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  FOREWORD




  As we edge uneasily into the new millennium as Earth’s dominant species, we’d be wise to examine our brief history as lords of the blue planet.




  “Be fruitful and multiply,” God said. “Replenish the earth and subdue it, and have dominion . . . over every living thing that moveth upon the earth.” (Genesis 1:28) We certainly obeyed that instruction, multiplying prodigiously, and aided enormously by learning to walk erect, if more slowly than most species. We also had a better brain, and, above all, opposable thumbs. We learned to make tools with them and, perhaps even more important, weapons. So man became a hunter, and so he has remained.




  For the past two centuries, the most difficult and dangerous hunting has been for big game. Big-game hunters in Africa, India, and parts of Asia who went after lion, elephant, buffalo, hippo, tiger, and leopard have been highly respected. The same was true for those who went after the highly regarded prey of North America: moose, elk, and bear.




  Of course, hunters after smaller, nondangerous game have often relied on a professional guide. If the quarry is large or dangerous, an experienced “white hunter” is an absolute requisite. The term “great white hunter” is a label that’s entered the language, not sired by the egos of the men themselves but by the clients who held them in such awe. When you consider the white hunter is responsible for rescuing you from your own blunders—even at the risk of his own life—such veneration seems reasonable.




  It is interesting to note that a surprising number of professional writers are avid hunters, including a number of screenwriters and, of course, writers for sporting publications. Even among ancient hunters there was always one man who could tell the story of the day’s hunt around the fire better than anyone else. The list of hunter-writers includes some well-known names, such as Robert Ruark, and a few literary giants like Ernest Hemingway. A Nobel laureate, Hemingway was the seminal writer of his time, and a widely known public figure as well. He was also considered, let it be known, a very good shot.




  There are men who write, men who hunt, and men who do both, all with varying degrees of success. Peter Byrne is a writer and hunter, and he succeeds admirably at both. He spent eighteen years of his life leading safaris in Nepal, where he hunted everything from big game like tiger to small game like blood pheasant. He has even searched for the wondrous but elusive Yeti.




  Much of this book is hilarious, such as the account of how Byrne, armed with only a small hatchet, jumped from a tree to kill an enraged 350-pound boar. Even funnier is Byrne’s account of how he, on the instruction of the district commissioner, protected the lives of eight greenhorn Bengal tradesmen. These men had been persuaded that they could successfully kill a rogue elephant that had been threatening the district with six old shotguns, two .22 rifles, and an air pistol.




  Today, Byrne leads photo safaris in India, Nepal, and the Himalayas. He is also a dedicated conservationist, an avocation he believes must go hand-in-hand with hunting, as do I. Peter no longer hunts and does not even carry a rifle in the bush. He has learned to stalk a tiger with empty hands and to stand eye-to-eye, man to beast, with it for minutes on end. Hemingway would have certainly taken note of that.




  Byrne’s book is extraordinary for its fine writing as well as its insight into the wild game of Asia. You will find it a wonderful experience to follow his adventures in a bygone time. Peter Byrne is one of the last—and certainly among the best—of his kind.




  Charlton Heston




  Los Angeles, California




  February 2000




  INTRODUCTION




  For eighteen years I was a White Hunter, a professional safari guide, in the country of Nepal. When hunting came to an end, I switched to big-game photographic safaris and have continued these to the present day. In breaks between photo safaris I have run rivers in the mountains of Nepal, in Africa and China, and I have outfitted and led high-altitude exploring and trekking groups in the Himalayas. I have organized and taken out a dozen expeditions in search of, among other things, the Yeti, or Abominable Snowman, of the Himalayas; the Sasquatch, or Bigfoot, of the Pacific Northwest in the United States; and the Himalayan blood pheasant and Asian pygmy hog. On one of those expeditions, I found and documented the largest wild elephant ever recorded in Asia.




  Looking back across the years and comparing my life with the lives of those men who lived within the same time span, it seems to me that I have been unusually fortunate to have enjoyed such unique experiences. The time may have come for me to share them. Hence this book, which is mainly about my life as a White Hunter, and which begins with my crossing of the shadow line from boyhood in the Irish countryside to manhood in the Shangri-la of Nepal, where I lived in the great forests of the far west of that little Himalayan kingdom. There I enjoyed the finest life a young man could possibly desire—that of an independent White Hunter running big-game safaris.




  When I was young my father gave me the wrong kind of books to read, told me the wrong kind of bedtime stories, and took me to the wrong kind of movies. Intentionally? Yes, I think so. For had he not done so, I have few doubts that today I might well be looking back on a long and prosperous career as a banker, or a broker, or a bureaucrat—something a lot safer but infinitely less adventurous and challenging than the life I have led. Which was not at all what he wanted for me.




