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        Like a lion, the claws of Africa dig deep into your flesh. They prevent your soul from ever leaving this great continent.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      Firstly I would like to thank the people of Kenya for the warm and generous hospitality that they have shown to all of us who have called Kenya home at some point in our lives.

      I’d like to say a huge thank you to Dr Winnie Kiiru for being kind enough to write the foreword for this book. I know that Dick would have approved and been very happy.

      I am grateful to the Rt Hon Mark Poltimore, the 7th Baron, who was able to shed some light on the history of the Poltimore family in Kenya. Thanks also to Mary Hyland at Poltimore House in Devon for her help with researching Dick’s home in Nyeri.

      To Amos Ndiangui, who, as Hunter Guide at Treetops, took me on a foot safari around Treetops and shared many memories of Dick and his work. Thank you also for your friendship and hospitality at your home.

      Thank you to Charles Ngatia Gitonga, Veronica Wanjiru Miihwa, Mary Wangui Ndiangui and to Lucas - I’m sorry I couldn’t do more to help.

      Thanks also to James Waibocho of Aberdare Safari Hotels for his time and support.

      And to those I’ve missed....

      Kidogo chagu pokea na dua njema nakuombea

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Dedicated to

      

        

      
        This book is dedicated to the wonderful people of Kenya, the amazing wildlife and the vast landscapes.

      

        

      
        “Asante kwa ukarimu wako”
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      In Kenya, Richard Prickett is best remembered as the professional hunter at Treetops hotel, where Princess Elizabeth became Queen of England, after the sudden demise of her father King George VI in 1952. He is famously remembered for his remark, “The story of going up into the tree a princess and coming down a queen is perfectly true because when her father died, she was automatically Queen.”

      Indeed when the Queen of England and the Duke of Edinburgh returned to Treetops in 1983, Richard Prickett was at hand to show her the wildlife.

      The Claws of Africa is the story of the life of Richard “Dick” Prickett, as told to his grandson, Rupert Wilkey. Rupert is a great storyteller and he paints a vivid picture of Dick’s early life as a happy-go-lucky lad, who spent the bulk of his time collecting bird eggs and fishing. Rupert relates Dick’s early adventures and his marriage to Gertrude Annie in the most hilarious style. Dick’s happy-go-lucky life changed drastically when he was drafted and eventually found himself in Africa. Hunting big game and fishing in the cool rivers flowing from the tallest mountain in Kenya became exciting past times for the young soldier and the claws of Africa dug deep into his soul. Dick subsequently found his way back to Kenya as a forest officer and things seemed to go well for him until after Kenya gained independence the adjustment took its toll on the previously happy-go-lucky settler community. He found himself back in England but life was simply unbearable and after another round of painful goodbyes he was back in Kenya where he stayed with his beloved Gertrude Annie until his death.

      This book makes an important contribution to the history of conservation in Kenya. Dick’s story is the story of many men and women who left their home countries and landed in Africa expecting to be on a short-term adventure, only to find that the allure of Africa is as strong as it is enduring. In those years, the abundant wildlife, the large empty spaces and dense forests, the hunting expeditions and trophy hunting were irresistible pursuits. This book also tells of the tensions experienced by those men and women as they adjusted to life in Africa; and the challenges that sometimes drove them to near destruction.

      I “met” Rupert through social media while studying in England. We immediately established a strong connection and we chatted for many hours on Skype, long before we met face to face. Rupert’s connection with my homeland was something I found strange, interesting and amazing. He seemed to like my brother from another mother. Rupert had Africa deeply entrenched in his soul. He eventually mentioned his grandfather and his desire to write a book about him, and he invited me to write the foreword. I was honoured by this request until he sent the book. The book challenged everything I knew and believed in as a wildlife conservationist.

      I was born in central Kenya a few years after independence. The Kenya that Dick experienced was very different from my Kenya. My grandparents were agricultural people in the densely populated highlands and their life revolved around tilling the land, growing and harvesting crops. In my later life, I became a conservation biologist and my worldview developed around preserving and protecting wildlife. My professional life developed at a time when big game hunting was banned in Kenya. I could not relate to the “thrill” of hunting.

