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“Did you ever think about going to British East Africa to shoot?”

“No, I wouldn’t like that.”

“I’d go there with you.”

“No; that doesn’t interest me.”

“That’s because you never read a book about it.”

—The Sun Also Rises

My opinion of traveling is brief: When traveling, do not go too far, or you will see something that later on will be impossible to forget.

—Daniil Kharms
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Foreword
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I suppose a great writer might approach every piece with the thought that it’s the most important thing he or she has ever written. I suspect that’s the way Thomas McIntyre approached this book, but I cannot know for sure, because I am not and have never been a great writer and thus, now 60-something, am somewhat unlikely to become one. One might describe me kindly as a decent reporter and perhaps not a bad storyteller, but a gifted writer I am not. So I tend to approach writing assignments pragmatically, somewhat like planning and conducting a military operation, something I was once considered fairly adept at. The steps are simple: assess, plan, proceed, with the first, at least theoretically, ongoing.

My assessment: This is an important book by a gifted writer. My plan: To relate why, and, along the way, explain why I am significantly honored to pen this foreword for my old friend, colleague, and occasional competitor, Tom McIntyre. So let’s proceed.

The body of literature we call Africana has yielded the richest treasure trove in the entire world of sporting literature. At one time it was rivaled by the wonderful stuff written about the great game of the Indian subcontinent, but the days of the Raj are long over. Partition of India and Pakistan separated the mountains and deserts from the forests and jungles, and modern India’s burgeoning human population has left little room for wildlife and none for hunting. Pursuit of India’s great game—tiger, leopard, gaur, sloth bear, sambar, and so much more—has faded into dimming memory. A full generation has passed since a significant sporting book has come from that region, and there will be no more.
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One might argue that, today, Africa’s wildlife is similarly slipping away. In one sense this is true: Overpopulation, meaning encroachment by agriculture and livestock and resultant habitat loss, is pushing Africa’s wildlife into ever-shrinking protected enclaves. Sadly, today there are huge expanses of Africa holding virtually no wildlife, and the concept of “wild Africa” is increasingly elusive. That said, Africa is a very big place. Much wild game remains, in some cases more than what Tom and I first saw more than 40 years ago.

You see, “protection” can and does take at least two distinct forms in Africa. Let’s understand that in Africa’s developing economies there is little room and no money for altruism. Wildlife must somehow pay its own way, or must give way to villages, herdsmen, and plows. Some of those protected enclaves are national parks, the most famous and scenic of which are well-funded by an active photo safari (“ecotourism”) industry. Regrettably, the total acreage of Africa’s parks reflects just a tiny percentage of a mighty land mass. Most of the rest of Africa that actually retains viable wildlife, though larger, is also not a major percentage of the whole. However, surprising though it might be to non-hunters and infuriating to anti-hunters, outside of the national parks, most areas that still hold significant wildlife reserves are protected by hunting and hunters.

This takes at least two paths in modern Africa. On the southern tip of the continent much wildlife is privatized, brought to market as a cash crop monetized in breeding stock, venison, and harvesting by (mostly foreign) sport hunters. The success of the game ranching industry is such that wildlife in South Africa alone has burgeoned from a few hundred thousand head in 1970 to an estimated 17 million today. Namibia is a similar success story.

Elsewhere on the continent the road is bumpier, but large areas ranging from designated game reserves to government and tribal concessions are purely looked after by hunters’ dollars. Let’s accept that much of this is marginal land, lacking the beauty and species diversity of Africa’s great parks. As such, ecotourism in significant volume is not viable—but hunting is, because we crazy hunters willingly place ourselves in marginal lands, working hard, sweating much, and paying dearly for the possibility—never the certainty—of harvesting a handful of Africa’s legendary beasts. Our currency funds the game departments, such as they are, but, more importantly, at the local level, creates employment, distributes legally taken meat, sinks wells, builds clinics and schools, and funds anti-poaching efforts, much of which today are conducted not by governments, but by safari operators who probably have the most to lose.