  My father was a dreamer. But his dreams were of the day, not of the night. As Laurence of Arabia said, “Beware of men who dream in the daytime.” On the outside he was a gentle man who led a quiet and uneventful life. But on the inside, I know now, there was another man, an explorer, a wanderer, a daredevil adventurer, a man who marched to the sound of different drums. A Walter Mitty? Perhaps. Unlike Mitty, though, he at least tried to do something about his dreams, rather than just dream them. Born, like me, in Dublin, Ireland, my father spent some years as a civil servant in British government employment in London, where he met my English mother. They married in London in 1917. In 1918, when Ireland gained its independence from British rule, he returned to Dublin and joined the Excise Department of the Irish government.




  In 1930 his mother, my grandmother, died and left my father and his brother a considerable amount of money. Using that, my father bought a three-hundred-acre estate with a beautiful old stone house at Analore, in the county of Monaghan. He moved the family there in 1931. He worked for a few more years and then retired from government service, after which he and my mother spent their time raising their four children—two boys and two girls— in the Irish countryside. Their dedication to their children seemed to be the most important thing in their lives, and my memories of them both, particularly of my father, are warm and affectionate.




  Looking back, I admire my father for his parental devotion because, knowing what I know now—a realization that only came years later—I can see that were it not for his sense of responsibility to his family, he would have been up and away to the places that he dreamed about, following in the footsteps of Fawcett of the Amazon, Scott of the Antarctic, Fleming of the Tien Shan, and Mallory of Everest. These were the heroes of his dreams. The nearest he ever got to doing anything like that was toward the end of his life, when he and I did some hunting and fishing together in the Australian outback. For most of his life, obviously because of his devotion to my mother and his family, he stayed at home and dutifully and lovingly raised his children, using his mental discipline to hold at bay the fever that grips men when, if only through reading, they breathe the air of exotic, far-off lands and contract the virulent fever that has shattered many a happy union between man and woman and torn apart many a family.




  He read every book and every magazine story about exploration that he could find, saw every outdoor adventure movie that he could, studied the accounts of the great explorers and adventurers of his day, and filled his house, my home, with books and pictures and maps and mementos from the four corners of the earth. And thus, knowingly, I am sure, and perhaps because he wanted me to have a life that was more exciting and more fulfilling than his own, he passed his dreams on to me.




  He did this by taking me to his movies with him. The first movie I ever saw was Trader Horn, the story of an African ivory hunter; the second was Bring ’Em Back Alive, about capturing big game in Kenya. He let me read his books and told me endless stories—bedtime stories when I was small, fireside stories later— about his heroes and their nearly impossible adventures. The early effect of this on me became evident in something he told me about years later, soon after I had started hunting professionally. He said that after we had come out of the old Savoy Theatre on O’Connell Street in Dublin in 1932, where we had just seen Trader Horn, I had asked if I could be a White Hunter some day. I was seven at the time.




  The result of his efforts, to my father’s great delight in his later years, was that instead of my becoming a civil servant like him, or adopting some equally safe but dull occupation, I set off, as soon as I was able, on the path that he had dreamed about all his life. Eschewing the surly bonds of civilization, I chose instead a life of adventure and challenge in the far-flung corners of the earth.




  When I was young, there were three professions that my schoolboy contemporaries and I dreamed and talked about and looked upon as the ultimate in challenge. One was that of a bullfighter. The second was driving racing cars. The third was to be a White Hunter. (A fourth surfaced briefly during World War II—being a fighter pilot or, next best, a bomber pilot with the British Royal Air Force.)




  My parents foiled my desire to become either of the first two. I had to set aside a career as a bullfighter when my mother absolutely refused to let me go to Spain. I seem to remember her saying something about not quite trusting the Spaniards, though in later years she told me that it was actually Spanish women that she mistrusted. The attempt to become a racecar driver ended when my father shook his head at the prospect of the enormous costs of getting started. The hope of becoming a White Hunter also fell by the wayside when I discovered that obtaining a license meant first acquiring at least five years’ practical experience in the field. And so, at the chubby-cheeked age of seventeen, in 1943, gung ho to fly a Spitfire and go blazing off after the dreaded Hun, I applied and was accepted into the British Royal Air Force.




  I never made it as a fighter pilot. But by choosing the Air Sea Rescue section of the RAF, I did manage to spend four exciting years as a combat-zone crewmember on the huge twin- and triple-engined high-speed launches of RAF Air Sea Rescue Service. Volunteering for overseas service, I spent most of those years in Asia, the land of my father’s dreams . . . India, Ceylon, and in the islands of the Indian Ocean—mainly the Cocos Keeling Islands, a coral group that lies halfway between Colombo, Ceylon, and Perth, Australia.




  The Royal Air Force was a major steppingstone in my life, one that took me to Asia, and, when the war came to an end, I immediately took advantage of it. While thousands of us were staging in the great seaports of India and Ceylon, waiting for ships to take us back to England—there was a great shortage, the Japanese having sunk large numbers of our vessels—I took the time to get on a train and travel all the way across India to its northern reaches at the edge of the Himalayas. Switching from the transcontinental rail system at the edge of the foothills, I boarded a little mountain steam train that started off from a place called Siliguri, on the edge of the plains. From there it plunged into the jungles that blanketed the foothills of the Himalayas and then climbed all the way to the British hill station of Dorjee Ling—or Darjeeling—as it known today. I spent a month there in the company of an air force buddy, Peter Saunders. When he fell, broke his ankle, and had to return to Bombay, leaving me on my own, I set off with a couple of Sherpa porters to do some exploring. I first went to the great forests of the foothills that I had seen from the train coming up to Darjeeling, and then to the mountains themselves.




