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…as for me, I am tormented with an everlasting itch for things remote.


–HERMAN MELVILLE, MOBY-DICK


A quatre ans, il faisait des romans, sur la vie


Du grand désert, où luit la Liberté ravie,


Forêts, soleils, rives, savanes!—


–WITH APOLOGIES TO ARTHUR RIMBAUD, “LES POÈTES DE SEPT ANS”


As the epitaph of Marcel Duchamp’s gravestone reads, “D’ailleurs, c’est toujours les autres qui meurent” (Besides it’s always other people who die). This can also be interpreted in two ways, either specifically that it is always other people who die or–and the other interpretation is just as interesting–that the longer we live the more deaths we see, with one exception: our own. This is what no one has ever been able to see. We always see only the deaths of others. And that is something we can ponder, consider, even inveigh against. Is the function of the deaths of others to foster that which sustains life, and which appears to be inviolable, our integration into the enormous system of principles, into the dreadfully complicated web of cause and effect? There is only one thing capable of ripping it apart: our own death. This, however, we do not see–and that is why we do not perceive how the web of cause and effect of existence comes undone. All we can do is imagine it.


–LÁSZLÓ F. FÖLDÉNYI, “KLEIST DIES AND DIES AND DIES”


I had no compunction at shooting a buffalo. Most other animals I always had a slight feeling of remorse.


–BUNNY ALLEN, THE NEW YORK TIMES, 1989


A thing of beauty is a joy for ever…
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Foreword


Allan Bloom, in The Closing of the American Mind (1987), decried the absence, in his students, of eros, that is, of desire for the other—for a person, an object, or, indeed, for knowledge. Great enthusiast writing is, by his definition, profoundly erotic. It is written with gratitude, in the urge both to express, and to share. It is written for the similarly bitten (by boating, flying, photography, bicycling) and is eminently more readable than the mass of that drudgery going by the name of literature. For enthusiast writers have both something to share and sufficient respect for their subject to state their perceptions clearly.


One does not find purple prose in quilting and gardening magazines. But these contributions are short-form, and devoted not to the subject as a whole, but to one of its aspects, recently discovered or just recently understood.


Most long discourses on adventure (physical or mental) devolve into “writing.” See: almost everything written about aviation, exploration, and, of course, travel.


Even Hemingway, in love with bull fighting, crossed the line, if not in Death in the Afternoon, most certainly in The Dangerous Summer. And Exupery’s Vol de Nuit, and Markham’s West with the Night, are unforgivably “writey.”


To the contrary, see Ernie Gann’s Fate is the Hunter, the best book ever written about aviation, and John Masters’s Bugles and Tigers, about his experiences during the Raj, in the Indian Army.


Raymond Chandler or somebody wrote that a drinking problem is like a little Latin; if you’ve got it, sooner or later it will show up in your book. This is a tax on the reader: the inclusion of the author’s credentials posing as information.


How to keep to the straight and narrow?


The answer, from the enthusiast rags, is gratitude, or, say, humility. For the love of the subject is, finally, a reverence for God, or, for the non-religious, for that world which He made.


Rebecca West wrote, “What I like I love.” And in Thunder Without Rain we have a book written by one who likes life; which, to him, is understood as an adventure.


Bolitho saw life like that. He was, at once, sui generis, and the most shockingly readable of writers (try Twelve Against the Gods). Mencken said that Bolitho wrote like a man from Mars.


Tom McIntyre writes like a man from my beloved American century.


Here he tells us about his childhood:


“Downey had no especial culture of its own, not that of the Kizh or Mexicans or Irish, certainly not Black. The closest ethnic group was the Okies, who lived in neighboring South Gate. They came out of the dustbowl when South Gate was an industrial town. The Purex plant there along the Rio Hondo, when I was four, still showing the camouflage painting—green groves on corrugated steel siding—that had been applied during the war, to shelter national household cleanser production against enemy bombardment—no that is dishonest: the fear then among my father’s generation in Southern California was not chimerical.”


That self-correction should be precious to us all: I know it is to me.


Reading his book is not just a pleasure, it is a privilege.


Dave Mamet


Santa Monica


August, 2022









Preface


Thunder Without Rain is a creative work that strives to be as accurate and more important, as true as I am able to write it. In no way does it purport to be, or should be taken for, a reference, textbook, natural history, biography, scientific treatise, literary essay, thesis, political broadside, special pleading, or religious tract. What it may be is what the title and subtitle suggest.









PROLOGUE


Cape


AS THE EIGHTEENTH century unfurled at the terminus of Africa, a large Body of Cape Colonists, outfitted likely with the crotchety 80-caliber export haakbussen of the day–serpentines and embering slow matches–determined to give chase to the Wild buffalo. Garmented in linen falling collars, breeches, white stockings, and a smattering of indented cabassets, one of their number added, according to Artrium Magister Peter Kolben, the unreliable narrator of The Present State of the Cape of Good Hope, a notable item of apparel: a vest of deep crimson.


Kolben, or Kolbe, landing at the Cape, disembarked bearing letters of credence from the mayor of Amsterdam, with instructions to study the native peoples; describe the country; catalog the fauna; and being as well a student of astronomy, make observations of unnamed comets in what was for Europeans, the newfound southern sky. While for the first volume of his work he drew most of his intelligence about the indigenous Hottentot from the embroideries of Old Hollander settlers, rather than actual research, the second volume, devoted to natural history, is on relatively firmer footing.


In it, Kolben tells of the animal called Qu’ [image: image] Arahô in the native language, the Cape’s brown Red buffalo, or Buffle–Creatures, he writes, that in the Woods in every…Hottentot Country abound–being larger than the Black buffalo of Europe, which was presumably the domestic Water buffalo introduced to the Italian boot from India.


The African buffalo is, per Kolben in the translation Done into English from the Original High German by one Mr. Guido Medley, well proportioned, holds its head high, and is clad in Skins so hard and tough that ’tis difficult to kill ’em without very good Fire-Arms.


As Kolben assures us, a Cape-Buffalo is enrag’d at the Sight of red Cloth. Inflamed, it roars and stamps and tears up the Ground, and runs with such Fury at the offending party that it beats down all Opposition that is weaker than Walls, and will run through Fire and Water to come at him.


Thus was initiated the lore that trails the Buffalo to this day, like the lengthening penumbra of some municipality-destroying Japanese kaiju–a bovine Godzilla.


On the day of the recorded inaugural hunt for the Buffalo by Dutch Reformed colonists, one of the body donned that ruby Wastcoat, the word appearing in the typeface of the 1731 translation with a heavy capital W and an elongated s like the F-hole of a violin.


The company drove the Buffalo to the Water-Place, as ’tis call’d near the Cape-Harbour, before the Beast turn’d about and ran with all his Fury at the one of the Pursuers garbed in red. The Fellow gave the Buffalo a nimble Go-by, but it succeeded in wheeling and running him into the waves of Table Bay, plunging in after him. The Buffalo closed, and the swimmer dove beneath the surface to escape.


Losing sight of the scarlet-clad hunter, the Buffalo trod water for a time, then made for the opposite shore, some three miles off. And it would undoubtedly have achieved it, had a crew, at the taffrail of a ship in the harbor, not shot it as it swam. Hauling it on board, the men feasted jovially. The hide they presented to the governor who order’d it to be stuff’d with Hay and added to a collection he made out of such like Curiosities.


I have for some time considered the African buffalo more than a curio or even a hard-won trophy for big-game hunters–of whom I may be one, having begun the pursuit of them more than four-fifths of a lifetime ago, the Buffalo figuring in my imaginings far earlier than that, before I even gained the canonical age of reason. How it is that the African buffalo–to which few people, outside Africa, seem to have paused to take even the slightest note–has come to occupy for me in my thoughts a position of distinction as prominent as it has: key to the spirit of the chase and its traditions, to the history and culture of Africa, the lives and customs of native Africans ancient and modern, colonial encroachers, more than one work of literary fiction, my own curriculum vitae, and the existences and associated evolutions of animals and humans, bovine and hominin dispersing together throughout much of our continent of origin from the earliest times of both, the Buffalo always a little ahead?


This is an effort to find why this is a story worth the telling. If nothing else, in a case of my having taken more out of Buffalo than Buffalo have ever taken out of me, it is time, by attempting to tell such a story and thereby assay the value of this eminent animal, to give something, long belated, back.
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CHAPTER ONE


Praenomen


I WAS TWENTY-TWO. I would not wait for Africa.


Three bull Buffalo, the first I ever saw, grazed at the edge of a Kenyan thicket at dawn. Spotting us in the ashen light, they went off, Broderick Crawford necked, noses lifted, black horn tips high. We trailed them through wet tall grass. Then less than a hundred yards ahead, a bull Black rhino drifted across. Steep withered and hook lipped, front horn an arm’s length, its saddled back dusty red and belly wet-dark from bedding in the grass, it walked muzzle down, head heavy, scuffing the ground with its trifoliate front hooves as it lifted them, small poor-sighted eyes as impassible as art. The Pleistocene.


We froze, John Fletcher the professional hunter–P. H.–and I with thumbs on the safeties of our rifles. The Kifaru shouldered on, and we moved slowly forward until we came to a solid wall of bright green leaves into which the Buffalo vanished. We could hear them kneeing down in there, rumbling and grunting not discontentedly. Please, don’t make me go. But before I said anything, Fletcher said, No, we’ll come back in the afternoon.


In the last hour of light, the trackers picked up the spoor. We followed it into the thicket. Inside it was not as impenetrable as my imagination fancied it, ten to twenty feet visible around us. I grew stout hearted. Then came the crashing and snorting, trees splintering and limbs snapped off by horns and bosses, exasperated bellows of big animals on the scramble. We saw nothing except the shaking of the bush, and nobody knew in which direction tons of stampeding Buffalo were headed. The noise faded, becoming silence broken only by a soft, anonymously voiced, Fuck.


Lightning staggered across the Rift Valley below as we drove through the darkness on the escarpment. We met a band of red-togaed, ochre-haired morani. They rode with us a few miles before jumping off to walk into the night, talking and laughing, the last sign of them in the dark the flashing of the long polished blades of Lion-spears. Fletcher drove warily, dreading running over hares petrified in the headlights. I slumped in the left-hand seat, remembering the quaking of the ground from the hooves of Buffalo, feeling the aftershock in my spine still. I was twenty-two. As I said.
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Etymologists relish indulging in theories of the origin of names. Africa was certainly not always Africa. One suspiciously modern proposal is that—for Moors, Nubians, Numidians, Carthaginians, né Khart-Haddans, and Aethiops—Alkebulan is the most-ancient indigenous name for the continent, meaning the place that is the mother of mankind or the garden of Eden. That claim, though, seems to be a baseless one in the service of a brand of neopaganism.