      After giving it much thought I decided that this book, much as it is a story of a man, his love affair with my homeland and the struggles of his life; it is very much a book about the history of wildlife in Kenya. The Kenya that Dick landed in the 1950s was very different from the Kenya that I was born into. The place was teeming with wild game, there were dense forests everywhere, and the human population was very low. Kenya was a British colony and the settler community enjoyed more rights to resources than the local people. What Rupert has given us is a glimpse into our own history. This is invaluable. As a conservationist in Kenya, I have benefited greatly from this very personal encounter with Richard Prickett. I am honoured to be part of this story and I hope that many young Kenyans will be able to read this account.

      Dr Winnie Kiiru - Nairobi, Kenya
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      From the age of three, I had been almost raised by my “new” grandparents, Dick and Gertrude-Annie Prickett in Kenya. My mother had left my father not long after we had arrived in Nairobi in 1963, where my father had recently taken up a teaching post at the Prince of Wales school, now the Nairobi High School.

      I don’t have any memory of those early years of my childhood, and not even the hundreds of 35mm slides taken over those consequent years spark any memory for me.

      As a family, we stayed in Kenya till 1970 when we moved back to England and then onto Malawi in 1975, where I would stay until I was 25 years old. Over those years away from Kenya the only memories of Dick and Gertrude Annie were the infrequent trips they would make to visit us. These visits would sometimes be as short as a day or as long as a few weeks. My mother would dread the visits as she didn’t really get on with her new in-laws and there was certainly a lot of tension associated with their visits. Due to my lack of memory, Dick and his wife would always seem like strangers, sure I knew them as grandparents but there wasn’t a familiarity that most children would have.

      Gertrude Annie passed away in 1990 but it wasn’t until 1996 when I was in my mid-thirties, did I resume contact with Dick. After much correspondence between us, I finally went out to Kenya for two weeks to visit him at his home in Nyeri.

      This book is the result of many hours sitting on Dick’s veranda, listening to him recount his life to me. Through his stories over those two weeks, I got a better understanding and appreciation of the man that was, for many around the world, admired as one of the last great characters of “old Africa”.

      He had hunted four out of Africa’s Big Five, only rhino was omitted from his list, although he had numerous close shaves with them over the years. He counted many of the legends of Africa as his friends, including C. J. P. Ionides, George Adamson and Bill Woodley. Dick still owned his John Wilkes 450/400 double-barrelled rifle that he had used on many of his big game hunts.

      He had been presented to the President of Kenya, Daniel Arap Moi or “Nyayo”, as Dick called him. Nyayo is a Swahili word meaning footsteps since he had followed in the footsteps of the first president of Kenya. The two of them met at State House in Nairobi, to discuss the future of Kenya’s wildlife.

      Dick had also met most of the British Royal family, most famously HM Queen Elizabeth II when she visited Treetops in 1982; in fact, he had been called to Buckingham Palace for a private meeting over tea with her in the late 1990s to update her on private matters discussed in 1982. By chance, I was in London with Dick on the day of his visit to Buckingham Palace. He had not seemed phased by the event, arriving by taxi at the front gates and presenting himself to the policeman on duty by saying “I’m here to have a cup of tea with the Queen.”

      “Sure you are, now move along Sir, there’s a good man.” Replied the policeman.

      Dick stood his ground and repeated his request. The policeman asked if Dick had an invitation.

      “Yes, I have a letter, but I think I left it in the hotel.”

      Dick then mentioned the Queen’s Private Secretary by name, at which point the policeman made the call to the Private Secretary, still convinced that he was dealing with some old bloke off the street, that maybe had one too many whiskies.

      The phone was answered and the policeman said “yes sir, I understand sir, right away sir” and Dick was then escorted across the gravel square and into the palace.

      I asked Dick how the meeting went and what the palace rooms were like when I came out.

      “Oh, we just chatted about this and that. Oh, I don’t know, I didn’t really take much notice of the rooms.”

      Then in a throw-away, casual comment in the taxi on the way back to his hotel he said “Oh, she did invite me to go up to Balmoral to see the Golden Eagles.

      Dick has appeared in numerous newspapers, both in Kenya and around the world. His highlight was appearing in TIME magazine in 1983. Not bad for the boy from Barrow!

