, Turkey

It’s 1974, and I am teaching courses on the American air base in Incirlik, Turkey. Now, although it is a base used by Americans, it is also a main Turkish air base. And there was no mistaking that fact when on one day, Turkish jet after jet after jet was streaking off the runway, armed to the teeth with bombs and missiles.

And they returned EMPTY!

It is one thing to be living there with nothing much happening; it is another thing, altogether, to witness a WAR in the offing. This not only continued into the following days, but the nearby city of Adana was now on a war footing and a blackout. You even had to paint your car headlights blue, and citizens were required to turn their residential lights off.

Needless to say, I was quite ill at ease over developing events, wondering what I should do, if anything. The coup de grâce came when one of our fellow faculty members near Istanbul (hundreds of miles to the west of us) called me on the phone to tell me that Turkey had just invaded Cyprus and that an invasion by Greece was feared by Turkey to be imminent. He was going to leave Turkey as soon as he could.

It wasn't rocket science that I decided to curtail classes and flee as well. For, I did not know how quickly the University headquarters in Heidelberg, Germany would react as soon as the news distilled and they could decide what to do with us.

I felt that we were all on our own and that we should fend for ourselves, as others might not be able to do anything for us. An evacuation could be too little, too late. And university professors stuck in Turkey in a war were not exactly likely the highest priority.

I had befriended meanwhile a young Turkish student who helped out in the University's education center there at Incirlik. He and I took a few nearby excursions together.

He was a bright guy, studying at college, working for us part - time, and becoming a friend. He decided on his own to help me get out of Turkey. He would accompany me the hundreds of miles to the closest Greek border on the European side of Turkey.

This was no mean task. The coastal road that we drove on was manned by the military and essentially CLOSED. On my own, I would have had very little possibility of fleeing.

But with Yilmaz, it turned out to be no problem at all. For, as soon as we arrived at one roadblock, he'd get on the phone, call the authority in charge and get permission for us to continue on through.

This happened a number of times, with the result that we really had no problems at all and arrived at the border in a few days.

When we arrived near the Greek border we said our goodbyes. I was very appreciative of Yilmaz's generous help in getting me through and out of Turkey. The Greek - Turkey Cypriot war came to an end, and things returned to normal. Classes had been canceled during that period. And there were no repercussions for those of us who fled the scene.

Cypress then became divided into Greek and Turkish zones, and you could not simply cross from one side to the other.

Unfortunately, I lost track of Yilmaz, who I believe moved to the United States. I would love to reconnect with Yilmaz one day, but for the moment, I cannot yet find him over the Internet.
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That Scare the Bejesus Out of You

***
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Dr. Dave & the Baboon
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Why Not Take All You Can Get?

***
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Told to me by my good friend Dr. David Irvine. I was on a week - long photo camping Safari in Kenya in 1990 during the Black Hawk Down time in Somalia when the U.S. Forces were in Somalia when that U.S. Black Hawk helicopter was shot down that the movie was made about. I was with a group of doctors who were doing medical refugee work with the Somalis who were crossing over the border into Kenya.

Author Michael: That was the same time when you had the giraffe incident. Remember that story?

Dr. Dave: Okay, yes. At the same time as the giraffe story, I told you. I took a weekend off to do a camping photo Safari, and we camped at this one spot. A wild giraffe was walking around the area, and I was curious about it, so I went up to it and actually touched it!

Michael: You certainly had guts. Was that a dangerous thing to do?

Dr. Dave: Maybe it was a case of more balls than brains. I don’t know. Perhaps it wasn’t the wisest thing to do. But nothing happened. The giraffe just ignored me and kept on eating.

However, in another incident, I wasn’t so lucky. You might say I was a little more brazen than I should have been. I was standing there, you know, next to the camp, and I had a few mangos and papayas in both hands. And one of the local baboons just so happens to notice me and sees the fruit in my hands and suddenly starts running at me at full speed. 

Michael: What did you think?

Dr. Dave: I thought, you know, I'm not going to give him my mangoes. I’m just going to stand my ground!

But as he gets closer, I think better of it and decide to throw one of the items at him, thinking that I can probably “buy him off.” But what he does is he catches that sucker right in midair and still continues, you know, to run at full speed toward me. And now he's getting closer and closer. He's maybe only ten feet from me, and he's still coming at me and closing in quickly. 

Michael: What are you thinking?

Dr. Dave: I decide to give up the second mango. (Laughs.) And so I toss that one toward him as well, and what he does is he catches the second one right in mid - air as well and then kind of veers off to one side. I suppose if I had not thrown the second one, I think he would have jumped me, no doubt.

Michael: Would you be here today?

Dr. Dave: Possibly not. He could have ripped my face off. They're very aggressive and very dangerous monkeys.

Dr. Dave & the Giraffe

As a sequel to Dr. Dave’s possibly being up close and perhaps too personal with animals, you can get a very good idea of just how adventurous Dr. Dave can be and what makes a “nine - live” traveler such as Dr. Dave tick.

Says Dave, again, I was in Wajir, which is in northern Kenya about 60 miles from the Somali border doing some medical refugee work. I was on the little hospital grounds there in the village.