There is much to be optimistic about regarding African wildlife and African hunting. The hunting safari industry is bigger than ever. At this writing, fully 20 African nations use some form of regulated sport hunting both as a management tool and to generate revenue—placing value on wildlife. This is many more potential destinations than when Tom and I first hunted Africa in the 1970s. The African continent hosts nearly 20,000 hunting safaris annually, a far greater number than ever before. A majority of these are the modern short-duration “plains game safari,” an option that didn’t even exist when Tom and I were young. These affordable safaris have opened African hunting to people from all walks of life. Thousands of new hunters realize their dreams of Africa every year. Since planning an African safari is a bit more complex than applying for an elk tag, it means that many thousands more are dreaming of that life-changing first safari. And, I can assure you, any hunter who has visited Africa once is ruined forever, and will spend the rest of his or her life dreaming, planning, and hoping to return.

Most do. When Tom and I first hunted Africa, I think our motivation was similar. Having read about it and dreamed about it since grade school, we went once so as to get it out of our systems once and for all. This plan didn’t work particularly well for either of us!

All these facts combine to make good writing about Africa a most viable business, even in our 21st century. Even so, I must concede that Africa has changed, and continues to change. The Africa that Tom and I saw in the 1970s is not gone, but is no longer the same. Although there are many more countries available and many more safari operators, today’s game country is smaller, the safaris shorter and more “packaged.” This is not exactly the same as “canned,” although, regrettably, that option is also out there.

Even in these days of internet and outdoor TV there remains a hungry market for good reading about Africa, so I am sure many more books will be added to the body of Africana. But this may be the last truly important hunting book in this genre.

The reason for this is twofold. First, Thomas McIntyre and I began our African careers in Kenya. This was purely an accident of timing, and I would never suggest that Kenya was, even in its halcyon days, the “best” safari country. But it was the birthplace of African hunting as we know it, the genesis of our safari traditions, and the inspiration for so much of the great writing in the English language that has come out of Africa. Tom and I were fortunate (perhaps “driven” is a better term) to start at very early ages. Kenya closed big-game hunting now 40 years ago, so Tom and I are among the few left standing who had that experience, and we are the last journalist-hunters who shared the Kenya experience. We met some of the great old hunters and heard first-hand accounts. It gives us a different perspective, certainly not “better,” but more completely balanced. Since then we have continued our African odysseys, journeying widely across the continent … but always with first-hand knowledge of where it all came from.

My own African obsession has been at least as strong as Tom’s. After that first safari to get it out of my system once and for all I have spent too much of my adult life scheming and planning and returning, now well over 100 African ventures in 18 different countries, a collective of many years of tramping Africa. So, one might reasonably ask, why is this book from Thomas McIntyre more important to the body of Africana than one I might write myself? The answer is both simple and complex.

The simple: I have squandered my African experience in a series of “ten-year books,” each a decade-long snapshot in time. The fourth and perhaps final is in the works, and I don’t see myself going back to the beginning in a single volume. The complex: Thomas McIntyre is a far better writer! This is a fact I acknowledged before we were out of our twenties, so I have long since managed to accept it and deal with it. As all good writers must be, Tom is a keen observer and voracious reader. He brings to this volume the full weight of more than 40 years of not just hunting in Africa, but dreaming about Africa, reading about Africa, and studying Africa.

It would be a stretch to say that Tom and I are close friends, but we go back a long, long way, with careers that have been sometimes parallel, sometimes diverging, and occasionally colliding. Tom and I are pretty much the same age, and we started our writing careers at about the same time. Not in desire but in actual timeline, Tom beat me to Africa by a couple of years. I was off with the Marines, still dreaming and saving my pennies, when Tom “got ’er done.” We probably sold our first stories at about the same time; his was about Africa (mine was not), and, appropriately, you’ll find his first story as part of this volume, and be bemused, as I was, at the potential shown by a then twentysomething writer.

Tom and I met in the early 1980s at the old and long-defunct Southern California Safari Club. Although in the company of many older and more experienced safari hands, we were looked upon as oddities, two very young men who had used our own money to mount our own safaris. By then, I was working as an editor for Petersen Publishing Company, and most of those safari club meetings were held at Scandia, Bob Petersen’s restaurant, just down Sunset Boulevard from corporate headquarters. Tom was writing successfully in what, I suppose, is a classic example of something my friend and mentor, and at that time our star gunwriter, John Wootters used to love to tell me: “Them’s as can writes; them’s as can’t edits.”