      Dick was an accomplished author, having published five books. He also made a living from his photography. He was sponsored by Kodak to go to Tigertops in India to photograph tigers. On this trip he took thirty thousand photographs for Kodak - luckily he didn’t have to pay for the film!

      At home we affectionately called him “Super Dick” due to his achievements and here is his story, as told by him.

      Rupert Wilkey
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          THE OLD BUFFALO WON’T GO DOWN

        

      

    

    
      MY FIRST CONVERSATION WITH DICK

      The sun had been up about an hour already when I was woken by the noise of voices coming from the kitchen. A few minutes later came the gentle knock at the door that pre-empted the announcement that tea was ready.

      I quickly dressed and shuffled out onto the veranda where Dick was already seated sipping his cup of Kenyan tea.

      “It’s a good view of Mount Kenya this morning,” he said nodding over in the direction of Kenya’s highest mountain.

      I looked towards the mountain just and took a sip of my tea.

      “This is a great stone house,” I said as added some more milk to the very dark tea in my cup.

      “It is. The house was built in 1943 by the Right Honourable Arthur Blanchett Warwick, the 5th Baron of Poltimore and sits on three and a half acres. The Baron had built the house completely symmetrical with a common lounge in the middle as you can see. The story goes that the Baron lived self-contained in one half of the house and his wife in the other; and that they met for meals and evenings, although how true this was I’m not sure. The Baron died in 1967 and his estate was put up for sale. I bought the house for the sum of £4,000”.

      The veranda wasn’t very long or wide, with just enough room for a chair on each side of the double front door. At each end of the veranda, on the wall, were two large buffalo skulls that had clearly been there for many years.

      “Did you shoot those two buffalo yourself?” I asked, pointing to the two sets of horns.

      “Oh those two, yes…up at Maji Mazuri, it means good water in Swahili.”

      Dick then proceeded to explain the history of the heads and so the story begins…….
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        * * *

      

      During the last year I was stationed at Maji Mazuri I shot nine old buffalo bulls plus an assortment of cows, calves and other animals that were damaging crops. Not much one might say but those old bulls had all been hounded by poachers and had, in consequence, become bad-tempered, shy and elusive. Even when finally brought to bay they would break through the pack of eight dogs over and over again. I doubt if forty dogs could have held some of them for long and many of the hunts ended in utter failure.

      Approaching the dense cover with the eddying wind was fatal. So too was the snapping of a twig or a lull in the barking of the baying dogs. Just a series of snorts and heavy crashes in the undergrowth and it might be miles before the pack could succeed in standing him again.

      I can tell you one had to be very fit to keep up at an altitude of well over nine thousand feet. At forty-nine years of age, these hunts at a jog-trot for hour after hour left me very exhausted but extremely happy. Four times only an agile leap to the side saved me from being hooked by a charging buffalo’s horn. Buffalo hunting gets in the blood, it’s exhilarating. One feels that one is pitted against a beast that is so noble, that, if die he must, then a fight to the finish is the only way. Far better than death by the cowardly hyena, who work in packs and hamstring and belly rip when the monarch is too old to offer much resistance. And who then commence to eat long before death has alleviated suffering. Two of my best dogs died in these hunts. In the dense forest thicket, where the bays always took place, it was so very easy not to see them. I have tried to immortalise their memory in one of my poems.

      I will now tell you about the taking of the old bull that gave me so much trouble and injured my tracker.

      The big bull was found in a little clearing in the heart of a huge area of dense bamboo at Timboroa. It was during those early days when the dog pack was very new and my tracker, Mohammed Bule, was not so experienced. We developed much better techniques after that.

      Mackendi Muncher, the perky little sheepdog found the buffalo. He earned his name from that encounter. He was alone, the rest of the pack having run after a bush pig or buck. When Mackendi bayed, Mohammed ran through the dense jungle of bamboo stems, leaving me panting behind. He was but twenty-six years old. Never again did he fail to let me keep up with him.

      When he reached the grassy little clearing, there stood the huge bull with Mackendi baying frantically in front of his lowered head. His consort, an in-season cow, stood behind.

      Mohammed realised that he had done wrong in leaving me behind and on reaching the scene, crouched behind the trunk of a fallen cedar tree, with the idea of waiting until I could catch up.

      At that moment the old bull caught sight of him and came on at a gallop. Mackendi Muncher gripped the testicles and held on! The cow followed.