And, oddly, there are these seemingly wild giraffes walking about seemingly minding their own business. I would see these giraffes just walking about while I was there, in the town. They’d kind of walk through the town going about their daily business, just paying little or no attention to anything that might be going on.

This town looked something like right out of the wild American West. The streets are all dirt and very wide with smalls shop scattered about and one big mosque.

So I noticed this one giraffe just kind of eating from the trees and seeming to be just minding its own business.

I thought, You know, I could just go over and touch that giraffe.

And that’s exactly what I did; I walked there very quietly toward the giraffe, and it didn't seem to mind or pay any attention. I figured that it was used to being in the town and around people.

So it didn't even seem to notice me at all. So I just kind of walked up to it and touched it. And giraffe hide feels almost like wood. It’s really really tough, tough hide. I understand even that the Maasai often use giraffe hide for their spears, it’s a very tough hide.

Michael: About how much time did you spend touching him?

Dave: It was very short because as I'm touching him, I'm thinking These guys kick real, real hard. This is how they defend themselves.

As I was standing right next to it, it was right about on the shoulder where I touched him. I’m beginning to think this guy could very easily kick me to death. As I touched him, and as I'm looking up at him, he didn't even look down at me really. So then I backed off real fast!

Then the thought crossed my mind, This is really a stupid thing to do! 

Michael: Do you think you were the first person in that village to do such a thing?

Dr. Dave: I have no idea.
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Another Roadside Attraction?

[image: ]




A Terrifying Baboon in My Face

***
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Told to me by my good friend Ron Blood. With all the money on him that could easily be stolen from Ron by way of the goings - on at his hotel from hell in Cairo, it could have been far, far worse for Ron.

So on this one evening, along the Nile, I rented a small felucca, an ancient Egyptian sailboat with a curved sail, and I went from one part of town to the main central area of Cairo from where I could easily walk back to my hotel.

And I could simply drop off the boat at one point or another. It was kind of like one of those green or other color rental bikes you see everywhere these days in America, that you could simply rent and take from place to place. So you could just easily sail this boat down the river for a ways and just drop it off. 

I was supposed to get off after a certain number of bridges. So I got off at this one arch bridge fairly late at night with seemingly no one around.

I start walking over the bridge, and suddenly, in the pitch dark of night, I spot a dark shadow of some one or some thing apparently huddled or crouching along a railing of the bridge.

I can barely make out the shape of a man, but I see that he is accompanied by a giant mandrill monkey or baboon, whatever you call it. The mandrill is on a choke chain, however. And now he urges this animal to come right up close and personal to me in my face baring, no less, its giant open mouth with fangs and teeth and jaws that were big enough that you could put a small watermelon in it. And now the mandrill is breathing its incredibly bad breath right into my face. I surmise that this is not at all good.

The man won’t pull the animal away or let me pass until I give him enough baksheesh (ransom or tip money) to satisfy him.

Author Michael: How did you feel with this animal breathing right in your face?

Ron: Without exaggeration, I would say I was the most terrified I have ever been in my entire life. And it was a smell like I cannot even begin to describe.

Michael: What a creative and clever scam, huh?

Ron: It was unbelievable. I saw something like that years earlier in Istanbul, Turkey — a man with a big bear on a leash that he’d have growl and snarl at you and that he’d have get up close and personal with you. But, I tell you this mandrill was far scarier than that bear.

Michael: So, what are your options at that point? Give him some bucks? Couldn't you maybe just run off?

Ron: The mandrill and I were in a face - off, like a Mexican standoff. The man had him on a tight choke chain leash, and I really had no idea what was going on. So I froze; I didn't really want to move.

Michael: Do you think he could have that mandrill chase after you?

Ron: I think he could have had that mandrill do just about anything he wanted. It was about as big as a 14 - year - old boy.

Michael: Did he say anything to you?

Ron: No, only that he wanted bakshish.

Michael: So. what did you do? 

Ron: I started giving him money, and he would shake his head, “Un - uh!” until I anted up a certain amount. Then he was happy, and he finally pulled back the choke chain on the mandrill, so that the mandrel quit hissing at me and pulled back. And then, I tell you; I was out of there as quickly as possible!

Michael: About how much would you say you paid?

Ron: Oh, it’s hard to remember. I mean, you could just about buy a quart of freshly squeezed mango juice in Cairo at that time for only about a quarter penny. It was cheap, right? So I'm thinking it probably wasn't all that much. Considering what I was put through, it wasn't, after all, that much money. Oh, probably maybe about a quarter!

It wasn't really so much a robbery as it was a more clever extortion scheme — a kind of robbery, maybe. It would be, I guess, worth the entertainment value, had it not been so terrifying. But it's a good story to tell! None the less, I would have to say that I was the most scared than any other time in my life!

Michael: Can the reader only imagine what might have ensued if Ron just happened to have his $3,500 on him? Fortunately, by that time Ron’s money might have been stowed safe and sound in his hotel from hell safe. Perhaps he could have lost it all. 
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A Snake in Time Saves Nine!
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As Scary as It Gets

***
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Told to me by Astrid Van der Molen. I am now an ecologist and tour operator myself. It’s the year 2000, and this is Gamboa National Park, just outside Panama City, perhaps the most beautiful ecological park in Central America, and certainly one of the most gorgeous rainforests in Panama.