Herodotus, the Greek originator of written Western history, or for Plutarch, the father of lies, called Africa Libya, from a large group of Berber tribes, the Libu. To look for the Buffalo in Herodotus’s Libya, begin with mythic Lake Tritonis. In what is today southern Tunisia, the saline twenty five hundred-square-mile endorheic-basin Chott el Djerid, resembling to some the head of a Wolf, is thought to contain the residue of the lake. Every summer nearly all of the chott evaporates, leaving behind fata morganas to sail over the searing flats; so if once real, what trace of Tritonis that may remain is at best conjectural.


Herodotus, though, imagined a Triton River feeding the earlier lake, west of it living the agrarian Maxyes occupying a hilly land densely forested, full of wild beasts–huge serpents were found there, and the Lion, Elephant, Bear, Asp, and Horned ass, which were believed to be Rhinoceros. Although Herodotus doesn’t say, there were certainly Leopard as well–the species through Africa and Eurasia, a cosmopolite to this day–all together four of the animals identified now as the Big Five by safari hunters. Only the Buffalo was absent, though the Aurochs may have been there in its stead. Herodotus, not the first to reference Libya-Africa, nonetheless told the West most of what it knew about it for centuries to come, before Claudius Ptolemaeus–the polyhistor Ptolemy–and others added their pieces to the puzzle–a puzzle only to those not inhabiting the continent, Africans themselves always knowing where they lived.


An enticing hypothesis for the root of the name of Africa is credited to the A. D. fourth-century Latin writer Festus, who according to John Pory, the English translator in 1600 of Joannes Leo Africanus’s 1550 Della descrittione dell’Africa, concluded that it derived from the Greeke worde ϕϵίκη, which signifieth horror or colde, and from [image: image] the particle privative, as who shoulde say, Africa is a place free from all horror and extremitie of cold, because it lieth open to the heavens, and is sandie, drie, and desert. It is most likely, though, that the Romans who colonized the parts of North Africa conquered by Scipio Aemilianus, took the name from the Afri people believed to have lived around Carthage, limiting the word Africa, then, to the Punic colonies, though the designation later expanded to take in the continent as a whole.


With a little Latin and ingenuity, wrote Gustave Flaubert in his Dictionary of Accepted Ideas, etymology is the easiest thing in the world. Less Gallically, etymology, or the etymology of etymology, is the study of the inner meaning of a word. A professor of the classics has written that etymology claims an underlying semantic content in a word, placed there by ancient name-givers. So etymology, according to the professor, is about unwrapping the message the name-givers put inside a word.


Is etymology only in words?


The word Buffalo came after the word Africa, from Buffel in Middle French in 1510, before that from the Portuguese Bufalo for the Water buffalo of Asia, and earlier Medieval Latin Bufalus, a variant of Latin for the Wild ox, Bubalus. The Greeks knew of the Boubalos–which was more commonly the name for the Bubal hartebeest that roamed throughout Africa north of the ergs of the Sahara until its extinction in the twentieth century. The Greek was based on βο[image: image]ς, ox or cattle. Take it back to Proto-Indo-European and the word is *gw[image: image]ws, cattle.


Since being named Bos caffer in 1779 by Anders Erikson Sparrman–student of Linneaus, Captain Cook’s one-time ship’s surgeon, explorer of South and West Africa, member of the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences–the African buffalo has been known by more than ninety separate species names. Today in binomial nomenclature, it has from the Cape through the western bulge of the continent to almost as far as Eritrea a single overall designation, Syncerus caffer. And what old message is there within the name, to be unwrapped?
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This is a hunt for the etymology of the Buffalo of Africa in more than words. The enigma is that the effort to find the thing that is ineffable in the animal, is being waged with words. It’s easier with Africa. You have only to look at the Buffalo and see in it the wild definition of a continent, and perhaps as well, of a genus we are pleased to refer to as Homo.


Looking for Africa, the French expat and I left from the farthest point of the west of the continent in Dakar, driving east on the N1 bitumen highway into the hazed cool January dawn, the sun rising from the vanishing point on the road. The light expanded and the country transitioned from coastal to urban to suburban to township to open low rolling savanna marked by the most African of éminence grises, massive palaver trees, baobabs whose bulk seemed a threat to crack the crust of the globe.


Only a short way along, the blacktop went to hell. We lurched in two hundred-yard spurts of acceleration, then braked to weave around potholes, up to speed again, braking again, slewing onto the sandy shoulder when no broken-down lorries obstructed it. For most of the long day, the road was like that, passing through villages and towns, each with its own row of stalls built from scrap-wood brushed with mismatched paint, groundnuts vended in plastic bags as big as down pillows. If we halted for more than a moment, mobs of rowdy little boys chanting cadeaux, cadeaux, surrounded us, thrust-out palms semaphoring.


Late in the afternoon we came to the major crossroads of Tambacounda, capital of eastern Senegal. Mungo Park passed through the walled town a number of times during his two expeditions–the second fatal–in search of the source of the River Niger. After Tambacounda we turned south toward the Guinea border; and the people we passed—pedaling black-tired bicycles, driving horse-drawn carts jumbled with firewood, elegantly slender women balancing bundles and baskets on their heads—seemed conspicuously more friendly and less excitable. Waves were returned with smiling bashful curiosity. No further demands for gifts were issued.


The road surface underwent significant improvement, perhaps because we were nearing Parc National du Niokolo Koba. A thirty five hundred-square-mile national treasure in the guidebooks, it offered unalloyed falsehoods about being home to hundreds of thousands of animals including Leopard, Elephant, Painted wolf, Hyena, rare Western Lord Derby eland, and Africa’s largest Lion, perhaps relicts of the great and extinguished Barbary Coast subspecies. In fact, an extremely good day of touring might furnish brief sightings of coffee-brown Western roan, Sing-Sing waterbuck, Buffon’s kob, Hartebeest, Oribi, Western bushbuck, Red duiker, grumbling Hippo, big sun-struck Croc, outsized Warthog, plus a solitary Leopard in a cage, along with Guinea fowl, Blue roller, and Rock hen, all glimpsed in single digits except for thronging troops of Baboon knuckling across the ground. As we passed the parc entrance off the highway, I wondered how many West African savanna buffalo, Syncerus caffer brachyceros, might be beyond the gate. On the better road, the driver up shifted the mini-truck past the tall forest; and we went into the oncoming eve.


At Mako, quarters of butchered beef hanging in the open air in the village’s own rough roadside stalls, we crossed the Gambia bridge, the water fast and clear over smooth river stones, women gathered in the shallows with their long skirts tucked up, washing laundry; and just at nightfall we drove into Campement de Mako under the swaying strings of bare light bulbs and onto the gnashing raked gravel of the camp’s vehicle area, finding small neat bungalows with the names of animals on the doors—Buffle, Hippo, Guib–gathered on bare earth around a tall anthill and under the large leaves of shade trees that grew into the outer darkness beyond sight. Tomorrow we’d hunt for the game birds of the area: Francolin à double éperon, Double-spurred francolin or spurfowl; Ganga quadribande, Four-banded sandgrouse; Tourterelle pleureuse, African mourning dove; Tourterelle rieuse, African collared dove; and Pigeon à épaulettes violettes, Bruce’s green pigeon.


That night, encompassed by African stillness near the high bank of the Gambia, I sat among batik paintings and the bleached skulls of Hippo, Warthog, and Crocodile in the concrete-floored thatched-roof dining area and bar, fourteen hours from Dakar, highway weary, drinking chilled champagne with the trim, iron-haired directeur of the campement, whom I’d ridden with all day. I’d held a thought since at least Niokolo Koba, but probably back to seeing the first palaver tree, that Elephant of wood, a thought that at last gathered itself into inquiry.


Why was he here, so far from his place of birth, in this albeit most pleasant of places?


The directeur did not quite perform the caricature Gallic shrug.


Le virus de l’Afrique, he said, lifting his glass.


D’accord. I was fifty-four.
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CHAPTER TWO


Pursuit


SIPPING RED WINE from a foil pouch carried in by the porters, I soaked fully clothed in that rarest of things, cool unclouded spring water runnelling down the flat face of a granite rock in Africa, my nursing raw blistered feet. We trekked some twenty thirsty miles that January day in 1984–my first time back on the continent after Kenya ten years before–through remote Vakaga prefecture, the geographic capstone of the northern Central African Republic, to make camp on the dry savanna beside a stony inselberg. It was my thirty-second birthday.


Where, Boo…


Behind cat-eye sunglasses beside the bare rock washed by the water, Willis & Geiger-clad Jane stood beside her husband–not Greystoke, but Walter White–also dressed in Willis & Geiger, the afternoon shade upon them like the growing of a gnomon’s umbra on the face of a sundial. There was a brief interlude of sipping from their own foil pouches before Jane completed her question.


…were we thirty-two years ago?


The coronation, Walter said, without reflection, off by a year and a few months.


How’s the water? my shirtless friend Carey asked, a soaked bandana knotted around his balding head.


The marvelous thing is that it’s painless, I said, taking one more sip. Low on game meat–low on any meat, and vegetables, bread, coffee, tea, sugar–we ate small fish the Black professional-hunter, François Bendima–who said my name as Tome–trapped out of the creek.


At dawn the next day, we walked on–the Whites, François, Carey, the big-bearded white hunter, the wretched client from Chicago whom almost everyone else hated, the Protestant missionary–whom, one must assume believed not in hate–whose presence was something of a puzzlement, the long line of trackers and bearers, a sad horse, three sadder camels, and I–hunting for Giant eland and Central African savanna buffalo in Vakaga.


Thirty-four years later, I didn’t know what became of François; but the Whites, the epitome of the sporting couple of an era passed–old Cleveland money when that, and not Silicon Valley, meant something, Princeton, Tanzania, Kodiak, the Rockies, Madhya Pradesh, the Grand Slam of Wild sheep, hunters, anglers, private pilots, the Explorers Club, the Boone and Crockett Club, the Campfire Club, secret clubs not spoken of–were dead. Alive, though, they would have understood why I sat happily tonight not in flowing water but in the tiled, pale-yellow-painted walled dining terrace of the safari camp located just within the boundaries of Arly National Park in the far southeast of the West Central African nation of Burkina Faso. I was happy after hunting West African savanna buffalo that day for ten miles on foot–wetting my socks in my blood–through country remarkably similar to the C. A. R., its map’s boundaries a smaller near replica of the C. A. R.’s. Even the sky was made sepia by the January harmattan the way it had been three decades earlier in the other country. I was happy to know there were Lion here, the last meaningful population of West African lion on the continent, with Elephant and Leopard, too. It was also my birthday in Africa once more; and in front of me was a chocolate cake, the camp’s chef’s baking and frosting it, piping on in white lettering, Happy Birthday Tom. I made a wish I kept to myself.