  There is a huge valley to the west of Darjeeling, perhaps 5,000 feet deep and blanketed with dense forest and tropical growth. As soon as I saw it, I wanted to climb down into it. I did so on foot with my two men, and after passing through it we climbed up to Sandakphu, a 10,000-foot ridge that marks the border between India and Nepal. Returning to Darjeeling, I went the other way, east, down into the great gorge of the Teesta River, where tiger and leopard lived and exotic birds filled the leafy halls of the jungle with their territorial songs. What I saw there, in those green mansions, and what I heard and smelled and breathed, was what did it, what gave me the incurable fever. When I got back to Darjeeling, I knew where I wanted to spend the rest of my life. I had absolutely no idea how I was going to do it, but I was determined to try. Somehow I knew I would find a way.




  I was fortunate. In Darjeeling, just before I left to return to my staging port in Bombay, I met two tea planters. They invited me to join them for dinner at the Darjeeling Planters Club, and over scotch and soda they told me what life as a tea planter was all about and, more to the point, how, if I played my cards right, I might be able to get into it myself. They gave me the name of the British tea company they were with and the names of half a dozen others in London.




  A month later I was back in London, and immediately on arrival I sat down and wrote to all of the companies my Darjeeling friends had named and, armed with additional information from the London telephone directory, several more. To make my application as impressive as possible, I gave for my return address the name of a very prestigious London club, the East India Club in St. James Square, where I was staying—if only temporarily—as the guest of a longtime member, my uncle. I mailed my letters, called my parents in Ireland to say that I would be home soon, and sat down to wait.




  A week later I got a reply from one of the companies I had written, asking me if I would come for an interview. I went, they accepted me into the company almost immediately, and three weeks later, to my delight—though somewhat to the despair of my parents, who had not seen me for four years—I was on a ship heading back to India. Not just to India, but to north India and the great, jungled hill country that runs for a thousand miles along the base of the Nepal and Indian Himalayas: the Terai. To north Bengal, where my tea company had its estates set in deep jungles that were the home of the great Bengal tiger, of leopard and rhino and buffalo and bison and elephant, and where, though the British Raj had come to an end, the romantic legends and institutions of English colonialism still hung thickly in the air.




  To where sunburned, leathery-skinned tea planters, dressed in tight khaki shorts worn above the knee and short-sleeved, Bombay cotton shirts, went to work in the midday sun, lived in tin-roofed bungalows with wide verandas on which the monsoon rain thundered, hunted tigers in their leisure hours, and stood at the bars of their private clubs, one foot on a brass rail, drinking scotch and soda under oil paintings of Kitchener, Napier, and Clive. To where Kipling’s dark-eyed native, “half savage and half child,” lived deep in the great forests in elephant grass houses and hunted with bows and arrows. To where mighty rivers poured out of the Himalayan foothills to wind their way through tropical jungles that were, in those days, one of the greatest hunting and fishing regions in southeast Asia. And to what, for a young man whose simple pleasures were to be found in the great outdoors, gun and rod in hand, hiking jungle paths and mountain trails in sunshine and rain and sleeping at night on a canvas cot in a forty-pound tent, was a life that most people could only dream about.




  AUTHOR’S NOTES




  The reader will no doubt take note of the spellings I have used for some of the place names mentioned in the book. Nowadays many people have traveled to the Kingdom of Nepal and some of those who have done so may question my use of the old-fashioned spellings of place names, such as Catmandoo, instead of the modern Kathmandu. The reason is that, quite frankly, I find the older names that were in use in my time, such as Catmandoo for Kathmandu, to have a romantic aura about them that seems lost in the modern spellings.




  As to my use of phonetic spelling for native words, I do so because I find that to be the only way in which I am able to convey in writing the spoken sound of some of the words in question. Again, in regard to my use of them in their native form, rather than in the English equivalent, I believe it to be essential to the retention of their intrinsic character, something that is easy to lose in English translation. A good example is the word nullah, which I use throughout the narrative. This is a word in both Hindustani and Nepalese that describes a ravine, or a small gorge, or, to use a Western American word, a gulch. But for me an English translation of the word simply does not seem to convey a mental picture of what is truly meant by the word nullah. Sitting in my writing office in California, twelve thousand miles away from the jungles of Nepal, I cannot see a leopard moving like a ghost through the evening shadows of a ravine, or a gorge, or a gulch. But I can see one, perfectly, in the mind’s eye, in a Terai jungle nullah, see the dark-red band of the evening sun fading in the trees behind, smell the dank odor of the dead leaves of the jungle floor, hear the alarm call of a langur monkey warning of a big cat on the move.