      Reaching the great log, the bull got his front legs over the log and Mohammed fired his gun. He fired three times, whilst the cow was pushing and prodding the old bull from behind. Then it was all over - the two beasts had cleared the log and in the process, Mohammed was trodden on in the leg and poor little Mackendi was scraped off. Why the bull didn’t stop to vent his rage, we will never know. Possibly because of the cow chivvying from behind.

      We could not find the blood spore, nevertheless, we followed his footprints till dark. Mohammed was limping but I was so infuriated with his lack of discipline that I had no patience to do more than glance at his leg bruises. At the end of the day blazed the last tree and was back at first light. Mohammed did not complain, though he must have been in considerable pain. Again we found no blood and again we blazed a tree at nightfall. That night I put in my “Wounding Report”, by law I  suppose I was in the clear and could have forgotten the incident, but I was not prepared to believe that the buffalo could be clean missed by all three bullets fired at about six feet, and I said so in my report. I had known other cars where buffalo had been hit with solid and yet the bleeding had been internal and the dead beast had eventually been found.

      The third day was spent in the general search of the area, as by now we had lost the spoor completely. I had left my Land Rover in the centre of a large glade and by midday, we had hunted in a circle right around it. We had eventually left the forest and were working our way back to the vehicle when the dogs, who we thought was following, broke into the welcome music of a bay; and our hearts jumped for joy. The place was not too far away, in the dense bush at the bottom of a small valley, with numerous paths leading down to it.

      Mohammed was now only too happy to let me lead. We were on a fairly broad gravelly track, washed out in parts, by severe erosion, with much bush on either side. The intense, high-pitched barking came from a low patch of creeper-covered bush at the front of the slope. As we stood hesitating, the noise stopped abruptly and an enormous silence followed. In time, we got to know and dread that silence. Then it happened. With a crash, the old buffalo broke cover. A ton of brown, mud-splattered muscle and flesh, moving like a rocking horse as it took the bushes in its stride. Head held high and those wonderful horns spread out like a tabletop. He was a  sight to be fixed in one’s memory for as long as life should last.

      He was on us before I could even swing the rifle up, but I managed to blast him with both barrels at point-blank range. He did not even appear to flinch and for a second I looked into the eyes that appeared quite placid in a body which was invincible. Then I jumped off the track and as I did so, my one thought was “God, has Mohammed been flattened again?”

      The next moment, the answer came with the boom of a rifle. From the ground, I looked across the track and there was Mohammed on his knees. The big bull had passed between us and, as the bushes swallowed it up, Mohammed placed another bullet into its posterior. A shot that no doubt slowed him up. Then the whole pack was pouring noisy between us and, fifty yards further on, the air became filled once again with the joyous music of bay. There were other noises too, the snorting, stamping, and tail swishing of a badly hit buffalo bull.

      We tip-toed up together, rifles ready/ He was standing under cover and we were now going back up slightly rising ground. Only by kneeling side by side could we see him a few yards away. Fear gripped us, for we both knew that badly wounded as he was, he was now a fighting fury, and should he see or smell us, he would come straight through the pack of dogs. We both aimed and fired together for the heart, not once but over and over again. A feeling of hopelessness came over me, a feeling that we were up against something that would just not go down. Then he toppled over. The bushes on the slope gave way under his weight and he rolled over and over towards us. Again we both had to jump, and the great body of the dead buffalo came to rest between us. Solemnly I placed the last bullet, the eleventh, behind the ear. Then Mohammed and I shook hands.

      As we set about cutting him up we tried to find out just what happened to those three bullets from Mohammed’s rifle on the first day. It was not easy, for by then, he had taken eleven 450/400 solids. One was found embedded deep into the underside of the huge boss of the horn, close to the skull; but not entering and doing any damage. It must have been fired as the beast reared to jump the log. The second was through the grizzle of the nose, through the tongue tip and then between the jaw bones and out, doing about as much damage as ringing a farmyard bull. The third we never did account for and if at that moment Mohammed was being trodden on, it may have been a clean miss. such injuries were quite superficial. When we did find the heart, it was simply shot to bits.

      Very soon the local villagers arrived with their baskets, and by nightfall, there was only a dirty stain on the ground where that great buffalo had lain.
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