Five days earlier I flew into Ouagadougou, the bare-dirt Sahelian capital of two and a half million in the near geographic middle of Burkina Faso. I landed at night from Paris with other flights from Dakar, Algiers, and Casablanca, my fellow passengers Burkinabé who could afford travel, carrying requisite shopping bags of duty free; aid workers called to aid; missionaries to minister; along with blithe, cardiganed French tourists who must have thought this bitterly impoverished nation, without an ocean-sand beach within four hundred fifty miles, contained scenic wonders, or attractive prices.


The local fixer, a prosperously large man in an untucked shirt, met me at customs to assist in clearing my rifle. As I opened the hard black barrel-shaped case for inspection, gimmee truckers’s caps, brought for the trackers and camp staff, tumbled out; and a young woman official seated at the inspection table said something to the fixer.


Give her a cap, he said sidewise. She took the new firearms-company camouflaged cap and put it on, the hang tag still attached, putting me in mind of an African Minnie Pearl at a sub-Saharan Grand Ole Opry. And with that, documents were stamped; and I was waved through. Encumbering a small taxi, we crossed the city though heavy motorbike traffic to the outskirts, to the four-star hotel built by Libyans–descended from the Libu–under the directive of Colonel Muammar al-Gaddafi, deceased.


Four friends followed. Living in winter-storm-warning country, I wanted to make certain I did not lose any hunting days to planes grounded by snow, so went ahead. For two days I holed up in my $250-a-night room, C. N. N. for ambient noise, drinking one-point-five-liter bottles of chilled water, sleeping off jet lag, coming down from the eighth floor only in the mornings for déjeuner of yogurt, fresh fruit, pieces of bread broken off from flaking baguettes and spread with beurre and berry confiture, pulpy ginger juice, and black coffee as I sat facing the floor-to-ceiling picture windows that small birds dashed themselves against, watching a parade of wedding parties–the brides in lambent-white gowns under the dappled sunlight and the grooms in festive-colored suits–posing for their portraits in the hotel’s green glades.


Cities hold slight appeal for me, Ouagadougou slighter than most. From the hotel wreathed by waste ground, the city spread out, lacking definable center, just shooting axons that led to assorted neighborhoods. I like walking cities–Paris, London, Manhattan, Venice, Cape Town, etc., etc.–but not by a long chalk is that Ouagadougou.
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When I came to Kenya, 1974, I saw what I took for my first true African, the stair handler when we landed at Jomo Kenyatta. It was in the early morning September gray at a mile and more above the sea; and as I stood in the plane’s doorway, below me was the airport worker, his clean-shaved ebony head above a green ribbed turtleneck sweater. The sclera of his pitiless downturned eyes was red around the irises from wood smoke, his open earlobes hanging, exact long vertical paired cuneiform wedges scarring each cheek. That he seemed the first genuine Black man I ever saw said far more about me than him.


John Fletcher, of Ker, Downey & Selby, met us, my friend Bill and me, inside the terminal. The glimmer of all the old varnished British woodwork stood out, as did John’s head of tightly curled blond hair and visibly broken nose. He was soon apologizing for the recent closing of licensed Elephant hunting in the country–where it would never open again as poaching, under the aegis of the Kenyatta first family, swelled to a tsunami. The Kenyan professional hunters had gone so far as to approach Princes Philip, Duke of Edinburgh, and Bernhard of the Netherlands, founder of the World Wildlife Fund, Elephant hunters both, to no avail.


We collected our baggage and my rifles–Bill carrying a camera–and drove to the New Stanley Hotel in the shadow of the Kenyatta International Conference Center tower–I was sensing a theme to Nairobi. John said that the locals called it Jomo’s Erection. Checking in, we went out to the dark cool gunroom of the Kenya Bunduki to rent a 12-gauge over-under for a month. Then John took us to lunch for me to eat the first dish of curry in my life, experiencing nothing short of an epiphany. Afterward, we had to go to an East Indian jewelry store across town. We, Bill and I, took a cab–when we told John where we were going, his head pulled back as he said, There?


There was a cluster surrounding our bargain flights from London to Nairobi, purchased through a Vancouver discount-travel agent. That agent had an agent in London, with whom we meant to rectify a discrepancy in the payment. That agent, in turn, directed us to the jeweler, his agent in Nairobi. When we began seeing roads lined with tin-roofed houses and dukas, we understood Fletcher’s apprehension. We stopped at the pencil-written address. Outside the locked armor-glass door, a glowering giant in a blue overall uniform and jump boots, fingers laced, forearms on his knees, sat, cradling a truncheon. He eyeballed us as we were buzzed in.


Inside were two East Indian jewelers. I told one why we were there. He presumed mild bewilderment, or maybe it was simply feigned indifference. At last, with some reluctance, he led me into the back office–making Bill wait out front–where he drew open a wide wooden drawer banked with leaves of banknotes colored like autumn foliage, filling a paper bag with banded stacks of Kenyan shillings, though the disputed transaction was made in Yankee greenbacks. Oh well, I could spend them all in country. As we were buzzed out onto the street and into the waiting taxi, the seated giant with the truncheon watched as we went.


Dinner and drinks that night, hangovers next morning. We went to the zoo and bribed a keeper to milk a large Forest cobra for us. A hustler named Ben latched onto us and wove a tale of his parents forced to drink blood, swear an oath, then be murdered by the Mau Mau. It was a good story, for the money. Beers at lunch, and I ended up pissing in what I took for a public urinal, which turned out to be the outhouse behind someone’s house, an irate Black woman yelling out her back window at the white man in midstream. We returned to the hotel to dwell upon our iniquities.


The last morning in Nairobi, we packed to leave, when the screams of a woman carried through the raised window from the street below. We looked out, and a white man was helping a distraught white woman onto the curb while a Black man stood nonplussed in the crosswalk. From almost nowhere, a crowd of Africans converged upon the lone man.


The phone rang. We stepped back from the window, not watching the rest of it, and I answered the call. Fletcher was downstairs. Hanging up, I told Bill, It’s time. Then, all the winged monkeys of Oz flew through the window, flapping around the room like flags snapping in the wind. The inexorable breaching horror of the dislocation of being into Africa for the first time, clutched us simultaneously, sending us into a tizzy. We didn’t want to go, but we had to leave.


The monkeys, blessedly, did not follow out the lobby door into the beaming of the high-altitude morning light on the street, John’s green Land Cruiser pickup, the canvas top on tubular metal frames and bows over the bed in the back where there was an added rear bench, all John’s kit under the cloth cover, the safari-company’s name on the door, waiting at the curb. His Kipsigis driver, Joseph, in his green K. D. S. T-shirt, took our luggage and my gun case and packed them into the vehicle. There was another, very young hunter there, too, gathering his clients into another car of another safari; and I remember the polish of the smooth Rhino-horn bracelet around his wrist and his eagerness, compared to Fletcher’s all-in-a-day’s-work mien.


We got into the Land Cruiser, the canvas seat coverings smelling of old animal fats and amino acids, lingering from the extended cartage of wild-animal carcasses, and drove out to the safari-company warehouse where we linked up with the lorry with all the equipment and the crew of men. It was south, then, away from Nairobi and the buildings named for Kenyatta, toward the Rombo country outside Tsavo West, and seeing in the first hour the first lone Giraffe in swaying stride. Late, there was a camp place by a small river, where Fletcher crouched and nozzled gasoline from a jerry can down the holes across the ground, dropping in matches in the dusk, wanting like St. Patrick to drive out all the Cobra–Forest or otherwise–flames bursting upward to cast diabolical light on his cheekbones and nose. The morning and the city then, at last, seemed far away.
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The first panic of Africa is the most remarkable, but its vestiges are always there whenever you come back. After two days in the Libyan hotel room, I finally left to dine with the safari-company owner who disported a name that was in the leadership of Burkina Faso for more than a generation and who inherited the safari company from his father–his badges of rank a gold watch bulky as an ingot and a high-mileage Mercedes. Though he spoke impeccable English, we shared the meal with his head translator, Larry, a good Moslem according to the safari-company owner. We ate in a traditional Burkniabé restaurant with a tile floor, under slow-turning overhead fans and in sandy-cyanic fly-specked fluorescent light, my meal Guinea fowl, a most excellent sauce, and a sticky ball of plantain fufu to pull apart by hand to pick up the dark meat, then stir it in the sauce and carry to the mouth.


After the restaurant and dinner, I sat under the marquee on metal poles that ran along the side of Avenue de l’Aéroport opposite the terminal, in a plastic chair on packed dirt in the blandly cooling night, the dusty-smelling day’s warmth ebbing from the ground. Motorbikes crossed and S. U. V.s made turns off the road into the airport, the avenue patrolled by uniformed troops carrying shopworn Belgian assault rifles. I sipped a beer and ate cashews freshly toasted. The safari owner beside me drank beer; and Larry, the good Moslem, had a soft drink in a bottle, as the peddlers came to the table. I was reading a book about the varied life of Colonel Patterson of the Tsavo Lion, and a hospitable stranger began discussing it with me in serviceable English. He had never seen a Lion, of course, but–Wait, let me show you.


He walked off and came back in a moment with assorted items of jewelry. One was an outsized Lion-head ring that he alluded to as gold: a police-property report would probably characterize it, without further forensics, as yellow metal. Larry purchased it. The peddler showed me a heavy bracelet of twisted strands of copper, brass, and iron. It contained particular powers and could be mine for ten thousand Communauté Financière Africaine francs.


No, no, I said.


What would I pay?


I did my best to come up with a discouraging figure.


Five thousand?


Too little, he said, and walked away again, trying to appear affronted. In a little longer time than he’d been gone before, he returned.


Five thousand.


I obviously overbid.


Among the last of the passengers from the Paris flight, my friends came out of the terminal and crossed the tarmac drive under mercury streetlights, the fatigue of their long trip from America plain. Clasped around my right wrist was the copper-brass-and-iron bracelet.


In the night we drove through Ouaga–more pronounceable that way by white people–hemmed in by the motorbikes, some ridden by sharply dressed, very attractive young women, all the bikes like anadromous fish belly splashing up a shallow streambed. On the unpaved shoulder of the jammed boulevard, new shoes for sale, aligned in hundreds of pairs, awaited shoppers. At the Libyan hotel, a mile west of the U. S. Embassy with no other buildings between, we drove into the sally port built of square steel bars where the security guards halted our vehicles and wheeled a parabolic mirror under the chassis before letting us through, taking our rifles and ammunition and locking them in the arms magazine until we departed before light the next day, too early for breakfast, ahead of us nine hours on the road.


At the table two nights later, after the first full day of hunting, I faced the birthday cake. It had been dark for some hours, astronomical sunset and sunrise coming without gradation, as abrupt as stalks snapping, the way they always came in Africa; and the night air felt somehow globular, with the bush sounds starting. On the plaster walls folk-art murals illustrated the wildlife in the safari concession, each labeled: Buffle, Hippotrague, Hyène Tachetée–who whooped through the compound at night–Cob Defassa, Bubale, Phacochère, Cob de Buffon, Guib Harnaché, Céphalophe, Crocodile, Léopard, Lion, L’éléphant. The cloth covering the table, printed with fuscia bands, was cleared of the plates on which Buffalo was served, dessert plates replacing them. Blowing out the birthday candle, and looking at the others around the table, the impression of a safari into senescence seemed inescapable.