I stayed in the office for 15 years, hunting and writing a bit and editing a lot, and then, finally, I made good my escape to the writing side. Today I consider myself first and foremost a journalist, but I’ve diverged into related activities: outdoor television, internet, public speaking. Tom is as he was, and as he should be, an amazingly talented writer, constantly striving to improve his craft. I have always enjoyed his work!

A couple of times we’ve crossed swords, once childish, another more philosophical. Those two years that Tom beat me to Kenya were in fact critical. Although none of us recognized it at the time, and certainly didn’t predict the abrupt closure in May 1977, Kenya was on its last legs as a hunting country, with government-sponsored poaching gangs roaming the countryside. My Kenyan safari wasn’t nearly as successful as Tom’s. Did I feel a bit of jealousy? You bet!

Tom and I share our addiction to buffalo from our initial African hunts, but it would take more safaris before I took my first lion, in 1983; and my first elephant and leopard, in 1985. In 1986, in for a penny, in for a pound, I choked it up and took a southern white rhino, a major stretch for me then, but a small pittance compared to what such a hunt costs today. It was a delightful hunt, conducted by my Kenya PH, Willem van Dyk, returned to the South Africa of his ancestry. Hunting a free-range area, still possible then, it took us most of two weeks to find the correct bull that was causing mayhem. Tom declared emphatically that it didn’t count for the “Big Five” because it was a white rhino, not a black, a position I note he maintains in this volume! From a historical perspective, he is correct—but I’m sure the rhino don’t care one way or the other, and today’s primary arbiter in such things, SCI, doesn’t make the distinction. As I said, childish, with no winner and no loser.

The other time we butted heads was a subject of more substance, with geopolitical implications. Tom took a position that, in hunting Zimbabwe, we were supporting and prolonging Robert Mugabe’s despotic regime. Once again, honestly, he may be correct. However, over the years, I’ve hunted that country both as Rhodesia and Zimbabwe, some 20 times and many months in total. My ties are too close, and I took the position that by going on safari there we are supporting Zimbabwe’s wildlife and honest people trying to survive in a ridiculously crumbling economy. It’s impossible to say who was right and who was wrong, and, more than a decade after that collision, improbable as it seems, that regime remains in power and continues to dismantle what once was a great little country.

Hey, two writers of the same age and similar experience in a very specialized field, just two disagreements over the course of 40 years? That’s not too bad a record! Especially since I have long stated, both publicly and to Tom personally, that I consider him the better writer. To his credit, he has never acknowledged this one way or the other, but I trust that, in his heart of hearts, he knows it’s true, and I think you will see the difference in this volume.

Although often alluded to herein, I do not believe this will be Thomas McIntyre’s final word on Africa. The saying that “he who has drunk from the waters of the Nile will always return” is only partially true. It applies equally to the waters of the Limpopo, the Zambezi, the Luangwa, the Rufiji, the Congo, the Aouk, and all of Africa’s watercourses great and small. Tom and I are not just “no longer young”; at our years it’s an overstatement to call ourselves “middle-aged.” But Lord willing and health allowing, we will return to Africa, not just because we are compelled to, but because we love it so much.

So I don’t believe this to be Tom’s last writing on Africa (and I hope it is not), but it may well be his last African book; and it is his one and only compilation of the totality of his African experience, written in keeping with the greatest traditions of Africana. As a writer, albeit not as good a one as Tom, let me state that this business of doing forewords is tricky. In the long term, far beyond my lifetime and that of the author, a foreword joins our names; in the short term, a foreword for a competitive book may well do me out of sales and royalties! It isn’t an assignment to be entered into lightly, so I have accepted some requests and demurred on others. In this case I am honored, in part because of my deep respect for the author’s talents, in part because of our long (but occasionally stormy) history, and certainly in part because of the deep and abiding love we share for Africa and African hunting.