  Something else that may catch the attention of readers, particularly those who have been to Nepal, is my spelling of place names that they may recall seeing spelled quite differently when they were there. An example could be Sukila Phanta—the White Grass Plains—the wildlife reserve I refer to frequently in the text. The reason for this lies in my having to make a choice of what I think is the best spelling among the many variations, conjured up by a people struggling with the difficulties of English, which often seemed to vary from day to day. English spellings for Sukila Phanta, for example, that I saw on signposts, on government notice boards, and official documents, include Sukla Phanta, Shukla Phanta, Shookla Fanta, Shukla Phant, Sookla Phanta, and Sukta Phant.




  Additionally, place names change over time. On a set of old British maps of Nepal that I have, which date back to the fifties, the names of many villages are quite different from the names in use today. One example is Singpur, a Taru village on the eastern edge of the White Grass Plains in far-west Nepal. Till the fifties it was Singpal Guree, and indeed, that is the name Sir Robert Baden-Powell used when he camped near the village during a tiger-hunting trip in 1895. Now it is simply Singpur.




  Book One  Early Days and the Great Boar of Tondoo
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  Early Days and the Great Boar of Tondoo Chapter 1
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  As the dawn was breaking the Sambhur belled-Once, twice and again!




  And a doe leaped up, and a doe leaped up




  From the pond in the woods where the wild deer sup.




  This I, scouting alone, beheld, Once, twice and again!




  —“Hunting Song of the Seeonee Pack,” from Rudyard Kipling’s Verses




  The men were squatting on the front lawn again when I got back to my bungalow. My houseboy, Hastabadur, gave me an anxious look and said, “Sahib, they insist on speaking to you. Same as last time, sahib. It’s about the jungli suir, the big boar, the one that’s eating up all their crops. They have been waiting all afternoon.”




  It was evening. The Bengal sun had reddened the western sky, and to the north the hills of Bhutan glowed in the last of the light. I had put in a long day on the tea estate where I lived and worked, and, being a recent arrival from England, I had not yet gotten used to the heat of the Indian summer. Now, all that I wanted to do was get out of my sweaty clothes, have a shower, and sit down with a glass of scotch. And damn it, here were these men again, even though I had already told them, clearly, that I would gladly go after the big boar that was bothering them but that I did not have a gun, my rifles not yet having arrived from Calcutta. And until I got a rifle I could not help them. Now my guess was that they had simply not understood me, and I would have to go and talk to them again, which was a nuisance. But, I thought, they were my company’s tea estate laborers and decent fellows on the whole, and if what Hastabadur said was true and they had been waiting all afternoon, then the least I could do was go and have a talk with them.




  The men were tea pickers, imported Santal and Paharia laborers of Tondoo Tea Estate, where, through the offices of the Dooars Tea Company of Eastcheap, London, I was now assistant manager. They were employees that, as a newcomer to the company, I barely knew. But they were men I would be working with through the coming years, men on whose industry and goodwill my own career might well depend, and that was something to keep in mind. So I nodded to Hastabadur and went out to meet them.




  As I approached the men, they stood up and, arms raised in front of them, palms of hands touching each other, gave me the traditional greeting of respect.




  “Salaam, sahib,” they said.




  “Salaam to all of you,” I said. “Please sit.”




  Hastabadur stood at my side to interpret, for I had been in India a bare two weeks and did not yet have a sufficient grasp of the language to be able to say much more than “bring tea” and “get my bath ready.”




  “I can’t help you,” I said, as the men squatted down. “I’ve already told you that my guns have not yet arrived from Calcutta, and until they do I have nothing to shoot with. I came by ship, you see, and then by train to here, and my guns are coming separately. That is why I am here and they are not.”




  The explanation that I gave the men for not being able to help them was a shining example of my newness to the country, my inexperience, and my ignorance of the native mind. Later, a fellow company employee explained to me that telling a simple tea estate coolie that I had come to India from England on a ship was much the same as telling him that I had come on a flying saucer from Mars. They knew what a train was. They had seen trains. But they had no conception of what a ship was, never having seen anything bigger than a dugout canoe, just as they had not the foggiest idea of where England was, or how far from India it lay.




  After I had made my little speech and Hastabadur had interpreted it, the men, squatting on the grass in front of me in a long, single row, were silent for a while. Then one of them, their elected leader, I supposed, stood up and spoke.




  “Sahib, we understand what the problem is. We understand that you do not have your own personal guns with you at this time. Therefore, knowing this and because we are within an urgent matter here, sahib, we have searched and we have found a man who will give you a gun. He is Mr. Chawacharia, sahib, the bunnia at Nagrakata, and he has several guns and, oh sahib, we plead with you most earnestly to see him and get a gun because this saitan of a pig is into our crops every night and what he does not eat he makes uneatable by pissing on it. Sahib, you must help us, we implore you.”