I was leading a group of people into the jungle on an excursion. We went to a tributary of the river. It always seems to happen in tributaries. The group was getting out of the dugout canoe now. We’re not talking about an aluminum canoe, but one of these wooden dugout canoes. So, I let the group go on. I stayed with their backpacks in the dugout, and I had a guide leading them to the waterfall. 

And for me, now, this was the best part, to be left alone to myself, just surrounded by the real sounds of wonderful nature. It was so peaceful, and I was thanking God that I was at that very spot and at that very moment.

And then, where the dugout was left behind, I was just sitting on the edge of it. There were just a few centimeters of water there, by a little sandbar of sorts, and I was only yards from the riverbank. At that point, the water level had dropped dramatically. So, that’s why I brought the dugout canoe to this particular spot there because of the ease of landing it there and letting the passengers off.

Otherwise, we would have had to waste valuable time searching the tributary for another appropriate landing spot. So, I was enjoying this particular place, this little piece of heaven all by myself. And all of a sudden, for no apparent reason, the hairs on my neck and arms start to stand up on end, and I am saying to myself, What is this? 

And a voice, seemingly out of nowhere, says, “You’re in danger!”

I literally hear like a voice telling me I’m in danger. It is not like a human voice at all. Rather, it seems to form a pattern in my mind to give me the message that I am in some kind of direct danger. It isn’t as if you’re listening to someone like you and I are talking right now into your microphone.

No voices, not birds, not frogs. 

The hairs on my arms are standing straight up. I think I am going a little bit wacko. It is so persistent that even if I try to push it to the back of my mind, I cannot. I simply cannot ignore it any longer.

I think I’ve probably seen too many movies not to be so petrified and paranoid. I am thinking, Is this voice a person? Are there people? No, there are no people. Are there crocodiles? There are no crocodiles. 

And I keep on looking, and I am now walking back and forth within the vicinity of the dugout. But there, remember, there’s only a few inches of water and a little bank. And so I decide simply not to pay any heed to this voice anymore.

Can you imagine that you’re in such a paradisiacal setting with the blue sky and the yellow color of the sun shining on the leaves of the emerald - colored rainforest, and all of a sudden your hairs are standing on end, and a voice says to you, “You’re in direct danger?”

But I could not ignore it as much as I would have liked to. And the voice came back a second time even and said, “You are still in danger!” It was a message of imminent danger that just could not be ignored any longer.

And I think to myself, This is ridiculous. I’ve seen too many Indiana Jones films. 

So, I look around — again, no people, no alligators, no nothing. 

So, come on, I say to myself, Enjoy this moment. The people are off to the waterfall. Just enjoy it!

But, oh, no, no, no. 

You cannot at all enjoy it because you’re in danger after all!

Like I said, it was more like maybe just a sensation of some sort; it was not at all anything like a clear, distinct voice.

It was just a sensation. I just knew I was in danger, but there was nobody around to tell me that. And the hairs on my arms and the back of my neck were still standing straight on end before I consciously became aware of the reason why.

You just cannot ignore something like that!

And then I take a few steps left and back and am looking all around. And then, all of a sudden, it dawns on me to maybe get down on my hands and knees and look under the foliage of the riverbank. 

And right then and there in no uncertain terms, within striking distance of me is one of the biggest fer - de - lance deadly poisonous snakes that I’ve ever seen in my life: his body is an inch or two wide and such beautiful colors: dark green, light green, grayish, black, and some white. 

And they also call these snakes here in Panama “X’s” because if you look at the patterns, they are like the letter ‘X,’ and they are just about the most dangerous of all the snakes in the world!

And this one had his body all curled up with his head cushioned and positioned right up on top. And his head was as big as my hand and was ready to go for my legs. 

It was just, I really did think, God’s speaking to me!

I now very carefully backed off and slowly moved backward.

And then, when the group came back, I shouted, “Stay away from the snake. But do look at this gorgeous species.”

But I’ll tell you this one thing: that was a VERY close call. 

I think that God really communicated with me on that day. 

I know that somebody spoke to me, and I believe it was probably God or an angel, but it was so strong that I simply could not deny it.

Oh, people will say there is this or that guardian angel, sometimes saying such things as, “Well, your deceased dad or your deceased mom was your guardian angel.”

But I fiercely believe in God, and how he did it, I do not know. 

He must have armies up there that work for him. But I was certainly informed of it on that particular afternoon, and I’ve told my story to many, many people.

There is no question that the snake was probably putting out some vibes — I’m not going to go so far as to say ‘telepathic’ about its presence in the stillness around him in the rainforest.

But there’s something that probably could be communicated to other living creatures in their own survival modes that they become aware of such dangers in a visceral sense before having any conscious awareness of it.

Dangerous Weather!

Astrid again. As part of my ecological tour work here in Panama, I operate year - round here on the Chagres River and in the Chagres National Park in dugout canoes going into the jungles where we visit the Indians. 

We have very dangerous weather here almost every day; we have huge discharges of lightning like you would not believe. And I must say that God has to be watching over me here, too, because just as soon as I get into the car, there would just be lightning all over the place. 

Just imagine what it must be like to be on the lake or the river when the sky is absolutely purple and black and opening up. He (God) has been here with me. I’m not overly religious, but I do know this one thing: God is here watching over us now.