Herein, from a master’s hands, you will find a healthy and eclectic mix of a bit of fiction, some well-researched history, and a whole lot of personal experience spanning a wide swath of Africa. As I said, Tom’s experience and mine have sometimes paralleled and sometimes diverged. We start here in Kenya, and continue to other countries we have shared: Cameroon, C. A. R., South Africa, Zimbabwe. I especially enjoyed his chapter on driven boar in Tunisia, an off-beat and excellent destination we’ve shared—but few Americans have visited. (Tom, hunting farther south, saw a lot more pigs than I did!) And I enjoyed his account of Senegal, not just off the beaten track—I suspect more Americans have walked on the moon than have hunted in Senegal!

There are other great hunting countries that Tom has not visited, but Africa is a very big place and no one can see it all. We who love Africa are compelled to see as much of it as we can, so I hope this is not Thomas McIntyre’s final writing on Africa. But it is, far more than a snapshot in time, a master work from a great writer on a much beloved subject, taking us not just across the miles and miles of bloody Africa, but across the centuries, to the beginning of African hunting, to the present, and on to the future, whatever it might hold. Take time with this book, and savor every morsel.

Craig Boddington

Bella Forest, Liberia

March 2016
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Prologue
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I SPEAK OF AFRICA at the twilight.

This is a book 40 years and more in the making: the span of over 500 full moons, the light of many falling on me on the world’s second largest continent. And the time was passed not within the confines of national parks or on the verandas of tourist lodges. I passed it, in short, as a safari tramp.

It is of no special note to suggest that few other books of this kind are likely to be written from here forward, merely a reflection that the world discovered in them has passed on, or more to the point, retreated to a place of August days now lying in greater abundance in the past than are likely to be seen in the future. The Africa of four decades ago has receded, or been confined, to where it is of hardly any import to the “real” world of this early-yet-somehow-already-superannuated 21st century.

There is a misconception about the wildness of Africa, by the way. Wilderness makes up a smaller percentage of its landmass than that of the earth as a whole. The greater part of Africa, outside megacities such as Lagos, Cairo, and Kinshasa, is a rural landscape of thin soils, inhabited by subsistence agriculturalists and pastoralists. If it were not for hunting areas, which in sub-Saharan Africa amount to some 540,000 square miles, two Texases, 120 percent of the land contained within African national parks, and not for the contentious practice of trophy hunting, wild animals would, for the most part, lack critical habitat and essential value, beyond the short term of bushmeat and illegal products, such as ivory. No amount of parks alone can halt the extinguishing of wildlife in Africa.

Without hunting there is no other incentive but to turn the land over to livestock or hardscrabble farming, while killing or harassing any predators or herbivores who are drawn out of parks by the prospect of easy meals. By halting big-game hunting, wildlife is not only turned, perforce, into “problem” animals once it crosses park boundaries, subject to summary execution at indiscriminate numbers beyond all that are taken on license, but it is virtually impossible to maintain natural population dynamics within the artificial borders of those parks. If you believe Africa would be a better place with ever-dwindling numbers of big game within the limited confines of national parks, by all means lend your support to the prohibition of trophy hunting.

Writing about Africa when you are not African, even ethnically, is fraught with imperiousness, bidding outrage. (Africa is Africans’, and the lions are now acquiring their historians.) When asked if that’s all you got, though, you have to say, that’s what I got.

The once far wilder Africa known to hunters was a continent that could be written about with genuine passion only by an American, acknowledging how bumptious that sounds, and likely is. By the 1880s, for the vast majority of English, French, Germans, Portuguese, Belgians, even Italians, Spanish, and Arabs on the continent, Africa was no longer a land for the actual adventure of exploration or the frontierless wanderings of freebooters. From then till the time of uhuru and the “wind of change,” it was where third and fourth sons sought rewards, and many, though not all, of the daughters of traders and overseers sought out those sons in the hope of sharing in the rewards, which rather seldom materialized as robustly as might be desired. Even for the tribe of renegade white Africans of the nation of South Africa, the greater southern part of the continent was not about venturing but about lowering the bar of aristocracy to make “every man a king,” no matter the class in which he originated—as long as he could afford enough kaffirs to do the laundry, cook the meals, nappy the babies, and keep the num-num hedge trimmed neatly. And this made true adventure in Africa implausible, if not impossible, for them all.