  I thought for a few moments. Someone else’s gun? An Indian’s gun, and someone who is a bunnia—a shopkeeper and a moneylender—to boot? I did not like the idea very much. But what the hell, I thought. Life is short; why not give it a try. After all, I’m getting old, pushing twenty-three. Who knows how many years I have left? And a wild boar hunt sounds like a bit of a lark. Also, if I’m successful, it would be good for a complimentary drink or two at the club bar.




  “All right,” I said, with a frown that I hoped would make them think I had given the matter deep thought. “I’ll go and see your bunnia man, and if he has a rifle that I can use then I’ll get it and hunt your boar for you. In fact, tomorrow is Saturday, my day off, yours too, and if Mr. Chawacharia can supply me with a usable gun, I’ll call you all for a hunt, a beat, and we’ll see if we can nail that boar.”




  Satisfied, the men salaamed and left. I went back into my bungalow, had my shower, changed, had Hastabadur bring me a drink, and sat down with the newspaper. After skimming the flimsy and mostly uninteresting pages of the Calcutta Statesman, I looked at my watch. I had an hour to dinner. Why not take a quick run up to Chawacharia’s place at Nagrakata to see what he’s got? I had promised the men that I would, and, even though I was very new to India and to life in the tea industry in north Bengal, my Irish upbringing, supervised by parents with strict, old-fashioned values, had taught me that regardless of the time, the place, or the culture, a promise was a promise. And although I would much rather have waited for my own rifles—coming up by bonded rail from Calcutta—maybe this Chawacharia fellow had something that I could use. After all, I thought, in the innocence of my newness to the country, it doesn’t take much to kill an old jungle pig. One in the ribs to anchor him and one in the neck, and down he goes and that’s that.




  Chawacharia the moneylender sat in his office at the Nagrakata petrol station and looked at me across a dusty desk cluttered with inkwells and blotting paper, long-stemmed, metal-nibbed pens, stacks of bills and receipts skewered on what looked like old steel knitting needles, and, to one side, a vast leather-bound ledger in which, no doubt, he kept the records of the lifelong loans he made to the simple peasants at compound interest rates starting at 25 percent. He was a small, thin-faced man of about thirty. He had a long, narrow face with a sallow complexion, thinning, carefully oiled hair combed straight back from his forehead, and a pair of hard, cold eyes that watched me carefully from behind old-fashioned, wire-rimmed spectacles. He was dressed in a spotless white, collarless shirt that had a single little gold button at the neck, and his lower limbs were securely wrapped in the white folds of a traditional Bengali cotton dhoti. He was a true bunnia—cold, hard, and exuding an almost snakelike personality that was about as attractive as his profession. But, in all fairness to him, he was involved in, indeed had been born to, a trade that in India had little place for compassion or mercy.




  “Yes sar, of course you can have thee gun. In fact I have thee vary nice gun. Stevson model number thee 12-bore, which I am sure you will find most effective for thee shooting of thee jungli pig. One hundred rupees, sar, for the rent of same or,” and here his eyes narrowed even more, if that were possible, “if you have not thee money then you can owe me and pay me later.”




  One hundred rupees was about $10, and “owe me and pay me later” meant, of course, at 25 percent compound interest. Saying this, he rose quickly and retreated into a back room. I heard him opening and closing a metal cabinet. He reappeared with a box of 12-gauge LG cartridges under his arm, a bottle of Indian Rosa 150-proof rum in one hand—clever fellow—and in the other a gun that looked as if it might have been new fifty years ago and in the interim had suffered the slings and arrows of a long, hard life.




  The gun was an old English 12-gauge Stevenson, single-barrel, single-shot, with a cocking hammer. A brass bolt secured one end of a sweat-stained leather strap to the stock; twine held the other end to the barrel. The stock itself showed the gouges, scratches, and blood, sweat, and tears of decades of misuse. The barrel, the part that took my immediate attention, was pitted and rusting under several coats of peeling black paint. Copper wire reinforced the portion immediately in front of the breech, suggesting a crack in the metal and the possibility that the barrel might burst.




  “Ees vary nice gun you see, sar, and if you take it you will be able to fulfill your promise to thee coolie peoples, a promise being a thing which a young white sahib must always keep as well as which the drink you must have of thee nice Rosa rum, sar.”




  From a drawer under his desk he produced two large, cracked water glasses that looked as though they had not been washed since the siege of Lucknow. Before I could protest, he had poured me a half-glass of the Rosa. For himself he poured a minuscule shot in the other tumbler and then topped it up with water.




  Three glasses of Rosa later, when I had completely forgotten my initial firm decision not to rent Mr. Chawacharia’s museum piece and when I had parted with 100 rupees and shaken Mr. Chawacharia’s hand about six times, I found myself driving back to my bungalow with the ancient Stevenson and the box of shells on the seat beside me, eyes that were about to pop out of their sockets, and a head that felt as though it were inflated with helium gas.
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  I suspected that word of my acquisition of Mr. Chawacharia’s ancient bundook, traveling via the jungle grapevine with the speed of a charging leopard, would quickly reach the villagers. The following morning, with dawn still struggling under the eastern horizon, Hastabadur, at my bedside with a cup of tea and two oatmeal cookies—something the British traditionally call chota hazri, or little breakfast—quickly confirmed this.