In these beautiful settings, whether it’s Africa or the Panamanian rain forest, people don’t realize that there is such a narrow edge between life and death out there. And I have a feeling that everything is all lined up and ordered according to some pre - ordained program. 

Epilogue:

The Camino — Snake, Too!

By Tina Stahl. To illustrate just how prevalent and dangerous poison snakes are in Panama — and to emphasize even more poignantly just how lucky Astrid has been in her life — one more brief Panama snake story is included here.

I, Tina, was on an adventure with Italian clients on one of my rainforest tours in Panama. I had a Panamanian Indian with me as an assistant tour guide with our group. He was walking barefoot, sporting only a loincloth, so he was the real deal. 

I had my heavy - duty boots on at the time, and we were working our way through a section of the Camino de Cruces National Park just outside Panama City to go see the ruins there. This is the path that crosses Panama linking the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans.

It was wintertime in the rainy season, so it was dark, wet, and mushy. Not much fun, particularly. We walked along and saw the famous ‘Camino’ (path or road) and evidence of the old stones that made up the road historically. 

We found a horseshoe, so we picked it up, and it does, after all, have the connotation of being ‘lucky’ in some places (I’m half - American and half - Panamanian). However, I am not so sure that our excitement about finding the horseshoe, in this case, was a particularly good thing on that day. 

While walking along and marveling about our great find and entertaining ourselves over it, I was immediately, suddenly, and rudely interrupted by my Panamanian Indian guide yelling at me, “BE CAREFUL!” 

I stopped dead in my tracks: just as I was about to take a step forward, I looked down, and there curled up right underneath, was a deadly poisonous fer - de - lance snake precisely where I was going to step down.

In effect, I jumped back, and the guide grabbed me, and we ran the hell away from there.

They attack. Not if you are at a two - yard distance, but this type of snake does NOT run away from you. They will attack you; they are very aggressive. And they do not necessarily give you warnings, either.

Finally, back to Astrid, the Adventuress.

This is going to sound ridiculous, and I don’t necessarily believe that this is the case, but is there any remote possibility that it could have been the fer - de - lance snake, itself that may have communicated to Astrid directly, perhaps telepathically?

Author Michael’s (The Travel Psychologist’s Take: 

Since we’re being a little speculative here regarding high strangeness and the paranormal, we can push the envelope a bit. (See author Michael’s Road to Strange book series). 

Now, there is some speculation that animals may have some sort of hypnotic - seeming or psychic effects on people. I do not doubt that snakes are sometimes attributed as seemingly having such an impact on people like that. Owls are another species. Dogs are yet another species. Dogs, for example, seem to be able to attend to the psychic long before people do. What if? Just what if snakes could conceivably have such a capability? It’s maybe not an all or none capability. Thus, if humans can be said to be telepathic, then why not perhaps some animals as well?

If a snake may be said to have that capability, then it probably might conceivably have communicated to Astrid, “YOU stay away!” in much more of a menacing or threatening manner, I think, had it been the snake, huh?

Isn’t it true that in these beautiful settings, whether it’s Africa or the Panamanian rain forest, people don’t realize that there is such a narrow edge between life and death out there?

In conclusion, it may be said that Astrid Van der Molen is yet another of those “nine lives adventurers whose psychic - related encounters I have chronicled in my writings. It is not entirely beyond reason that Astrid has had the intervention of what might be termed a “guardian angel” kind of phenomenon that hopefully intervened on her behalf when she sorely needed it, yet not when, what seems to us are very close calls, were not necessarily, however, deemed to the powers - that - be as being quite needed!

Could Astrid merely have had a one - off intervention by a guardian angel? Let’s say “a lucky shot!” — maybe her only shot at it?
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Of Snakes Beware
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Bushmasters, Fer-de-Lances, and Black Mambas

***
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[Note: some graphic material. Reader discretion is advised.]

Fer-de-Lance

By Don and Carol Ware. This first story happened in 1995 in Amazonia National Park in Peru. We had been staying at the Amazonia Lodge in the tropical rainforest of the Manu Biosphere Reserve near the village of Atalaya. 

A worker at the Lodge had walked into the shower with the daily bathroom supplies. Now they tell you quite clearly in the literature that if you stay on the concrete paths, which are about four or five feet wide and 12 to 18 inches above the ground, the snakes are not going to come up onto the concrete. They like to be on the warmer, softer ground earth; they don't like to be on something unnatural.

And so she was carrying armloads of supplies for the shower: shampoo, towels, hairbrushes, and the like. And as you often do when your arms are full, she hooked her foot behind the door to pull it closed after her. Unbeknownst to her though, she inadvertently put her heel in the mouth of an awaiting baby fer - de - lance snake. 

Don’t be fooled by the fact that it was only a baby snake; adult or baby, it matters not in the least. The baby had a big enough mouth to get at least one of its two fangs lodged in her foot. Nonetheless, it was big enough indeed to load her with a sufficient amount of venom. And as a result, her leg swelled and turned black and blue. 

Fortunately for her, there was a doctor at the resort who had access to antibiotics. They managed to stuff her with enough antibiotics, and because it was a baby, and she only got half of the usual dose of venom from only the one fang, and because they got it right away, she survived this very close call.