Lance and Brent, both hunters from Arkansas, straddled either side of middle age. The other hunter was Pam–Lance her nephew; Brent related by marriage. I knew her from earliest childhood–it was in her late father Roy’s paneled den that at age four I first saw a Buffalo head, a red Dwarf forest buffalo he took in French Equatorial Africa, the effect on me instant and indelible. Pam was a year older than I. Often querulous, her default disposition was a certain brittle cheerfulness, of which I always begrudged her easy display. Then there was Carey.


Carey did not hunt but fancied the uncorrupted terrains where hunters wandered and who for over forty years ventured away from his Beverly Hills practice of criminal law to be a fellow-traveler with me over stretches of Africa, including the C. A. R. and Senegal–as well as the American Mountain West, Alaska, Canada, Central America, Mexico, and even the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau of China. Sicilian by ethnicity, like a thinner Francis Ford Coppola, he’d grown slightly stooped and somewhat ramshackle, but hiked valiantly the game trails all day. And I wondered what might I see, reflected in a mirror, if I cared to look.


My age was not inconceivably beginning to tell–my maturity as always, another matter entirely. Across more than forty-five years, Buffalo were what brought me to Africa; and without Buffalo, I wonder if I would have come to know, as well as could be known by me, this natal land of our exasperating species. This Arly was new country in the sense of not being where I had ever been before; and for me it was young, though this was never less than the oldest continent and continuum of human life on the planet. And after a day’s hunting in Arly, finding large animals at every turn, I could only treasure it. I had honestly not looked forward to the prospect of long foot hunts under subequatorial sun; then once here, I did.


When I have thought of driving off the spleen, I’ve gone about a little and seen the savanna parts of Africa. What drew me used to be the east and the south of the great beetling continent–so suggestive, as many see, of the profile of an australopithecine skull; try envisioning as vividly, and appositely, the outline of Asia or Europe–but in my latter days, the center, north, and west beckoned. There was Senegal for shooting-flying francolin and sand grouse; Tunisia for driven boar in the date-palm oases where the call to salat ali ‘asar came through the trees from public-address systems in the distance; northern Cameroon along the Mayo Rey—where Fula build two-story crenulated dried-mud walls and in leather scabbards, wear brass-and-steel sabers with silk tassles—for chasse libre without benefit of a P. H.–seeing an African porcupine in the headlights as we jolted into camp, the manager, Daniel, riding with us, called to stop and began chasing it with his flashlight: very good eating. Now Burkina Faso, the Colorado-sized nation landlocked in West Africa, for the one thing for which I would never fail to come back to Africa.


Robert Ruark in Horn of the Hunter, his story of his first safari in Tanganyika, has his young, real-life professional hunter, Harry Selby, with a mad affection for the Mbogo–Buffalo–talk about them. After stalking and stalking and facing stampede after stampede, Ruark shot his first Buffalo with his 470 Westley Richards, in his account doubling the triggers. The two barrels firing simultaneously, he and the Buffalo both went down, the Mbogo standing first, Selby mopping up. It took another 470 round from Ruark for the coup de grâce. And that was enough for him, one Buffalo per lifetime his self-proclaimed allotment.


I don’t ever want to shoot another one, he told Selby. This is the only Mbogo I need this day, or any other. He’d checked the box.


You’ll shoot another, Selby promised. You will always hunt Buff. It’s a disease. You’ve killed a Lion and you don’t care whether you ever take another. But you will hunt Buff until you are dead because there is something about them that makes intelligent people into complete idiots. Like me.


You are at liberty to imagine what may have been in Selby’s eyes.


You’ll hunt more Mbogo, all right.


Weeks later, Selby sighted a bull meaningfully larger than the first; and Ruark was crawling after Buffalo, which, he wrote, I really did not want to do…bitterly afraid…of…the big, rope-muscled wild ox with horns like steel girders and a disposition to curdle milk.


If you understand that, whether or not as colorfully embellished, you understand why you come back to Africa. Even to take a chance on where you have not been before, as long as it may hold the common denominator of Syncerus caffer.


Burkina Faso, the name at any rate, was for most when I told them I would hunt Buffalo there in the winter, one of those blank spaces on the earth. Lying within the grand green northern sweep of the clear-watered river of rivers, the Niger, without being touched by it, the country was once known as the Republic of Upper Volta–République de Haute-Volta–which the nation was after it was French Upper Volta, and before that Upper Senegal/Niger Colony. Ahead of European colonial rule, it was part of the Kong Empire; earlier still, it was of the Bura culture. After independence on the Fifth of August, 1960, came a catena of coups d’état, the one in 1983 led by the Guinea-trained leftist Captain Thomas Sankara, who effected the name change to words from two languages–Burkina, meaning honor in Moore, and Faso, fatherland, from Dioula, one translation into English of the coupled words, Fatherland of Incorruptible Men. The most likely association made by people to whom you told the name and who did recognize it, however vaguely, was one of profound poverty–among the poorest people in the world–and where the black flag of jihad flew.


The afternoon before the first day of hunting–after the drive nine hours east-by-southeast from Ouaga, first on good road, then around potholes, then over dirt, through security checks manned by uniformed gendarmerie with automatic weapons, the bluing rubbed down to dull steel on the barrels where the rifles were habitually held, passing impossibly crowded commercial vans looking about to pitchpole under enormous mushroom caps of baggage–suitcases, duffels, bundles, motorbikes, live chickens, tethered goats–lashed to the roofs, through the last city, Fada N’Gourma, where one pays the tax, in the city center a shattered plaster statue of a roaring Lion standing on bare rebar, through small mud-brick villages with shoeless running children, where on tables of old bare wood with incessantly repainted wrought-iron legs stood fingerprinted liquor bottles filled with gasoline so motorbike riders could pull up and take the grimy red funnel and empty a bottle of fuel into their tanks, leaving behind the requisite number of C. F. A. francs–we came to the camp.


A giant shiny-gray baobab with arthritic limbs grew just outside the woven-branch fence of the compound. On the other side of the gate was the poste de police where the constabulary lived with wives and children and a skeletal bicycle for patrol, and in front of us a collection of round boukarous built of cement blocks on concrete pads with thatched roofs, the outside plastered walls painted with wild animals and flute-playing dancers. There was the tiled dining terrace behind a low pale-yellow wall with a kitchen behind it, a bar off the side beneath a veranda roof, and a swimming pool no one swam in. Through the back fence of the compound, past a graveyard of derelict Land Cruisers and Rovers, was the open abattoir with chains and pulleys and scales and gutters where the game was brought in whole and recorded before being dressed, skinned, and quartered, the animals weighed to guarantee the local villagers their correct division of the meat, established by agreement, another incentive to involve them in the conservation of the game among which they lived. Unpacked, we took the rifles and drove out from camp, turning past the tall baobab, and went several miles until we were beyond the park boundaries in the place we could hunt and could load our magazines.


The rifle I carried was a Blaser R93 in caliber Remington 416 Magnum. When we were certain we were outside the park boundaries that afternoon, we turned the small truck, with the safari bench seat set high in the back behind the roll bar, off the dirt road and drove across the layer of black ash from seasonally burnt grass, the vehicle stopping sideways to an iron target frame set up a hundred yards away. The driver switched off the engine, and we got out with our rifles.


The local villager, Djanjoua, a father in his thirties who held a hunter’s license and carried a leaf-sighted 375 Mauser on the trail, and would be my P. H., and his younger tracker Kamiri went out to the target frame and pinned bull’s-eye targets to the wooden backboard. The long stems of dead grass not touched by the flames laid over like bent drinking straws, short evergreen trees growing up out of twisted trunks, and the ground dried to a hard shiny magnesium gray after the rains, reflecting the sun in a dazzle all around. The targets affixed, the two men walked off several yards from them.


Rolled-up soft rifle cases became rests on the ticking hood of the truck. With the rifle pointing downrange, I removed the covers from the lenses of the scope and worked the bolt, feeding a tipped copper-bulleted round into the chamber and setting the eccentric Blaser tang safety: push to set, then push again to release. With the range clear, I shouted out before shooting, Fire in the hole! as one did. Djanjoua and Kamiri shouted back, and although it was in French I knew they were far enough away and let off the safety.


The first shot brought back the reminiscence of recoil, making me wonder if I had shot the rifle enough before bringing it sixty-five-hundred intercontinental miles. The shot was high, so I turned down the elevation turret several centimeter clicks. I bore down; and the second cut center, the right range for African bush. One more shot from the three-legged standing bare-wood shooting sticks, lashed together with black inner tubing to form a trivet rest at the top, and I returned the unloaded rifle to its soft case.


Pam and Lance and Brent shot after that. With all the rifles on, we were ready to leave. Carey was gone.


We shouted for him. In a bit he called back. With our rifles, we looked for him. He’d walked off behind us to a nearby waterhole. His head covered by a camouflaged do-rag and wearing a bagged camo shirt and shorts I gave him from the seemingly bottomless trove of swag sent to me by manufacturers over the years, he stood looking down by the edge of the water, smoking the blackmarket Cohiba he puffed on an inch at a time–extinguishing and relighting it–over the course of a day. Pam was the first to tell him never to wander away from the rifles, which he learned many years before.


This is Africa, she scolded him affably, but still with a stern matron’s declaration. These are wild animals. They do not like you.


Yeah, yeah, yeah, Carey said, waving his hand with stagecrafted chagrin.


At his feet the dried mud was pushed up in the rains into a collared circle like a soft wax seal pressed with a signet ring, raised crazing from the cracks in the sole of the Elephant’s foot on the flat, the circle big around as an oversized boule covering the end of a plank table spread with a red-checked cloth. Looking in another place, I found something more, the cloven stamp of a Buffalo track. A large, probably old, solitary bull placed it there; and the slovenly wild bush rose up to it.


The Yorùbá say that when the Buffalo’s life ends in the woods, the father of the house hides in the thatch of the roof. Facing a Buffalo on the trail, a hunter swears that the gun isn’t even his but one he borrowed and promises that this will be his last hunt. The famed Harry Selby during his eighty-five years of hunting, never swore the rifle was not his. With his mad affection for the Mbogo and partial to the 416, his hunt ended at age ninety-two in Maun, Botswana, his dying the day after I arrived in Ouagadougou from Paris, en route to Arly. And Buffalo.
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CHAPTER THREE


Taurolatry


IT WAS THE light of the totality of an eclipse, those moments when the moon’s shadow draws across all the sun. Below on the surface of the earth, the air turned a fragile blue-magenta, the god’s rays undulant as if underwater. I tried to discern figures in the gloam.