  “Good morning, sahib,” he said.




  Struggling to wake up and focus on his dim shape, vague through the wall of my bed’s big, bell-shaped mosquito net, I looked at him with, thanks to Mr. Chawacharia’s Rosa rum, bloodshot eyes that could barely focus.




  “Damn it, Hastabadur, it’s Saturday morning. My day off. You know I like to sleep late on my day off.”




  “But the men want to go hunting, sahib,” he replied, with a gentle smile. “They have already been here. They came very early to ask me to tell you. Quietly, so as not to wake you up. Now they are gathering and heading for the forest. And they are very excited because they know that you will rid them of the big jungli suir that frightens their wives and terrifies their children and eats their cabbages and cauliflowers and pineapples or, as they told you, pisses on them so that not even a low-caste sweeper would eat them.”




  Saying which, having thoroughly awakened me and confident that there was little chance that I would now go back to sleep, he handed me my cup of tea and the cookies and went off to lay out my hunting clothes.




  I ate the cookies, drank my tea, and quickly dressed in khaki shorts, with a short-sleeved shirt, a light safari jacket, brown, knee-high cotton stockings, and suede, sambar skin boots. When I was ready I grabbed one of my new, felt Terai hats off the hat stand in the hallway and walked out to my car, where Hastabadur was waiting with Mr. Chawacharia’s gun and the box of shells.




  “Good luck, sahib,” he said, handing me the gun. And if the look he gave me, to make up for rousting me out of my warm and comfortable bed at such an hour, was somewhat sympathetic, the look that he gave the ancient fowling piece clearly said that no one but a damn fool would go hunting a big wild boar in the jungle with a piece of junk like that. These formalities concluded, and to emphasize his status and position as head of my household, he stood back to allow my gharri syce, my driver, the man whose job it was to look after my little British Austin Seven roadster and keep it polished and oiled and full of gas, to get it started. The syce, a little Madrassi with a face as black as coal and large white teeth set in a perpetual grin, stepped forward on cue, went to the front of the vehicle, waited until I had turned on the ignition and given him a nod, put one hand on the brass radiator, leaned down, grabbed the starting handle with the other, gave it a couple of vigorous turns, and then jumped out of the way. The engine fired and I was off. Twenty minutes later, with the sun just showing its face on the edge of the eastern horizon, I arrived at the edge of the Jaldaka Forest, about a mile from my bungalow, where half a hundred men, most of them armed with spears, knives, bows and arrows, and bamboo clubs, awaited me.




  Among the group gathered at the edge of the forest was an older man named Andressi. He was a tall, thin man with thick gray hair and intelligent eyes, and he had an air of dignity about him that suited his age and position as one of the foremen on the estate. I had already met him a few times in the course of my work and knew him by sight. He came forward and salaamed, carrying a big, well-cared-for machete in his hand, and in faltering but quite understandable English, he told me that what the men wanted to do was try a beat to get the big boar out of his lair in the forest, out to where I could get a shot at him. They thought they could do this because they knew where the animal holed up. In fact, he said, the saitan that ate their crops had been living in the same place for years. The spot, a thick patch of elephant grass, was just inside the forest, no more than a quarter of a mile from the nearest estate labor houses, indicating that the big animal had become quite bold and had probably lost much of its natural caution of man. In fact, Andressi added, in words that caught my immediate attention, the animal seemed to be almost completely unafraid of man and to date had chased, attacked, and gored no fewer than four of the tea estate’s workers.




  “Because of this, sahib,” he added, “you must be very careful. Because as soon as he knows we are driving him, he will attack whomever he sees, including even your esteemed self, sahib.”




  Saying which he turned and, telling the men to wait until he got back, and indicating that I follow him, set off into the forest at a brisk pace. I followed, and within five minutes we came to a little clearing with a big simul tree in the middle of it. Toward this clearing, he said, he and his men would attempt to drive the boar. What I should do was stand behind the simul tree and be ready for it when it came. It would take him and the men about half an hour to get the beat lined up and ready to go, and then maybe twenty minutes more to drive the boar into the clearing. Having said this, he put his fingers over his mouth to indicate quiet, and then he left me.




  After the old man left, the forest seemed very quiet. The sun had crept up over the horizon while we had been walking in, and now it was beginning to thrust long, golden bars of light down through the trees. A few birds heralded the newborn day with a little territorial whistling, and from nearby came the chatter of a family of rhesus macaques. From far away a peafowl called, and from all around little rustlings in the underbrush indicated the movement of small animals. Taking advantage of the lull before the beat started, I opened the box of shells and took out four. I cracked the breech of the gun and put one of the rounds in, an LG, a cartridge that contained six cylindrical lead pellets, each weighing 72.9 grains, or a sixth of an ounce. Then I closed the breech of the gun, made sure the hammer was down in the SAFE position, put the other three rounds in the pocket of my safari jacket, set my shoulder against the big tree, and settled down to wait.