Bushmaster

By Don and Carol Ware the next year, 1996, in Peru again.

Author Michael: Where were you? What were you doing? 

Don: Carol and I, being serious birders, went with field guides to the Manu National Park in Peru. It’s the biggest National Park in Peru and has more bird species than any other park in the world.

We were on the Amazonia Lodge’s Bamboo Trail, which is the farthest trail out from the Lodge. Eleven of us, all stretched out single file, were walking along this six - foot - wide cleared trail. Carol was about two or three people behind the youngest man in the group, who was number two in line.

Suddenly, a man from Belgium yelled “snake!” as Carol looked up in horror and saw what she thought was a stick apparently kind of attached to his leg. I was standing right behind Carol, and I saw the stick - like snake as well. 

Michael: What were your thoughts on seeing that?

Don: Well, one of the guides ran upfront with his tripod; he’s a big tall guy who had a tripod with long legs with which he was trying to part the bushes to identify the snake. And he shouted, “Somebody get a stick.” 

I found this four - foot - long stick with a fork on its end and handed it to him, whereupon he shouted, “That’s not nearly long enough!” He could already tell this snake was about nine or ten feet long. So I found him a 10 - foot - long piece of bamboo about three inches in diameter. 

Next, he hit the snake with that, but it just broke the stick apart, and the snake slithered back off into the bushes. But he saw enough to identify the snake as a bushmaster. 

Michael: Is that dangerous? 

Don: Oh, yeah. Very dangerous. Yes. And this was just the beginning of a horrible ordeal. I helped carry this young man for about 45 minutes back to the Lodge, where they had suction cups at the ready. 

They wouldn’t let us suck out the blood from this snakebite wound with their mouths because they didn’t want to possibly get sick from the snake venom. After all, it had all kinds of nasty stuff in it. 

They next loaded him onto a Land Rover and drove him two miles to the river where they had to flash the lights on and off and lay on the horn to get the attention of the natives so they could bring a canoe across the river to pick him up, load him onto the canoe, finally load him into another awaiting vehicle, and take him to the nearest place where there’s any electricity, so they can keep applying the snakebite anti - venom. 

It took four hours in all and four modes of transportation to get him to where they could treat him adequately. And by then it was already dark. He was bitten at about 4:30 in the afternoon. And they were giving him a load of antibiotics. They then realized he needed to get to a hospital where they could give him the serious treatment he required. 

They even arranged for an airplane to arrive early the next morning to pick him up. But the plane flew over and the pilot said, “I’m sorry, if I land there, I won’t be able to take off. You’ve got to get him to Cusco some other way.” 

So, having no other choice, they finally put him on a bus for the 12 - hour bone - jarring bus ride. By the time they got to Cusco, the last plane of the day to Peru’s capital, Lima, had already gone. 

The local Cusco hospital realized that all the blood flow had already ceased in his leg, so they would have to cut his leg off at the hip. But, since they could not do that at Cusco’s very high altitude of some 11,000 feet and expect him to live, he caught the first plane out the next morning to Lima where they had to amputate his leg, leaving him with only a 5% chance of surviving. But survive, he did, and he left the next day for Belgium, his home country. 

Michael: Did you ever hear from him again? 

Don: No, we didn’t hear from him; we heard about him. 

Apparently, he spent a year recovering in a hospital and suffered some serious psychological damage as a result of the snakebite mishap. If that snake had bitten anybody else in that group, I have no doubt it would have killed them. And there by the grace of God, go we. It could well have been any one of us in that single - file line.

They determined it must have been a female bushmaster snake that had laid her eggs close enough to the trail, where the snake must have felt people on that trail were threatening the nest. The bushmaster apparently is the only pit viper that lays eggs. 

Michael: So, let’s reenact what you and Carol think happened. 

Don: As we were walking down the trail, Carol was a little closer than I was to the victim. I was number four behind him, I guess. And Carol was the third person behind him in the single file. And she thought it was a stick when she first saw this thing, you know, that kind of oddly attached itself to his leg. And when he yelled, “snake,” we all, of course, realized it was a snake. No one walked along that path after that until they located and got rid of that snake. 

Michael: Do you think this happens a lot? 

Don: I don’t know, but I do know after that I took no chances: I wore my bush jacket tied around my waist with a heavy raincoat stuffed in one side pocket and a big bird book stuffed in the other pocket to act as a kind of a buffer to prevent any snake’s bidding.

We’re all wearing these heavy - duty Wellington boots that came up about two inches below the knee, exposing only minimally part of the calf between the knee and the top of that boot. And so, you know, these preparations served to minimize any bodily heat signatures to anything that might be lurking beside the trail, eager to get its fangs into me. 

Of course, I felt it was very sad and unfortunate for our Belgian tourmate. One of our guides accompanied him to Lima. And we survived pretty well with just one guide for the birding part of our trip. But, boy was that a close call. 

Michael: Did you all experience fear? 

Don: I wouldn’t say we experienced fear as such. Although we were more concerned about what might be lurking in the bushes beside us, we were not getting good reports on what was really going on, with our companion, even though they were reporting back by radio daily. 

Michael: Did you get to talk to him at all? 