A sound that seemed near drew me out of the viridarium of a Mefloquine dream. Lifting the mosquito netting, I swung my bare feet over the floor. About to touch the cool concrete, I drew my legs up and felt for the flashlight on the camp table beside the bed. Switching it on, I swept the floor with the beam, then pointed it inside my slippers, prospecting for night callers. Standing, I slid into the slippers and stepped out through the flap of the tent pitched above the Songo River flats.


The August winter dark at two thousand-foot elevation was fresh on my face. Echolocating Bats swooped past; and echoing closer than it was–as it forever did–the roar of the Lion, that had woken me, came again. From the front of the tent, I looked over the bluff on which the camp sat, seeing at the salt lick below, moon-washed Elephant, mostly cows and calves with one or two young bulls, wild and unhabituated, body checking for position. Rory gave them a name: Songo Bitches. In the million acres of hunting country in the Tonga tribe’s Binga Communal Lands, the Elephant confronted continuing pressure from hungry locals and avaricious outsiders; and when we were on the ground with them in the powdery shafts of evening light through the mopane, mahogany, and duikerberry trees, they were never content to let bygones be bygones. Always, they were weighing some kidney of retribution. They stuffing want to kill us, was Rory’s take on it, as he watched them, smoking his cigarette and leaning on his rifle held by the barrel, three verdigris-patinated 458 brass cartridges dispersed semipermanently among the canvas shell loops on his belt.


Rory Muil suggested a younger Star Trek Captain Picard, leading a harder life back on earth. A tobacco farmer at heart, in these bad days of Kamudhara, the Old Man Bob, at the start of the twenty-first century, he made do–and kept his son in school, hoping to point him to a secure career in the military outside Zimbabwe–by taking hunters after dangerous game like Elephant, Lion, Buffalo. He smoked without cessation, wafting the ever-present Newberry Extra Mild to read the wind and wreathe the smoke around his head to keep sweat bees away. He did not affect an Elephant-hair, ivory, or Rhino-horn bracelet which some professional hunters, like the young one in Nairobi, wore as signals of echelon, just a Timex with a cloth strap. The only other thing he wore on his left forearm among the solar lentigos and keratoses, was a white crosshatching of scars, put there when he pushed the arm down the throat of a Leopard to stop it from chewing on other parts of his body.


They say, opined Rory in electric-generator light, brushing his hand over the forearm as dinner plates were removed and pudding was served, you don’t feel pain when a Leopard’s biting you.


He paused.


The hell you don’t. Pass the custard, would you?


The Elephant remaining at the water, I went back into my tent and slept a time longer, until I was woken by the staff man with the tea tray. That morning we ate crusted bread and drank white coffee in the covered dining area and left camp an hour before first light. The day before, we saw road workers in gray-white jumpsuits, breaking stones with hammers. Now, in the dark, we drove over the crushed rock. The white Land Rover Defender had brush guards wrapped around the grill, a roll bar in the back, with a rifle rack welded to it, steel ladders on the sides, and a high rear bench for the trackers to spot from. The fabric covering the right-hand driver’s seat and left-hand passenger’s was sun bleached to the pallid azure of kapok boat cushions, and there was no door, mirror, or windshield anywhere on the vehicle. In the dark it was cold enough for a sweater, Rory calling it a jumper.


It was a long drive to Kapinda, a place known for its dagga boys. Dagga is a corruption of a Shona word for mud, many varieties of it found in Zimbabwe–dope, madhaka, dhaka: watery mud, rain-soaked earth, the mud used for mortar–and a dagga boy is an old bull who presides over the wallows, metaling his hide against insects in cooling layers of glorious mud. Usually no more than two to four dagga boys run together, or often it is just one solitary, invariably truculent individual, long outcast from the sodality of Buffalo.


We turned off the rock road onto a dirt one, headlights waggling ahead of us, internal organs pounded by the Land Rover’s thrashed suspension. As the sun came up in Kapinda, we saw the mopane trees growing to the bottoms of the rocky ridges, scattering bronze leaves like ones fallen from oaks in stony Missouri autumn woods. Thickets of bushwillow–jess–still held up their green-but-yellowing foliage, long-yellow-grassed woodland parks rolling out on broad ridge lines.


The night ended and morning started, and we went to waterholes where the trackers in the back scanned for spoor fresher than nezuro–yesterday. By full daylight, we found ones that were new.


Rory had his Model 70 458 Winchester Magnum; I, a Ruger No. 1 chambered in 450 Nitro Express–N. E.–3¼ inch. I dropped the falling-block and slid the single straight-wall cartridge, loaded with a 500-grain Woodleigh soft point, into the chamber and locked up the action, setting the safety. With us went the three trackers: short dapper Tino in front; tall John with a slightly esotropic gaze, who carried the water; and Mika with his shaved head and ragged hat, holding a Tonga axe, handled with a mopane knobkerrie and with a hand-forged, glint-edged leaf-spring-steel head.


We trailed a skein of tracks we took to be those of two dagga boys. The prints were half again as wide as a man’s boot, the toes scraped out by the bulls’s flicking their heavy front hooves as they walked. The tracks held a sheen, no time yet for them to be blown over. The only better sign to find was fresh dung, not oxidized all brown inside yet, but bright green when scuffed apart by the sole of a Courteney boot, and still warm to the touch, with only the start of the ammonic smell of barnyard. If the matter was coarse, it told you that it was from an old bull, its teeth worn so that it no longer chewed categorically. There was dung on the trail, but we came to no additional conclusions about this shit.


The tracks wandered seemingly directionless, crossing over one another through the grazing area, then melded into what we realized was a single wandering bull’s, that led us then for an hour and a half below and around a grassy hill until we were going with the wind. We fell back to circle downwind, abandoning the fact of the track to take up the speculation of where ahead of us the bull might be, Rory thinking it had moved onto the hill above us. Slowly, slowly, Rory whispered, pressing down the open palm of his free hand; and we tried to get onto the tracks again.


Cresting the level top of the hill, we began a searching traverse through the tall grass and jess. The August air was still mild and for a quarter hour the five of us marched in one another’s footprints. Then Tino, in the lead, walked past a small clump of low isolated bushwillow, and John next, with Rory behind John, and I. Then Mika at the back hissed to us through his teeth.


We froze midstride and all made a slow synchronized look back over our right shoulders. The dagga boy laid motionless as we walked by, only getting to its hooves, like a rabbit out of a silk top hat, when we came upwind, our scents at last intolerable to it. Two-dozen paces away, it stood now behind a bushwillow–not bigger than the large pericón fan used in the flamenco–that it had hidden itself somehow behind, looking over it at us. Before I got my rifle to my shoulder, the bull spun and went downwind off the hill, agile as a Deer. It ran into the sun, giving off tracers of light from its deep-curled horns and heavy boss as it escaped.


Pity, commented Rory from the top of the hill, lighting a Newberry and drawing in, exhaling the curl of smoke to float like a thought balloon above his head.
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Many years later, the first-quarter paring of the moon, before setting beyond the rounded ridge of the old mountains, was margined as sharp and bright as machine-stamped steel. In the December day in this other hemisphere, cirrus clouds pleated the sky. Now at night the wind broomed them away. Walking into the freezing Wyoming air, I closed my eyes and counted ten. I opened them and there were more stars, my own stars, more brilliant.


Raising the fifteen-power binocular, I found the Belt of Orion rising into the east along its trajectory across the southern sky. The three stars of the belt pointed up toward Aldebaran and at an angle above that, the open cluster of the Pleiades, where the Lakota saw the head of a Bison. Between those two coordinates tonight, only seven million miles from our planet, was a comet wheeling in its orbit back toward Jupiter. The unsteadied weight of the binocular, though, turned everything from discreet points of light into unwatchable atomic whirls. It was better to look peripherally with only my eyes, making the starlight more incandescent.


Even with that I could not find the comet. Moving down the sky I returned to Aldebaran. Its name from the Golden Age of Islamic astronomy translates to The Follower, dutifully trailing the seven sisters of the Pleiades. In the vault of night sky it is, among the Khoisan, The Male Hartebeest, its mate in Orion, Betelgeuse, a red supergiant six hundred million miles in diameter. At a diameter forty times that of our sun, Aldebaran is a Martian-colored Class K giant, a mere sixty-five light years away.


Aldebaran had other names. It was Palicium to the Romans, for the spring feast of Pales, the god or goddess of shepherds and flocks; ‘Eyn ha-shor ha-semali in Hebrew, The Left Eye of the Ox. To the Chinese, Bìxiùwŭ, Fifth Star of the Net. The Hindus knew it as Rohini, one of the twenty-seven daughters of Daksha, the ram-faced son of tetramorph Lord Brahma. The Seri of Sonora saw the star giving light to the seven pregnant women of the Pleiades, birthing. Aldebaran for the Lakota laid the course of the Mississippi by falling to earth and killing a serpent slithering on the ground. Australian Aborigines knew it as Karambal who stole another man’s wife and ascended into the sky as smoke when that man tracked him down and burned him alive in the tree in which he hid.


For today, Aldebaran continues on–in the constellation abbreviated as Tau–under yet another name. In the Middle Ages it was Cor Tauri, cor meaning heart. We know it now as Alpha Tauri, the maddened red right eye of Taurus the Bull, glaring across the galaxy at Orion the Hunter.


Humans for even longer than they have been that genus, may have been naturally identifying shapes of the bull in the sky. It’s imaginable that Miocene Sahelanthropus scanned the night and saw a configuration of stars–though not of what we know now as the Bull, which had yet to assemble–resembling, to what may or may not be our most-distant known ancestor, the shape of bovines it saw around it on the African savannas of seven million years ago. Perhaps in imitation of the sky, ancient Africans created in rocks and with paint, the bovines they knew


Earliest hominin plastic art was either mobiliary or parietal. Mobiliary was transportable and could at its simplest be shells, teeth, bones, or stones minimally engraved with lines or drilled with holes for jewelry, eroded rocks often mistaken for the work of hominin. Paleolithic parietal art–Latin paries, wall–was made most recognizably as murals in caves or on large free-standing blocks of stone. Whether produced through percussion, engraving–sometimes no more than scratching–or painting, they are immovable and persistent, if not permanent, though often nearly so. The general term for this art is petroglyphic and may contend for some the most ancient human creative works.


In parietal art, the inhabitants of the Nile Valley left graven images of the North African Aurochs, Bos primigenius africanus, on the rock faces in locations such as Qurta, between Luxor and Aswan. Prior to ten thousand-years ago the Sahara was for some brief millennia of rainy weather the savanna home of hunter-gatherers venturing out from the fertile Nile Valley. There were to be seen by them on those grasslands, then, water-dependent species such as Elephant, Hippo, Giraffe, Rhino, large Antelope, and Crocodile along with a species of Giant African buffalo. The prominent North African rock art of that time from Ten Thousand to Seven Thousand B. C., classified as the Bubalus Period, was found mostly in the Maghreb when the majority of subjects was wild bovines, including the extinct Aurochs and the vanished Giant buffalo once listed as Bubalus antiquus. Thought at first to be related to the Water buffalo, it later became Pelorovis antiquus, considered ancestral to Syncerus caffer, though the refinement of its designation did not stop there.