Americans, lacking the colonizer’s contemptuous familiarity, never shared such jaundiced—or simply unsentimental?—views of Africa. They stayed free of the scramble and mandates, establishing no colonies there as they concentrated on slaughtering the bison, persecuting the Indian, plowing under the decamillennial topsoil of their own plains and prairies, and annexing the ragged tatters of Spain’s insular empire. Not for us in Africa, at least, the provincial staples of, in the words of Graham Greene, broken contracts, resort to arms, gradual encroachment, or the wedding of martyrdom and absurdity. If for no other reason, we left Africa to the Old World because Americans make such atrocious colonists; the first time we tried we had the poor taste to become insurgents. In our foolhardy attempts at colonialism, typically on some far-flung archipelago, we strove to present a Quiet American façade to the rest of the world, as opposed to the impenitent cart-whip and Schutztruppe governance of the Great Powers (all right, there was the Philippines, to our disrepute, perhaps Vietnam, to our dismay, and some might argue about our motives in southwestern Asia; but we have certainly never demonstrated quite the same crude relish for subjugation as did the more enthusiastic colonizers of the 19th century, at least not firsthand, leaving it to surrogates often in the employ of fruit companies), inspiring in Africans in imperial yokes in the mid-20th century a longing for the day the good and just United States would appear with waves of fighter bombers in the sky and boots on the ground to liberate them, even though it was a promise only vaguely alluded to and certainly never to be kept. (The “bookish” Woodrow Wilson, it is suggested, offered in the wake of the First World War a rhetoric of self-determination that was the spark for the anti-colonial nationalism, and tribalism, that would enflame the 20th century, misguiding millions and enriching the ruthless few, as it turned out.)

The Africa that Americans have always known most concretely existed in what we wrote about it in our works of hunting and exploration. Since the days of the nominal American Henry Morton Stanley and for every generation thereafter, Americans from Roosevelt to Hemingway to Ruark to Capstick to Boddington (who has been gracious enough to write a much appreciated foreword to this book, but who over and above that represents this era’s single most knowledgeable and significant authority on the African safari—there could hardly be anyone living, and few dead, who has ever had or will have more extensive experience on the continent, to which I can never possibly hope to hold even the smallest candle) defined Africa in ways that no European colonist ever would or could. The African adventures Americans sought most enthusiastically would have at best seemed frivolous to European colonials who viewed wild animals as, for the most part, impediments to commerce, such as farming and ranching, or as commerce themselves—commodities to be brought directly to market or to be sold to sportsmen who were largely Americans.

Expatriates from Europe saw their Africa unromantically and dispassionately (and not a little imperiously) with what they took to be frosty logic in a tropic zone—recognizing it as a refuge from a checkered past, a place where the natives could do with uplifting (while doing the heavy lifting, unpoetically) a land in which one could get the most out of one’s remittance, or in homage to Leopold’s ghost, as a bottomless pit of resources ripe for the exploiting, even if hands needed lopping off now and then. And so it fell to a Dane (Denmark’s involvement in Africa never exceeding the odd trading post or two, and the sale and barter of Dane guns) to write “I had a farm in Africa. …” And a Chicago-born resident of Ernest Hemingway’s hometown of Oak Park to write Tarzan of the Apes when he had never seen Africa. (All the great English safari memoirs seem to have been written about times before the colonial era, and the best of the adventure tales, such as King Solomon’s Mines by the Norfolkman H. Rider Haggard, came out of experiences of an Africa prior to a Kenya Protectorate, Northern and Southern Rhodesia, the Royal Niger Company, or German East Africa.) Americans had the advantage of being able to come to Africa unencumbered by the accepted empiricisms of colonials.