Don: Finally, we did have the other guide come back and join us, but we didn’t talk with the victim. None of us got to talk to the man who’d been bitten. 

Michael: And was he conscious, as far as you could tell? 

Don: Yes, he was conscious. 

Michael: After all is said and done, is it safe to walk along trails like that in Central and South America? 

Don: Well, there’s a little risk in everything you do, isn’t there? After all, living life to the fullest certainly involves risks to us all.

Michael: Are there any other preparations or precautions you think that one can take?

Don: Blocking the heat signatures is probably the best advice I can give for people who are in a high - threat area like that.

Michael: This is the luck of the draw?

Don: Probably. 

Michael: Carol, do you want to add anything? What was your first reaction? 

Carol: Well, my first reaction was one of disbelief as we were following all the usual rules of being in snake territory. 

Michael: And what are those rules? Can you summarize a bit?

The snake rules are: 


	You don’t go out after dark. Snakes move around in the dark; they don’t move around in the heat. They don’t move very well. 

	They don’t cross cleared paths. 

	This particular snake uses its venom to destroy small animals. That’s its prey. And that’s the only way it has to eat. 

	So when it strikes and uses its venom, that means it’s got to come back and eat that prey later. Because the venom destroys the bones and more or less liquefies the insides of these small animals. 

	Snake experts believe the snakes understand that when they use their venom, they’re not going to be able to eat for another few weeks while the venom regenerates in their systems. 



And so, this particular snake came across the cleared path, came out in the daylight, and used its venom on something that it knew it couldn’t eat right away. So much for the typical rules!

And because when it struck the man, or rather, she struck the man, she absolutely had to know that she couldn’t devour it because it was simply too big and that she wasn’t going to eat for a while.

And, of course, my not being a snake, I could only imagine that that’s what she was thinking. 

She obviously didn’t read the snake literature. 

We read the literature. 

And, so far as we knew, we were obeying all the rules. And she had totally disregarded all the rules of snakedom as far as I was concerned. And that was not a little disconcerting. 

And as Don said, this young man was the youngest in our group. He was 29. The next youngest person was one of the guides, and she was 41. 

The rest of us were all 50 and over. And I can guarantee you that were it any of us instead of the Belgian guy, we would not have likely survived. I would personally have died on the spot if a snake had bitten me out of the blue.

Michael: That was a pretty close call!

Don: It sure was. And like I said, I think we were just very fortunate we had somebody young, who wanted to be up in the lead of the group. I like to hang back, myself. So if anything bad happens to people in the front of the line, I am just an observer. It’s sort of the coward in me. 

Author Michael’s (The Travel Psychologist’s) Take:

There’s a lot of the psychology of travel that comes out in a story like this. There are things like: what is that like? How do you feel? What are your thoughts? What comes into mind when you discover that you just had a close call that you could have been dead in a matter of minutes? Does that change your life, affect your life at all? 

Carol: Oh, of course, it does. Of course, it does. I, for one, am most appreciative of the time I have left. It puts a whole nother perspective on things. For another, you take a whole other point of view: you know you’re just happy being there. And, suddenly, now all those little nasty gnats that are biting you; after an incident like, they suddenly don’t bother you anymore. You learn to take things in stride.

And if your lips are chapped, oh, who cares? 

And you know, we then proceeded to wear boots; I wore knee boots to the shower, to the bathroom. I wore them all the time until they practically grew on me!

And up until that point, I thought they were so very inconvenient. And they were hot and sticky, and I didn’t really want them on. But now, all that’s changed! After that, I lived in them. The only time I took them off was when I crawled into bed. And that’s the truth. I kept the boots on. 

Michael: Don’t go to sleep with your boots off; only go to sleep with your boots on!

Don: After that, I only had one ambition in life — to be the happiest man in the world. As for me, I’ve got a serious love affair with Mother Earth. I’m not going to let fear stop me from experiencing as much of this planet as I can.

Michael: How has this affected you afterward? 

Don: It made me a lot more cautious walking the path. But in the end, I trust my spirit guides. I, of course, do what I can to protect myself. But I trust my spirit guides to protect me. 

Michael: And it wasn’t apparently yours or Carol’s time right then.

Black Mamba

By Ellae Elinwood. This is my mom’s and dad’s story. it was before. They were driving through Nairobi National Park in Kenya, maybe 1980. They were traveling through the park and dad saw a big black snake, or rather, he first thought it was a rope at first lying on the road.

And he kind of pulled to the side and looked down at it. As it turns out, it wasn't a rope at all; it was a snake. And this was such a typical example of a very mental college professor type, how he handled this.

Next, the snake pulled back and then arched up. And they had the windows down, of course, and it came up and looked in the window. The camera’s at mother's feet, and dad's calling to her to lean over and get the camera so he can take a picture of the snake.

And now the snake’s only about a foot from her head at most. I mean, it's looking right at her maybe some three feet off the ground. Yeah, he was a huge snake and had risen up to now look into the passenger seat. And so mom refused to do it. 

Thankfully they left in time, not allowing the curious snake to do anything more. They now went back and looked it up in the animal book. It turned out it was a black mamba, which is the most toxic and poisonous of all the African snakes. 

So had she followed my father's guidance there, she very well might have been bitten right then and there, and she probably wouldn't have lived through it!