  I did not have to wait long. Within less than twenty minutes a single piercing call rent the air, followed by a chorus of shouts and yells. The beat had started.




  The purpose of a beat, using any number of men from ten to a hundred or more, is to drive a specific animal, be it tiger, leopard, or wild boar, out of cover toward a waiting hunter, allowing “the gun”—the sportsman, in this case, me—to place a killing shot. A good beat will employ a central line of men working down a funnel-shaped area along the sides of which are other men acting as stops. The beat starts at the mouth, or wide end, of the funnel and works toward the finish at the neck, or narrow end. The main body of beaters will make some noise to indicate their approach to the waiting animal and move it along. The stops, positioned on the sides of the funnel, will make just enough noise to alert the animal to the fact that they are there, their purpose being not to drive the animal but to control and direct its movement down the center of the funnel toward the gun. A well-organized beat is one that will ease the target animal out slowly so that the gun will get a chance at a killing shot. That, with half a hundred men and boys, tea estate workers by trade but hunters at heart, is what old Andressi had organized for the beat for the Tondoo boar.




  In big-game country during a beat, in addition to the target animal, all sorts of other animals may come out of their lairs, and through the years, in a hundred beats, I have had everything from elephants to rhinoceros come out of a beat and go charging past me. I have had flocks of peafowl and wild chicken run past or fly over me, sounders of wild boar go crashing through, hyena, bison, and tiger go racing past, and once, just once, many years ago in the White Grass Plains of southwest Nepal, not far from a boundary village called Mangal Serai, a black panther. Once, in a beat in the Bardia jungles of the western Terai, on the high bank of the Girwa River, I had a whole troop of langur monkeys come racing out, probably a hundred of them. They came straight at me in a huge gray wave—leaping, bounding, males snarling and grunting deeply, babies clinging to the backs of females. A client who was with me thought the sight amusing. But to me, by that time an experienced hunter, it was more frightening than a tiger or a leopard. For the langur is a big, powerfully built simian weighing forty to fifty pounds, and the males can be very aggressive. In a group they will challenge a tiger, and they have been known to tackle and kill a leopard. In that instance, had they thought I was threatening them or their young, they might easily have turned on me. I dread to think of the consequences of a mass attack by those big, heavily fanged, black-faced animals. As it was, they swarmed over and around me and kept going, much to my relief.




  The first animal Andressi’s beat flushed was a barking deer, a small, russet-colored creature with short, thick, pedicle-based horns, stepping slowly and daintily. When it saw me, which it did the instant it entered the little clearing, it darted past and quickly disappeared into the forest. After the deer came half a dozen red jungle fowl, two proudly stepping peacocks trailing four-foot tails, a common jungle cat, two porcupines rattling their quills in alarm, and then, suddenly, without warning and at a trot, the very picture of grim determination: the biggest, blackest, meanest-looking boar I had ever envisioned in even my wildest dreams.




  The approaching animal was obviously the Tondoo boar. Recognizing him as such and realizing that I had better shoot fast if I were going to put him down, I swung the Stevenson up, aimed at his neck while he was broadside to me, and pulled the trigger. As I did so, however, the animal, catching my movement in his peripheral vision, suddenly quickened his pace and lurched forward, thus throwing off my shot. Although the full set of slugs from the LG hit the boar, they hit him high in the shoulder and not in the vital neck area at which I had aimed. The huge animal gave a deep-throated grunt and, before I could reload, was gone into the deep forest behind me. With a chill, I realized that, whereas at the start of the hunt my opponent might have been, according to old Andressi, an angry old jungli suir, now he was something different, a wounded and probably very angry wild animal. And whereas he had now disappeared into the forest and was gone, the unwritten law of the hunter, even a novice hunter like myself, was to follow up and properly dispatch any wounded animal. My chill deepened when I realized that the person who was going to have to do that was, obviously, me.




  [image: image]




  


  




  Early Days and the Great Boar of Tondoo Chapter 3





  [image: image]


  




  At the sound of my shot the shouts and cries of the beaters suddenly ceased, and for a few minutes the jungle was quiet. Then I heard the pattering of feet, and soon the beaters, men and boys, began to emerge from the forest around me, inquiring looks on their faces, their eyes darting back and forth as they searched for a dead boar. But dead boar there was none, and when Andressi came through and approached me, I had to tell him that I had not killed it.




  “Did you hit it, sahib?”




  “Yes, I did.”




  “In the neck, sahib?”




  “Well . . . no. Not exactly.”




  “In the heart, then?”




  “Well, no. Not really. You see, it . . . er . . . moved.”




  Andressi had been watching me carefully as we spoke, and now, with the natural good manners of the Indian peasant, he refrained from saying what he obviously thought, which probably was, You damn young fool, you missed your shot and you’re afraid to say so. Worse than that, you wounded a big wild animal. And now thanks to you we have a problem on our hands, a saitan of a pig, wounded and thus doubly dangerous.