All of Africa was to Americans, even throughout most of the 20th century, uncharted, at least in their perception. The physical maps they drafted were, again according to Greene, “dashing,” demonstrating “a vigorous imagination” in which no European cartographer, not after the 19th century and the whimsy of features like the Mountains of Kong, dared to indulge. The “many blank spaces” that were the passion of Conrad were ones which Old World mapmakers prudently left as such, while they were inked in by New World cartographers according to frolics of their own. So terms such as “Cannibals” and “Dense Forest,” as well as dotted lines eschewed in favor of resolutely solid ones, to avoid any suggestion of uncertainty, were the creatively confident aspects Americans brought to the terra incognita on their maps of the “dark continent,” and even more so to the terra incognita of Africa contained in their minds.
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Forty years ago, the Africa I knew, and witnessed the changing of, was clearly at the beginning of the end of this impudence: of—in the southern Kenya country of the northern Serengeti, the Rift, escarpments, baobab, and fever trees—roaming at will across vast safari concessions with a lorry and a Land Cruiser; the insolence of tented camps, raised in hours and struck in less to set up in another place to test the hunting there; of the assumptive sense of an inalienable right to be in this land with its exceptionally strange and antipodal suggestions of the past wild America that for us of that 20th century had only been rumored. The raw arrogance of a young enthusiasm in the taking of animal life.

Forty years ago I could still tap into the continuum of the experience of Africa known to other Americans from Stanley onward, in the same lands in which they had known them. Then it began to end, or, at the very least, to undergo irreversible alteration.

Start with the closure of hunting in Kenya and consequent statistically tragic fate of its wildlife and system of conservation. For the safari, where not outlawed outright, the trend became one of crowding onto private lands with enclosed private stocks of wildlife, not to mention howls of execration toward aspects of the safari such as the killing of named, as well as maned, lions. Not that what I first experienced in Africa does not still survive in pockets here and there, but in those days that was the way “safari” was nearly everywhere it was carried out.

The extreme unlikelihood of my ever repeating this kind of safari was never enough, though, to dissuade me from returning to assorted parts of Africa in the hope of finding something like “golden joys” once more. Even if what I did find might be something less or quite different from what I was expecting, it was always Africa. And like much of hunting and fishing, the most freedom to be enjoyed while being licensed.

I have now come far enough to see that what stems from that quest are stories of a type not always likely to be taken seriously, at least not as seriously as they once might have been. The times in their wisdom will mark them as adrift in a limbo between travelogue and the dispatches of a flâneur, with serious writing on Africa today expected to be about issues of wildlife destruction, child soldiers, Islamic fanaticism, famine, transmissible diseases, and genocide. The stories in this book will be taken by some as silly or peripheral, or branded through an abundance of political correctness as unspeakable in this so enlightened day and age. Then you remember that what people do not consider a serious occupation is as important and has always been as important as all the things that are in fashion, as has been said.

Therefore, here are stories I have from four decades of safari-ing in Africa, from among the most transforming days, weeks, and months of my life. There may even be readers, and things more curious have happened, who will peruse them with interest. For those who know it well, I hope these tales may be accurate reflections of their own experiences on the continent. For others, who have journeyed to Africa briefly, or even not at all, I would like to believe there is nonetheless a transporting insight or two to be found in them. And if there is more than one account on the hunting of the Cape buffalo, that is only because it, the buffalo, may simply represent the ideal combination (the “perfect game”) of size, strength, intelligence, potential hazard, and availability (you always want to hunt them again) to be found in any large wild animal, and indicative of what draws us back to Africa, in search of, if I may, existential experience and stories that are too good not to tell.

I may say this is the last time I speak of Africa; but that is, of course, patently absurd. I am some remove, God willing, from being done with safari-ing there. Nobody quits Africa that readily. After all, I have not yet found what I am really looking for there, even if I am incapable of explaining, perhaps most acutely to myself, what it is that I am, like that leopard whose dried and frozen carcass was found close to the western summit of Kilimanjaro, seeking. I continue to search for the sources of my own Niles, the map to Ophir, to the heart very much not of darkness. I have no rationale, therefore, for not returning; quite the opposite. Regarding Africa, this is a case in which for me, an American, ignorance must assuredly be bliss.
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Africa Passing Relentlessly Beneath the Sun
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To Begin …