Throughout time in Africa, genuinely superb mobiliary art relating to the Buffalo was made. Much of such art is on display in non-African museums as the result of sacking by Europeans, often through force of arms, a grievance just beginning to be redressed internationally. In New York City’s The Metropolitan Museum of Art is a Buffalo bocio crafted for the nineteenth-century Fon King Guezo of Dahomey, now Benin. The bocio is a wooden carving containing medicinal packets with spiritual powers, associated with assorted daemons and deities such as the Vodun religion’s loa trickster, Legba. This one, covered in silver with iron eyes and wooden horns and tail, is dedicated to Gu, the god of iron and war. About a foot high and a foot-and-a-half long, it represents the West African savanna buffalo, one of the two hundred fifty six symbols of the system of divination known as fa.


In the time of Guezo, when war was endemic in order to maintain the brutal supply chain of slaves brought down to the coast–and traded for European and American goods such as tobacco, liquor, guns, and more–the bocio was in aid of the battles fought. At such times, it would be placed in a shrine in the palace. Annually, such objects were paraded during a festivity called huetantu in celebration of the kingdom’s wealth and power. Guezo also wished to be identified with the great strength and courage of the Buffalo, though you may infer a wink from the artist who eschews realism for something like pronged caricature, his bocio grinning maniacally.


Among the enduring religious traditions of the Bwa of Burkina Faso is the crafting and owning of masks to dance in at the renewal of vows, celebrating on market days, initiations, and ceremonies for the dead. The masks’s spiritual powers include those of animal spirits, such as the Monkey’s, the Antelope’s, and Buffalo’s. A Buffalo mask will be made of painted wood and raffia fibers. Putting on the Buffalo mask, the dancer wears a raffia skirt and uses two wooden canes as forelegs. Tossing his masked head, the dancer becomes the Buffalo.


He charges.


[image: image]


It had grown too late and too cold to stay out and hunt more for the comet. From my view of Aldebaran with the naked eye, I went to the whole of Taurus. It stood in a field of night, awaiting assault by Orion as it had for myriad years. It, and Orion, would be gone one day. I did not have to worry about that tonight.


I watched a while longer, remembering the stars and the cold Kapinda mornings.


The Zulu of the south of Africa know the stars as the eyes of the dead, watching the human world from the sky. Unable to return their gaze any longer, I stepped back into warmth and electric light. Clouds and ice crystals were moving in, making for a sun pillar of flame at dawn.
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CHAPTER FOUR


Fatherland


LONG AGO, BEYOND Kilimanjaro–it has not been explained to anyone’s entire satisfaction what the name means–the sun was setting. In the open back of the Land Rover lay heavy ivory darkened and checked by decades, the roots incarnidined.


Tracking on foot into the late afternoon, they found the old bull standing under yellow acacias, guarded by two younger bulls, his askari–soldiers in Kiswahili. The hunter made the side shot, red dust flying from the head, the old bull dropping. The young ones pushed into the way, trying to shore the older back up, blocking the insurance rounds. The bullet lodged in the honeycomb of bone in the top of the skull, hardly missing the brain; and the Elephant got to its great round feet. They chased it half a mile, firing on the run, until it went down again. By then it was too late to butcher out the dark-red flesh; they left the task until morning when they would return with a band of local villagers and carry out everything edible, down to the marrow in the mammoth bones. They took only the tusks that afternoon; and when they reached the Land Rover again they were very tired, happily regretful, and ready only for a long drink back in camp.


On the way to that drink, though, the professional hunter, John Kingsley-Heath, spotted a bachelor herd of Cape buffalo–with two exceptionally fine bulls in it–and it was all a bit much, actually. He switched off the engine and slid out on the right side of the battered olive vehicle, carrying his binocular. His hunter slipped out the other side, and one of the trackers in the back, without being told, handed his 300 down to him. The hunter opened the action and pushed the 200-grain Noslers into the magazine, feeding the loose 220-grain solid into the chamber, locking the bolt as the P. H. glassed the Buff. He motioned his hunter, Roy, my father’s friend, to come around behind the Land Rover to his side; and crouching, they worked behind low cover toward the Mbogo.


The first rule of dangerous game is to get as close as you absolutely possibly can–then get a hundred yards closer. When the professional hunter felt they had complied with the stricture, able to identify the birds hanging beneath the bulls’s flicking ears as Red-billed, rather than Yellow-billed, oxpeckers, plucking ticks, he got Roy into kneeling position and told him to take that rear bull turned sideways to them: Put the solid into its shoulder, then pour on the Noslers. It was then that Roy took note of the professional hunter’s having brought to a Buffalo hunt an eight-power German binocular instead of his customary 470 double. The P. H., seeing Roy’s unspoken question, lifted his shoulders and tipped his head, to say, You can handle this.


Kingsley-Heath saw everything in Roy draw in, held. Taking a breath, Roy slowly exhaled half and hit the Buffalo in the shoulder with the solid. The bull turned to face them, faltering; and Roy put two Noslers into the heaving chest, aiming right below the chin; and the Buffalo collapsed. As he reloaded–two more Noslers on top of the one still in the magazine, a solid up the spout–the second fine bull remained where it was, perplexed and belligerent, and the professional hunter urged the hunter to take him, too: Oh yes, him, too.


This bull turned also after the first solid in the shoulder and lifted its head toward them, its scenting nose high, displaying an enormity of horns. You could suppose an intelligence, animal and angry, in the eyes, and perhaps be not far wrong–but the animal, alone, knew. The hunter was suddenly conscious of there being beside him a professional hunter in short pants, who spoke with a British accent, carrying his Schott-glass Oberkochen binocular in lieu of a made-in-England N. E. Which is when the professional hunter leaned over and whispered evenly, Look–he’s going to come for us.


Another held breath, half exhaled, and the hunter fired. He worked the bolt purposefully, and placed a third bullet into the bull’s chest beneath its elevated chin, just the way he had on the first Buffalo, except this bull did not go down. That left the hunter with one round in the rifle. Roy cycled the bolt; and as he was about to squeeze off the shot, he mused about whether there would be time afterward for him either to find any cartridges in his pocket and reload, or to make a run for it. Now, though, there was a wounded Buffalo to be gotten onto the ground; and all the hunter could be concerned about was holding his rifle steady until the trigger sear broke, the hammer sprung forward and the firing pin struck the primer, crushing the small measure of explosive lead styphenate and tetrazine between the primer cap and anvil, sending a jet of white-hot gases through the flash hole into the slow-burning propellant powder contained within the brass cartridge case, igniting it and firing a bullet out the barrel and toward the bull–and the Buffalo lurched forward with a bellow, falling, stretching out its black muzzle on the ground.


Standing, the hunter and the professional hunter moved toward the two downed Buffalo, the two remaining bachelors running off. Roy’s rifle stayed loaded, the safety off, until they found both bulls dead. He opened the action and unbolted the last round in the rifle, pushing it back into the magazine and closing the empty chamber.


In the dwindling light they saw that one of the first bull’s horns, the horn that had been turned away from them when the hunter first shot, was broken off in recent combat, a splintered stump all that remained. It had been a magnificent bull at one time, but at least the second bull’s horns were perfect matched sweeps of polished black horn almost fifty inches across the spread. And there, both men stooping to squint, glinted a burnished, round half inch of metal buried in the boss covering the bull’s head like a domed helm.


The professional hunter scratched the exposed surface with the blade of a pocket knife; and they saw it was not lead but steel, a ball bearing fired from an ancient muzzleloader, maybe a Brown Bess, for which flints continued to be manufactured to that day. Whoever the native hunter who carried the musket was, he relished Buffalo meat, and Buffalo hunting. What became of him after he shot and failed to kill with his quixotic firearm at a far-less-than precautionary range, was a story that must beg an ending.
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In the city of Downey in Southern California there are no green hills, no hills at all worthy of the name, the average elevation just over a hundred feet above mean sea level. No tall buildings rise. The greatest heights are the tops of leafless plane trees that I looked up into, standing on the playground of the elementary school, feeling, when I should have been too young to feel it, the despair of raw January daylight.


As the marine layer burns off by late morning in the June gloom, the air above watered lawns fills with a cobwebby humid haze never happened upon elsewhere. For thousands of years Uto-Aztecans dwelt here. While not as a whole identifying themselves as a single tribe, they were recognized by the name of the circular willow houses they built, Kizh. Food plants were acorns, yucca, roots, tubers, and berries, jimson weed for their apothecary, with fish and game including Mule deer, Pronghorn, Black and Grizzly bear, Rabbit and Hare, birds, Steelhead trout, and for Kizh along the coast shellfish, Dolphins, Elephant seals, and Whales. The Spanish came and took the land, transmuting it into ranchos, followed by Mexicans and Americans. Oranges, a domestic fruit in China for thousands of years and introduced into Spain by the Moors, were brought in the 1860s by former California Governor John Gately Downey, son of Roscommon, to the place that would be named for him; and my father kept a few Valencias scattered on the half-acre lot he bought to build his house on in Downey when I was an infant–orange trees can live for more than a century, so they could have gone back to John Downey’s plantings. The home was for a family that was a ship without a tiller.


Downey had no especial culture of its own, not that of the Kizh or Mexicans or Irish, certainly not Black. The closest ethnic group was the Okies who lived in neighboring South Gate. They came out of the Dust Bowl when South Gate was an industrial town, the Purex plant there along the Rio Hondo when I was four still showing the camouflage painting–green groves on corrugated-steel siding–that had been applied during the War, to shelter national household-cleanser production against enemy bombardment–no, that is dishonest; the fear then among my father’s generation in Southern California was not chimerical.


In the 1930s and ’40s, and almost up to August ’65, South Gate could have been Tulsa in 1921, or New York City in the far worse Draft Riots of 1863. A white gang, the Spook Hunters, was said to roam the streets on the qui vive for any Black man inadvisedly crossing into the town out of adjacent Watts. Maybe the lingering reputation motivated my father to settle in Downey with South Gate as an illusory cordon sanitaire to the west against his own apprehensions. Why not move deeper into some whiter enclave such as Orange County or West Los Angeles, which he could have afforded? Perhaps because Downey for him was better than South Gate but not so conspicuous a statement as Beverly Hills or Laguna, life less entangling when you choose not to rise visibly above yourself.


Downey produced Karen and Richard Carpenter, The Blasters–Dave Alvin wrote a 2017 song he twanged with Jimmie Dale Gilmore, “Downey to Lubbock”–and the serial Freeway Killer; but what it had for an aesthetic was for the most part cruising at Harvey’s Broiler. A Googie-era drive-in coffee shop, it was built on what had been a poultry ranch, just this side of the South Gate city limits at Firestone Boulevard and Old River School Road–Firestone for the tire factory to the west and Old River for the old course of the San Gabriel that ran past until shifting in the flood of 1867. In the 1960s it was at the heart of Kar Kulture. But cars were not what made things run.