Michael: That is one very dangerous snake. Or it could have been a Mozambique spitting cobra. Do you know about that? It spits deadly venom into the eyes of its victims!

Ellae: Yeah. I don't think it was that; I think it was a black mamba. Of course, she didn't move — she was frozen. My mother's gut - level sense was a lot better than my dad's. No, she didn't move. She said to my dad, “I'm not moving!”

Michael: And well she did not. And what did they do?

Ellae: They moved on; they left.

Michael: It was still up there by the time they left?

Ellae: They just pulled away. 

Michael: Did she realize just how close a call and dangerous it might have been?

Ellae: By the time they left, the curious snake was still up there looking. She never quite forgave him for it. (Laughs.)

Coral Snake

By Julie Broders. I was in Sedona, Arizona in 1982. My dad and I were hiking down a trail up there. And all of a sudden he says, “Oh, look, here's a snake!” He then pulled the bushes aside and said, “Take a picture!”

So I did. I took a picture of it. And I mean, nothing more happened with the snake. I think it just slithered off. 

We got home and I looked it up. It turns out, it was a very, very dangerous snake. In fact, it was one of the most dangerous snakes in the world. It was an orange and black and red striped snake. Now, there's one that's highly poisonous, and then there's the other one that looks like it, but it's not poisonous at all.

Michael: The Boy Scouts have a rhyme just for that to help them identify the venomous coral snake from the harmless one that goes like this:


“Red touch yellow, kill a fellow; red touch black, good for Jack!”



Michael: You’re right. It was the deadly coral snake that was like only a foot from first your father and then you as well. 

Julie: I’m thinking he was probably even closer. He was holding the bushes back for me. 

Michael: How did it all end?

Julie: It ended well. (Laughs.)

Michael: Did you both back away from it?

Julie: We both were scared to death after the fact.

Michael: Did the movement of the bushes possibly irritate the snake?

Julie: I have no idea. All I know is that I took the picture, and then I ran for the hills. (Laughs.)

Michael: Did your father think that that was such a wise thing that he did?

Julie: Later, after we looked it up, he just could not believe it. He did what he did because he just thought it was a harmless snake until we looked it up afterward and learned differently

Michael: There's a moral to the story, and it comes down to this: don't ever get too near to a bush that your dad holds back. (Laughs.) I mean, it was within striking distance of his arm, right?

Julie: Oh, my gosh, it was in striking distance of ME taking the picture. It was frightening. It was quite the adrenaline rush. It really was!

Michael: Turns out, now it's a memorable experience, huh?
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One of the Most Dangerous Animals in Africa

***
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[Note: some graphic material. Reader discretion is advised.]

A Cape Buffalo Attack:

Two Scary Perspectives

Told to me by Don and Cindy Evans.

Don: I've always thought of Africa and Kilimanjaro as very romantic places to visit. I've done a lot of traveling, and it just came up when I happened to tell my daughter, Cindy, that I was going to Africa, specifically to climb Mount Kilimanjaro. Her first words were, “Dad, I'm going too!” We went in 1994.

Cindy: I was 26 years old. My father and I went to the phenomenal wild game viewing area of Kenya called the Maasai Mara. 

Our guide convinced us to take a ‘nature walk,’ which is a kind of unusual thing to do in Africa because when you're in a vehicle the wild animals think you're a much bigger animal, and it’s therefore considerably safer.

We opted, therefore, to take a so - called “nature walk,” being somewhat of a misnomer. It was a really nice change of pace because we'd been in a vehicle for the entire previous week, and so we thought walking around would be a nice thing to do. 

It was portrayed by the safari guides as a ‘pretty common,’ fairly routine thing. It was a sort of, “Hey, everybody does this; get out and stretch your legs,” when you're in that little safari vehicle for so much of the time. People were saying, “Well, do this and go up there and look down on the Mara River. And it’s just going to be terrific.” 

And so, we’re hiking up to maybe a 3,000 - foot altitude, so we can get a little more accustomed to the extremely high altitudes to prepare for our forthcoming Mount Kilimanjaro hike. On this walk, we climbed up at a fairly steep pace. It was an escarpment ridge that we had to reach. So it was quite the climb. 

Author Michael: A nature walk or hike sounds innocuous enough. What did you think about the idea of a nature walk before you started? 

Don: We anticipated it would be pretty much what Cindy said, “Hey, it’s pretty safe.” 

Michael: Did the idea of danger cross your mind at all? 

Don: Yeah, of course, because I’d done a lot of traveling. And as Cindy said, we'd seen a lot of big animals, especially the Cape buffalo already on our game drives before. And I also knew there were lions and other prey animals up there as well. So sure, I knew very well that there could be some danger. But, for the most part, we were hiking in areas that were quite clear, although there was some sparse growth of acacia trees, and so on. We had a pretty good field of vision.

Michael: What was your concept if there had been some danger? How would you be prepared to deal with it?

Don: Well, we were confident our Maasai warrior guide was prepared to handle any contingencies that might come up. I didn't really feel any unease or apprehension, thinking, Here's a guy who knows the territory. He's got his bow and arrow; he lives out there, and he's going to take good care of us. 