The first story I ever published—when I was young and showed promise—with a hero with an unpronounceable name, is a text rife with overwrought, often personally distressing prose, the jejune insights of an insufferably callow youth with a magpie mind, besotted with Africa after one safari, and owing more than minor debts and revealing slavish devotion to better writers (a trait perhaps not restricted to this story). Whenever I am tempted to revise it, though, I remember that it is a snapshot, a schizzo, of when, returning from a week of hunting mule deer in Colorado, I was told I had a piece, after so many rejections, accepted for publication; and that night I lay in bed, staring at the tenebrous ceiling lit by reflected moonlight, dreaming that I might now be a writer, and dreaming all the other stories there would be to write. I could hardly know then that so many of them would be about something as arcane as hunting in Africa. If perhaps my first story had been about collecting Eurasian ghost orchids, you might now be reading an entirely other book.
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PROINSEAS PADRAIG O’CADLA, long used to having things his way, was surrounded by such an uncontrollable dynamism as to make him long for the abiding acedia of his adopted and distant Dublin. A hard man to please, he condescendingly found the fatalism of the Irish Republic to be the perfect counterpoint to his own adrenal disposition. Thus, armed with his bespoke English firearms and enough preconceptions to qualify as excess baggage, he had come here to find something no less than an off-the-rack brand of satori. Instead, under this high, East African, bright morning sky in sight of white-capped Kilimanjaro, he had not found a single placid person he could feel easily superior toward. It was not, to be sure, what he had bargained for.

Mketi and Mmaku, for example, who were hunkered under the wait-a-bit bush, were laughing excitedly at the bwana as he missed too many convenient wingshots to be conscionable. They had, of course, seen him consecrating the previous day’s windfall kill with glass after glass of French brandy and phonetic interpretations of Turkana war chants long into the night. Had they asked, and had he understood, he would have explained carefully the near impossibility of hitting sandgrouse while a hangover (the precise size, shape, and texture of a tennis ball) burrowed into your skull.

“Ndio, ndio,” they told him, pointing to the flock of sandgrouse as the birds drew in their wings and began to fall precipitously toward the steel-colored river like a shower of arrowheads.

“Very well, gentlemen,” he expressed in his high-priced English. “I have borne your mockery sufficiently long.” Bringing the double purposefully to his shoulder, he took the first bird with the right-hand barrel and swung fluidly back to take the second with the left. Pleased no end with himself, he watched them make their feathered falls to the ground, like leaves drifting.

Mmaku was up at once and running with a natural grace any number of years of professional dance training could not impart. He collected the two birds and brought them to O’Cadla who handled them gently and approvingly, savoring their fading warmth. Here then, for a life deficient in very real moments, was one. And if that was a fiction, it did sustain him.

He noticed that the African was also smiling, and he wondered if it was for the same reason. For O’Cadla, the sudden deaths of animals were (he told himself) tragedies of a perfection no dramatist ever approximated; and to be the author of such a production invariably brought about in him emotions whose only outlet was a form of rictus. To wit: He just couldn’t keep from grinning.

“We will go,” he said, motioning with his thumb to the hunting car. Mmaku waved to Mketi who brought the other birds and shell boxes. The Land Cruiser for O’Cadla, as he climbed in, had that unmistakable odor of a car long used to the cartage of dead game animals: canvas and amino acids.

The camp by the river (dismissed as being too small for crocodiles until an old bull almost made off with the teenaged cookboy as he drew water) was nearly down by the time they returned. O’Cadla found Fisher on the big shortwave radio to Nairobi, making arrangements for the next hunting block. O’Cadla nodded to him as he passed, another destination in mind.

A hundred yards beyond the parked lorry the vultures were congregating like conventioneers, while the marabou maintained a Hudibrastic disdain. As O’Cadla drew up on them they began to back away suspiciously and finally were forced to lift ponderously off the ground to roost with hunched shoulders in the surrounding acacias. In their wake they left a dusty, gray, skinned, boned carcass that at first might have been taken for that of a large and muscular headless man. Who had a tail.