Lying on a coastal lowland with a Mediterranean climate–wide spaces and skies, fair weather–Greater Los Angeles a century ago was the ideal region for giving birth to the aviation industry, and later aerospace. For all the giants that came to be in the area–Lockheed, Hughes, Douglas, Rockwell, Northrop–scores of smaller companies subcontracted with them to the point that a tenth of the workers in L. A. were at one time in the business of air and space.


My father and his brother, and their mother, owned one of those lesser companies, Calmec, California Manufacturing and Engineering Corporation. Grandfather took over the company in the 1920s from a fellow oil-tool salesman he’d known in Mexico back in the Teens. The company was a machine shop with two lathe operators in a small Pueblo Style building along the west bank of the Los Angeles River before it was channelized. The original owner simply wanted to be done with it because too many Irish profits, he said, slipped out the backdoor. So, according to family legend, he gave it away.


While my father could be overcome with seasickness on a windless day on a koi pond, his father shipped before the mast on square riggers across the Pacific out of San Francisco, wearing a wool sweater like one he’d seen in a picture of Jack London, redolent of Martin Eden. He once got as far as Yokohama, then sat on the dock for weeks until his ship secured a cargo with which to return. In 1904, at age 26, he worked his way to second mate on the 185-foot Andrew Welch iron sailing barque, serving for two months between San Francisco and Hawai’i. According to his papers, his seamanship was rated V. G. by the Welch’s master; but in a short time he was in Columbia, a vanished town a mile north of Goldfield, Nevada.


After a month, writing to a Dear Friend Maino on the occasion of the friend’s marriage—and also calling him, your royal fatness—he told him, The company I am with owns quite a few properties hereabouts but have not yet started active operations. Until they do, I have no settled occupation but knocking about the office or taking little prospecting trips when I take a notion. Pay going on and three square meals a day coming along regular and a warm bed to sleep in and still I ain’t satisfied. This is too lazy for me and I am anxious to start at something or anything.


He composed the letter on his company’s office typewriter, retaining a blue-lettered carbon.


He continued, From what I think, you may not expect me in San Francisco for the next two years.


The next year, Goldfield hired Virgil Earp–maimed in Tombstone by shotgun blasts into his back, ambushed by Cowboys after the gunfight at the O. K. Corral–to be deputy sheriff, Earp dying of pneumonia nine months later in the town. It was less than a year after that that my grandfather left by stagecoach to hasten home in a search for his mother and younger brothers and sisters while the City still burned after the quake. He was back in Goldfield in time for the 1906 lightweight title fight between Oscar Battling Nelson and Joe Old Master Gans–forty-two rounds, ending when the referee could no longer overlook Nelson’s intransigent fouling of the Black Gans–whose mother before the fight famously told him to bring home the bacon. In Goldfield my grandfather married a plain Iowa-born girl with Missouri roots and without religion who had moved west with the railheads as her father took successive positions as a station master for the Denver & Rio Grande. There is no smiling photo of her, not even when, just out of her teens, she married my grandfather. They were gone from the town in 1907 when Jack London came to visit his old landlords from Dawson City, the two brothers, mining engineers, chasing one last pay streak.


Selling oil tools–bits, Kelly drives, Kelly bars, Kelly bushings, rotary tables, crown blocks–the high tech of the day, he was in Vera Cruz, or so the story went, when U. S. Marines and Navy Bluejackets landed in whaleboats on the orders of Woodrow Wilson in response to a diplomatic slight. Trinidad and Tobago, Venezuela, Gallinazos flocking the garbage on the beach under the palisades of Lima–photo albums of black-and-white snapshots on crumbling black pages, images stayed as much as captured: bullrings, eight men in straw hats with a dead anaconda stretched to full length, self-portraits of a man in a cap at the rails of many steamships, ship’s menus, the visit of Spanish royalty in Colombia. My father remembered torrents in Panama where they lived when he was a toddler, his mother learning kitchen Spanish and men with 22s shooting Green iguana out of the tall amarillón trees, to eat. He remembered, too, his father coming in at nights to their later home on Hobart in Los Angeles, bruised and bleeding, knuckles swollen, some broken, no word of it ever spoken in the house.


For the company he was given, my grandfather had to travel, selling. My father went with him in the summers, too young to have a license yet still spelling him at the wheel on routes out of Cheyenne and Odessa, learning that the farmer in the Model A truck ahead would swing out wide before a turn, thinking he was still driving a team and wagon. Before dawn one day, they left a Western town, meant to head west, my father trying to persuade his father that they were, instead, diving east, which my grandfather would have none of, until the sun was in their eyes. Another time, before they got home, my grandfather lay in the back seat, contorted in pain, my as-yet unlicensed father driving, getting back in time for a ruptured appendix to be diagnosed and a last-chance use of the new sulfa drug to save the old man from peritonitis. While the two were on the road, my grandmother kept the books back in the shop, often having to get to the bank to put in money before the two payroll checks could be cashed. Having ridden constantly herself as a girl–I see her, holding her seat on a colt rearing like the insignia on a blued pistol–she one time tried to get her two sons on horses, only for them to show their abject terror by pulling leather–hanging on in desperation with both hands around the saddle horn–shaming themselves in her eyes for the rest of her life.


Not knowing quite what to do with my father, they sent him to a military academy for a time, where he learned to eat white rice, cinnamon, sugar, and milk for Sunday breakfast, and back home, slick’emed haired, posed for his photo in uniform with a Sam Browne belt and shoulder strap and polished cavalry boots, on the lawn in front of a California bungalow. My uncle, several years older than my father, learned engineering at Cal Tech where as a student he nearly flunked out while he was a standout football player in the leather-helmet days, before being blinded in one eye by the sport. He met Einstein, he said. It was told that the company survived the 1937-38 recession by pirating oil tools for Pemex after Mexico nationalized its petroleum industry, and other American companies were ordered by descendants of Rockefeller and Doheny not to sell the country spare parts. Then there was the War. By the time my grandfather died—my barely remembering him as an old man in a wheelchair, wearing stained trousers—the War had turned Cold; but there was the Space Race, and later Vietnam, to profit from as well.


Every man thinks meanly of himself for not having been a soldier, or not having been at sea, said Dr. Johnson, who was never the one or did the other. My father, with a father who saw green water wash over decks and a brother who lost an eye hitting the line with a football, and an unsmiling mother who thought less of him for having, among many things, a fear of horses, tried, after dropping out of U. S. C., to experience one adventure by working on the construction of Grand Coulee Dam in the last days of the Great Depression. On the way to Coulee, he stopped at his paternal aunt’s row house a block from Golden Gate Park; and her sharp-creased, cadet-sized Navy hospital–corpsman husband—reliably every Saturday playing eighteen holes on the public links and drinking a fifth of Jack Daniel’s, attending Mass faithfully the next morning—kept him awake all night in the living room with the Atwater Kent radio turned off, describing in Dantesque detail the chronic ravages of venereal disease. My father straggled home in six months, by his every later indication still an angst-filled virgin, eighteen hundred dollars in his jeans, grown allergic to the hexavalent chromium in the concrete he shoveled into the formworks.


My father had superior teeth throughout his life, but was a deaf man, or at least profoundly hard of hearing, from at least high school on. The examining physician at his first draft physical at the opening of World War II took his blood pressure and asked what was wrong, kid, didn’t he want to be in the army? My father said he had extreme difficulty in hearing. The doctor asked if he could hear thunder and classified him 1A. They never called him up.


There was no war for him, no desire to seek out any adventure after Coulee–though dumbfoundingly, in his late 40s he made two hunts to the frozen Bering Straits for Polar bear, the first with Roy when Roy’s usual hunting partner, his big Dutch-American friend, Bogert, who was called Bob, broke his leg and could not go, not killing on the first, but going again by himself the next year, goaded to prove to Roy, and his own sons, that he would not back out always, returning with his Bear, entranced by the sea ice, and never wanting to go again–and he circumscribed his travels by journeying only to places he could reach by automobile on the highway, unable to turn loose of the means of escape in the shape of an ignition key.


He perversely mortified his flesh by eating open-faced ketchup sandwiches, yoghurt without fruit, baker’s chocolate, whole peeled lemons, drinking Postum, yet waxed obese. He advertised his conductive-hearing loss all his life through a conspicuous brass-colored body-worn hearing aid clipped to the outside of his shirt, a braided cord running from the amplifier to the earpiece, near enough to the wearing around his neck of a placard, announcing, I am deaf. His otosclerosis could be corrected by a surgical procedure known as stapedectomy; and he prepared many times over the years for the operation with the finest otologic surgeon in the country, always finding a reason for putting it off, afraid in truth of what it would be like to hear, to abandon his steadfast impairment. At the end of his life, he had the surgery, belittled into it not least by his elder son. Weeks later, he was dead.


Before that, my father without a degree or a direction he could or wanted to articulate, was a legacy at Calmec. He was acknowledged by default, to be a skilled machinist and production manager. Yet he never felt even a constituent of his own family, which resolved into the cadre of his parents and older brother and the brother’s alcoholic golfing wife and an only daughter. Awkward, supremely unclubbable, phobic, begrudging, fundamentally humorless, alone by degrees, by turns hair-triggered and passive-aggressive without forewarning, his unselfconscious literary protagonist of choice being that instrument exquis of cultivated revenge, the Count of Monte Cristo, he presented a frequent stumbling block for the business, being fired and taken back again and again. His wedding, to a woman who hid her greater age and Eastern European descent–she told him she was Norwegian when her parents came from Buda and Pest–was a predictably sour affair, officiated over by a Methodist minister when the parish whiskey priest’s first question to the couple, when they met him in the rectory to discuss the nuptials, was, And who is the Catholic party, and my father stood and walked out, refusing to be wed in her faith. The marriage from there proceeded apace into ugly fiasco for husband and wife, a disaster for two sons.


With some frequency, navy-blue-uniformed police wearing polished shields entered his bedroom, illuminated only by the cathode-ray television screen, where he reclined, fully clothed even to his shoes, an unrestful Gautama Buddha lying on his side on the bed, to question him about the charge my mother lodged over the phone when she dialed zero–when younger, I was drawn into his room when he went to work so I could lie on that bed and smell the odor of his head pressed into the pillow; years later, from the cabinet where he kept the 303 Enfield Jungle Carbine, the civilian AR of 1965 when he bought it, I took the rifle and loaded one full-metal-jacketed round and sat on the foot of his bed, the windows curtained, before unloading the rifle and returning it to the cabinet.