  I watched him as he turned toward the men. He spoke quickly, too quickly for me to understand even a word, but within a few minutes I noticed all the boys leaving and heading off toward the estate. With them went half a dozen men who had no weapons of any kind with them, leaving a small group of about twenty in all. These twenty immediately put down their clubs and spears and sat down and began to take off their sandals, footwear that they always wore in the forest because of thorns on the ground. That done, they stood up, tucked their sandals in their waistbands, tightened their loincloths, picked up their weapons, and looked to Andressi for orders. He, seeing my inquiring look, said briefly, “So they can climb trees faster, sahib.”




  Then the old man came and stood in front of me. I beckoned him to sit down, something that out of courtesy he would not do until asked. When he did, all the others sat down in a semicircle around me. Andressi then reached down and picked up a small stick. Using the back of his hand, he cleared a little patch of dirt.




  “Sahib,” he said, speaking in a low, soft voice. “This is the Jaldaka Forest, as you know. It has this name because of the Jaldaka River that flows through it. Please allow me to explain to you the layout of the land here, and the river, and how this will affect what we must now do to find this saitan and put an end to his evil ways.”




  In addition to speaking softly, he spoke slowly, looking me straight in the eyes. I surmised, firstly, that he was doing this to be sure that I understood exactly what he was trying to tell me, and, secondly, because he knew I did not have a clue as to where the river was, or which way it flowed, or how big an area of forest we were in, or even for that matter what lay beyond the wall of forest that surrounded the little clearing. I had never been in this forest before and indeed, with less than a month in India behind me, had barely stepped out of the boundaries of the tea estate.




  Now, using a double line, he drew a little loop in the dirt and at the center of it put an x. “This is where we are, sahib,” he said, pointing to the x. “These lines are the river, the Jaldaka, and as you see it makes a big curve around this clearing. And this is where the old saitan is now. Somewhere,” he said, pointing with the stick, “in here. And this is where he will stay. He will stay here in the jungle that is contained within the curve of the river for two reasons. One, because it is his territory, where he lives, and where he has lived for a long time. Two, because this section of the forest is surrounded on two sides by open country and on the third side by the riverbed. And you cannot drive a big boar like that out of cover and into open country. No one can. A small boar or maybe a sow with a sounder of little ones. But not a big boar. And so, even when we chase him, as we are going to do now, he will not go out of this area. That is to our advantage, sahib, because it means that we have him contained in an area where we can keep after him, and keep tracking him and chasing him until you, sahib,” and here he hesitated and gave me a meaningful look, “get a good shot at him and kill him.”




  The men surrounding us nodded agreement. Andressi was speaking in English, a language that was as familiar to them as Chinese, and I know that they did not understand a word of what he was saying. But they seemed to get the gist of it. Certainly I did, and my spirits, thoroughly crushed by the rotten shot I had made, suddenly began to rise again. Until Andressi put a sudden damper on them.




  “At the same time, sahib, this containment, caused by the river and the open country, plus the fact that it will allow us to keep after him, means that he is not going to like this and is going to get very angry with us. Because he knows his own territory, sahib, and he knows that we have him trapped in here. Add to that, sahib, the fact that you wounded him,” and I noticed the slight though polite emphasis on the word wound, “and all in all, sahib, we have a very dangerous situation on our hands.”




  The old man now stood up, and as he did so the men rose with him. Turning, he spoke to them in his own dialect, quickly and quietly. I watched them as he spoke and noticed one or two of them throw quick glances in my direction. I hoped that they were looking admiringly at the brave young hunter who was going to rid them of this menace to themselves and their wives and children. But it seemed more likely that they were looking at the bloody young fool who had fouled up a perfectly good shot and who was now the cause of their having to go into the deep forest after an animal that feared neither god nor man, an animal that would stand up to a tiger if it had to, an animal, moreover, that had eight pieces of buckshot embedded in its shoulder, making it a deadly adversary.




  Andressi turned back to me and, pointing to a tiny little man with a pockmarked face, arms and legs like sticks, one shoulder higher than the other, and a shock of wild black hair sprouting out of the top of his head, said, “Sahib, this is Sungor Shikaree. That is not his real name, but we call him that because when he was young a big wild boar chased him, knocked him down, and bit his shoulder off. Isn’t that so, Sungor Shikaree?”




  The little man, hefting a big, long-bladed village ax on his shoulder, nodded and grinned, showing two rows of broken and betel-nut-stained teeth.




  “He is going to track the animal, sahib. He is very good at this. He is able to see sign on the ground when most of us cannot. He will track this saitan, and you will go with him. We will follow close behind.”




  While I fumbled to get a cartridge out of my pocket to reload the Stevenson, Andressi stepped back and told the little man to proceed. The tracker, without hesitation, took two steps, looked at the ground—where I could see absolutely nothing— nodded, said something in his own language to Andressi, and walked quickly out of the clearing and into the forest. I shot Andressi a despairing glance and set off after him. The look that Andressi gave me in return was probably meant to be reassuring, but I interpreted it as saying, You’re on your own now, boy. You’ve made your own bed. Now you can lie in it. And the best of British luck to you.
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