In sum, we were pretty casual about it, in retrospect, maybe too casual. I expected more or less just to take a nice walk up and overlook a valley and a river and maybe see a bird or two or some animals at a safe distance. 

So the first part of our hike was pretty uneventful. I think the hardest part would be the hike up because it was so steep. 

Michael: Was there any kind of a safety lecture at all?

Don: No, no safety lecture at all. The only thing I was told about Africa, basically that helped me prepare for this hike was the Cape buffalo is the most dangerous animal on land in Africa because it kills more people than any other animal on land. And because it's so temperamental and unpredictable, it'll trample you to death in a heartbeat.

Michael: Was this in your mind before you started the nature walk? 

Don: No, not really because, again, I was simply going to look at birds and maybe a few innocuous animals on the walk, and that would just about be it. And I also felt I could depend on our Maasai warrior guide.

The Ascent

Don: So we're starting up this very steep hill. It's almost as if you're climbing up stairs the entire way — it’s so steep. And, you know, there're animals up there for sure because you can see their droppings along the way. And after being in Africa for a while, you kind of get to recognize, if the droppings are small, these animals don't eat meat, and so on.

And then we came across the dead zebra. Okay, okay, that means a predator likely took down that animal. And even though there was some brush, you could see very well all along. Our vision was terrific; we could see all over the place. 

Michael: What did you think if anything when you saw the dead zebra?

Don: In truth, I didn’t think all that much about it. I was not concerned at all. It’s a dead zebra, and that was just about it. The kill was pretty old, maybe a week or two. It wasn't a fresh kill at all. So whatever killed it was not likely to be in our immediate vicinity. So we hiked on.

Michael: Cindy, how about you? Did you think about the dead zebra at all?

Cindy: Nah, I didn't think anything about it in particular. I probably well should have, though. There are a few animals that can kill a zebra, and they're probably around somewhere. But, no, I didn't think of that. It just didn't enter my very complacent mindset.

We finally reached the top of this plateaued area. And we could see zebra and a herd of wildebeest, though, quite far away, maybe half a mile away. And there were other animals there as well, but they were all herbivores. And, for sure, they were non - threatening animals that would likely run away from you if you got close enough to them. These animals, you're told, are quite skittish; whenever they see people, they’ll typically run off.

Michael: What kind of a day is it?

Don: The day is a beautiful, sunny day, picture - perfect. There’s a slight breeze, and you can see for miles and miles, as far as the eye can see. You’re looking over a great plain. It was great. I was happy to be up there. And I just couldn't believe I actually was in Africa. It was so nice, you know. It’s what people usually reminisce about when they’ve been to Africa. 

Our Maasai Warrior Protector Guide

Don: The Maasai are a pastoral people. They're rather historic almost in their very traditional ways of living. They live in huts made of cow manure if you can believe it. And the great thing to do with the Maasai, they say, if you're ever going to one of their villages, is to drink the blood of a cow right along with them. The men are supposed to be the warriors and the protectors of the tribe, and that’s their role in serving as our guides as well.

Michael: Did your Maasai warrior guide have that role?

Don: Oh, yeah, he did, indeed, have that role: he will guide us, and he will protect us. And that is also why I did not hesitate about going on this hike.

Michael: Are we as Americans maybe a little gullible about these sorts of things? Should we rely on such assurances?

Don: Yeah, he did inspire confidence. And I was not worried at all because our Maasai guide was supposed to be a tracker as well. His duty was to protect us with his bow and arrow, and his knowledge of the land and animals of Africa.

Our guide was also very athletic He certainly was tall, slim, and muscular and apparently in much better shape than we were. And he was supposed to be looking out for us. And if you spotted an animal, he would supposedly be very knowledgeable about it. He was the picture - perfect Maasai warrior as typically portrayed on the tourist postcards.

The Descent

Cindy: Well, now we start down this hilly decline. The brush starts to get a little thicker. I’m directly behind our Maasai guide, maybe about three steps or so. As we're heading downhill, it’s a very steep slope, maybe a 40 - degree slope even. And you know, a six percent slope on a highway when you're in a truck is very steep. It’s really that steep.

We’re walking in a single column: our guide about three steps ahead; there’s me, and my father’s about four steps or so behind me. Finally, there are two more people with us on the walk. They’re employees, it turns out. One is “Bernard,” our driver. And he also spots animals for us. And there’s an African girl, “Salome,” from Nairobi, who assists us on the walk. She’s 21, and apparently she’s not all that used to these hikes, so she’s lagging about 50 yards behind the rest of us.

Don: One thing we're doing is we’re not talking to each other; we're not making any noise. In retrospect, I would advise people as you’re going along to definitely make some noise though... You do not want to stumble upon and surprise any large animals.

And we next pass low brush, thorn bushes, and some low acacia trees. There’s a group of Acacia trees, about three or four of them in a clump, probably about 40 - 50 feet high. And around the base of them is some low brush and some grass. 

And just as our Maasai warrior guide gets to that area of the low brush, I hear a bird call off to my left and turn my head left to locate the bird. 

From Out of Nowhere

Cindy: Suddenly, we hear this snort, and this Cape buffalo abruptly jumps up as if out of nowhere — a lone male bull — maybe only 40 feet away from us. This buffalo was apparently resting in the shade of a nearby acacia tree.
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