The police had him stand, escorting him to the dining room where my mother sat flushed, lacquered blond hair unkempt into a leaning mow, screaming in impotent outrage, You bull! You dirty bull! over and over as if it were her vilest epithet, when he was the antonym of almost anything taurine, other than oxen. He stood silent, grim, suppressing the alarm as the handcuffs ratcheted melodically behind his back, the officer asking my mother if they should remove him to jail, she not answering, only resting her brow in her hand, fingers splayed in an elegant, rehearsed theatrical gesture, my taking this as the accustomed way of all families as my father was released from custody.


When I was a small boy, my father saw that my mother dressed me with my belt buckle on the right side. Predictably, he tore it, his voice loud, from the loops and put it back correctly, pulling it tight with the buckle on the left, the way a man was supposed to wear it. Born sinistral, I was instructed at the supper table when I was four or five, that this was a right-handed world–I still struggle to visualize in what way this plays out–and he faulted my mother for allowing me to hold my fork in my left. The inexorable fight followed, and my father, as my mother shrieked incoherently behind the slammed bedroom door, sat on the sofa along the back wall of the front room as I sat silent on the other sofa across from him, he comforting my younger brother with his blond hair and blue eyes, and told me I was responsible for it all and that he’d make me use my right hand, which resulted in mixed handedness, mild dyslexia, cross-eye dominance, and only a hint of a stutter.


One day I came home from high school and found my mother lying on her back on the couch, a rumpled handkerchief across her eyes, white-cloth surgical tape bandaging the bridge of her nose. She would not speak. When my father came in, his right hand was bound in white, done by a physician. He wanted me to know that when my mother and he battled their way into the children’s bathroom in the afternoon, he reached out in rage, after breaking her nose, and tore the small curtain off the bathroom window, gashing his hand open badly on a sharp edge on the back of the traverse rod. There was no discernible remorse, or unaccountably even any glozing for his actions, only the bathos of the inflicted Kong, clinging to the zeppelin mooring at the top of the Empire State Building as another wave of chattering biplanes stooped.


The necessary things–according to him–that he told me were always some reflexive variation on a theme of don’t. Among the undertakings he counseled against was letting a woman before marriage connive me into making love with her, ensnaring me. Another was attempting friendships with employees—assuming I would be one day an employer—while he tried to do that himself, without noticeable success, never sensing the air of imposition it spawned among those employees. He had at best one good friend, who was in fact not in his employ.


Roy was the chief engineer for another aerospace job shop, somewhat larger than Calmec. Perfectly middle class, he saved his money to go on hunts–for his first time to Africa, he cashed in his wife’s life-insurance policy. He lived in a house in Downey, too, smaller, on a street corner across from a middle school. He’d married young, had a daughter, divorced, as a single father took the girl when she was a toddler on the road with him on his motorcycle, found his job in Southern California, married again. His second wife painted and gave birth to Pam, only about a year older than I. Roy’s father had been a barber who moved the family to New Mexico for his lungs, where my father’s friend learned to hunt. There was a monochrome photograph of him at 16, looking like the tough Depression kid he was, a curl of hair on his too-salient forehead–he is hatless because he never met anyone with a head as large as his, except for a Navajo he said he knew, and recalled that he may have had some sort of learning disability, until he came to California and met my father. In the picture he is leading a saddle horse through black timber, a big Mule-deer buck hitched between pommel and cantle.


His house had a sunken den paneled in hardwood with a hardwood floor and a stone fireplace. It smelled of unfiltered Camels, later pipe tobacco. There was the Mule deer’s head on the wall, the head of a whale-tailed bull Elk, a pair of Elephant tusks with a bullet hole though the base of one, from French Equatorial Africa. There would be a glass of bourbon with ice on the wooden coffee table in front of the big leather couch when my father came over.


In the room was another photo of Roy in his 30s, in color. The picture was new when I was four. Looking into the camera, Roy sits in the tall green grass of a baï, a few-acre clearing in the equatorial forest. He has found a broad-brimmed hat that fits, and he could do with a shave. Beside him is a red seven-hundred-pound bull Buffalo, Syncerus caffer nanus, the Dwarf forest buffalo. He is lifting the head by one of its horns.


The head of the Buffalo in the photo, mounted from the shoulder forward, hung on the wall of the den. The hide was the ochre of wild bulls on cave walls. It was creased around the neck, veins represented beneath the hide. The muzzle was square, black, and hairless. Where the hair slipped from the hide on the lower chest, an extra patch of tanned skin was stitched. The glass eyes held, as they only could, a fixed stare. The fringed ears showed the tatters made in them in life. The ebony horns of the bull came out from its forehead and swept back flat to defined symmetrical points. They were exceptionally long for the subspecies, and the bases were broad and ridged and grew close together.


In a photograph of an animal there is a finite impression: what the photographer saw in 1/125th second, and how he interpreted it in f-stop, focus, framing, and printing in an image no more than atoms deep. Motion photography adds only duration, a sequence of exposures projected onto a flat screen and through a persistence of vision producing a false sense of unbroken animation. Even though scientists have yet to find a serviceable substitute for physical skins, skeletal remains, pinned insects, whole animals and parts both dried and embalmed in fluids for accurate, comprehensive study of holotypes, there are nonetheless people–who like all humans, resort to varying degrees of hypocrisy in their lives–demanding of them, and certainly hunters who bring taxidermy into their homes, to answer the question of, Why can’t you please please please settle for a picture?


A video or still image of an animal, seeming to do no harm to that animal–other than perhaps shriveling its soul–ought to suffice, it is said. Museums under sentimental cum totalitarian-spirited pressure move steadily toward withdrawing wildlife specimens from their public exhibits, turning increasingly to audio-visual displays that strive to substitute so-called interaction for corporeality, a Cinerama Dome in place of the Galerie de Paléontologies et d’Anatomie Comparée–which still draws in thousands due to dry bones’s behaving as strange attractors, as they have throughout the existence of our species. Why should not, it is said, a hunter, too, by forsaking both weapon and a compact with ethical death, restrict contact with wildlife to that through a lens?


At the age of four, seeing the Red buffalo hanging from a D-shaped ring from a heavy nail driven into the paneling, a magical article to find in a place such as Downey–something never to be found in my father’s house–I learned to view animals three dimensionally, unlike a photographic image that provided no more than a discreet aspect. Maybe if I had never seen that Buffalo head from all its sides, or had not seen it until later when I possessed a less impressionable awareness, I would not have become incorrigible. But with that sight something slouched toward birth; and after that and until I was old enough to make it possible, I knew I would have to see a Buffalo myself, one alive and outside a photo. And hunt it.


Many years later, a friend brought back a thin Nairobi phonebook from a trip to visit the country’s national parks. Paging through it with an object, I found the address for Ker, Downey & Selby Safaris–with whom Roy hunted in Tanganyika some time after his first safari in French Equatorial Africa, and Ruark with them too–and wrote them a twenty-one-year-old’s idea of an arch letter inquiring about a hunt in Kenya. I asked my father if he wanted to come, and he said yes. I knew he would say that. He always did, at first.


The price of the safari for me came from a small inheritance from the estate of my sailor-salesman grandfather–all those long miles of peddling to go up in rampant sport–maybe the only money I would ever see, which with the intervening years of episodes in Africa from then to now, became far more than a self-fulfilling prophesy. The safari was arranged for a year from September. It took my father till the spring.


I always knew he looked at me, in the only word for it, askance. I was a disappointment without his ever being able to articulate to me, and most of all to himself, what it would take to make me acceptable to him. Love, or what he may have thought love to be, was one thing. Liking a son was another. He would say he was putting things dispassionately; but he was a nail who longed to be a hammer, in order just to be one, finding thin satisfaction in pounding down whatever smaller nails he could. He told me it was necessary for me, as an eighth grader, to know that my being excited for having been accepted into Jesuit prep school, for which he wanted me to take the entrance exam to begin with–swayed by the Sisters of Notre Dame at the local parochial school, that I had a future, which no one had ever said about him–made me a braggart. I wanted to stand out, he said; and that to him, it took me such a great deal of time to realize, made me the worst possible kind of nail. As long as he inoculated his words by calling them candid or frank–for my own good–he said it should make them anodyne. He, of course, never took anything said, and some never said, to him as intending anything but injury.


Not good at emotion–the ones he was most deft at being depression, anxiety, and tamped-down rage, all of which he indulged in an harrowing, thin-lipped hush–he would offer self-justifications almost without affect. With his hearing aid clipped to his shirt, he told me that–though he was not talking to me, not actually, my being simply the wall of a canyon from which his words could echo–he would not be able to go to Africa with me because of his hearing loss. If the professional hunter said something to him in the field at a critical juncture, he would not be able to understand it. It would be for everyone’s safety if he did not go, not realizing that I already knew that unless you were utterly deaf, which he was not, you could hear even the slightest sound against the background silence of wild country. He presented the reasons that suited him; and I saw, not for the first time, a coward. Still, I came late to that game, the fact of it not hidden as long for many others with lesser stakes. He simply pulled leather too often for it not to show.


[image: image]


You know your father’s fundamentally a coward–unruly nature his deepest dread–and you wonder what you are, never a soldier or sailor yourself. In the Rombo country below Kilimanjaro between Tsavo West and Amboseli were Lion, Leopard, Elephant, and still in those days Black rhino, with Spitting cobra on the ground and Eastern green mamba in the trees. For nights, alone in my tent, I listened to the sounds that kept me awake in interminable hypnogogic horror.


For that to begin to change, it meant reaching Block Sixty A on the Soit Olololol Escarpment above the Rift, where we exchanged dry savanna for verdant pasture, trees, and dense bush thickets in which Buffalo lived. Trailing the herds of dagga boys to the edge of the thickets, the P. H. John Fletcher would halt and take stock, and in a few seconds decide we would follow the Buffalo in.


I remember how it felt. At first it was a spring over-tensioning deep in a clockworks. Then it verged on cataclysmic uncoiling. Concerns with regard to bowels cropped up. Only if we got close enough to the Buffalo, whom I could never see, and they crashed away, telling me it was over, would it subside.


It was the claustrophobia of the cover, the knowing that Buffalo could be just behind a scrim of leaves, feet away, but still not knowing. Wondering if there would be time to make a shot, in the stopping place, with no room to run or anything to climb and nothing between me and a bull but my dubious skill at arms. It was also about being untaught in Buffalo, even if I had learned its track. I needed time with Buffalo in the bush. Seasoning. All that mattered till then was never letting the fear grow so sizable I could not contain it. So that I never pulled leather.


On my wall now in my home in Wyoming, I look at the head of that Red buffalo I first saw in Roy’s den almost seventy-years ago. It is not a photograph, but the head itself, sent to me by Pam after her father died. It was what a photograph could not be. Seeing it, itself—hide, pelage, horn—makes all the difference. Has made all the difference. It was what caused it all to begin.


If I knew another, less banal, way of saying it, I would; but I wouldn’t have wanted it to have begun any other way.
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