O’Cadla had been unprepared for it. They had found the spoor by chance and had trailed it a very short distance to a small grove of trees. He was waiting for them there, his head massive and sleepy and his coat tinted pale green by the shade. He stood, and O’Cadla took him down with a single 375 bullet, only to have him stand again. He was looking O’Cadla in the eye as he took the second bullet through his heart. It was not, somehow, how O’Cadla would have wanted or imagined it, and it only emphasized his growing sense of circumstances going beyond his usual ability to control them. As for the lion (even though, more than any single thing on the planet, he had succeeded in humbling this man, his killer), he had deserved better than he got.

O’Cadla turned and walked back to the diminishing camp, his self-image and worldview changing in ways unknown to him. The vultures returned warily to lavish their attentions once again upon the lion.

They drove north that day through the dodgy splendor of Nairobi and spent the night at Lake Naivasha. The next day they crossed the Rift Valley. The road took them through the Mara Game Reserve, the plains peppered with wildebeest. A cloudburst hit as they climbed the Soit Olol Escarpment into Block 60. On top the brush was thick, and Fisher said it would be right good and sporty for buffalo. They rounded a bend and had the bonus of finding a lone elephant bull lumbering monumentally across the road. The fissured soles of his feet turned back as he lifted them, his tusks thick and curved inward at the tips, his hide oily black from the rain. He took no notice of them whatsoever.

“Pity, that,” Fisher said. “I had hoped the season would be reopened by your arrival.

“There is nothing really quite like walking up to one of those old brutes with malice aforethought,” he continued, coming down himself with an attack of excitement. “As you get closer, he gets bigger and your gun gets smaller. Finally, you are absolutely certain that you are facing a 40-foot, ironclad monster with only a 22 short in your hands. It is one sensation the theater does not offer. And I should imagine that it is a sensation which has changed only slightly from when the first bloody hunter went up against his first bloody mammoth. Once you’ve done it, nothing is quite the same again either—except doing it again. Odd thing, that.

“Christ! but I sometimes do think you are the finest creatures on the planet,” he shouted out the window, snapping off the wheezing windshield wipers for punctuation, the rain having ceased.

During all of this, O’Cadla unaccountably experienced a tingling in the back of his neck that was something very new to him. He would have been at a loss to explain.

The sunlight was falling between the clouds as they pulled up in front of the whitewashed game department office. The young scout who handled the registration book was enthusiastically official. He, personally, had seen a 50-inch buffalo just yesterday and would be most happy to take them directly to it. Fisher thanked him and promised without fail to look him up at the very first opportunity.

As they stepped out onto the covered porch, an old man stood there. His white hair and beard and black skin gave him the disembodied appearance of a photographic negative. He wore an army sweater and tattered shorts and kept his feet in tire-tread sandals. He was leaning motionlessly against the wall with his hands in his pockets, watching the rainwater as it steamed off the grass. Fisher halted and with genuine feeling greeted him as “Mzee.” The old man turned his head slowly and shook the white’s hand politely; but it was obviously a thing of no importance to him, as they had been of no importance to the elephant. Fisher spoke to him and the old man nodded vaguely, wanting to get back to his watching. As they left, O’Cadla shook his hand also (trying to affect the old man’s nonchalance) and was shocked by the weight of the serenity he felt. Its atomic number would have been something in excess of gold’s.

“That chap,” said Fisher as they got back into the car, “was one of the first game scouts out here. When they found he could shoot and knew a bit about elephant, they put him on control work. For 40 years he lived with the tembos, slept with them, moved when they moved, knew them by name. And when they would wander into some poor bugger’s shamba and raise a ruckus, or some old boy would get stroppy and start chasing people about the bush, he would kill them. He has killed more elephant than any man living. He loved them and he killed them well. Paradoxical, that. But, to be able to kill them as they deserve, you must love them. He hasn’t held a gun for 10 years. He’s become very much like an old bull himself, standing there in the shade all day, staring off at something none of us can see.”

O’Cadla, whose eyes had not left the old African who saw only sunlight and wet grass and no necessity of a smile, knew then that he was undone. He would be doomed to come again to this place that offered such a peace at a cost so far beyond the present means of his heart. He would have to make himself worthy. The land, that he had had every confidence of escaping from uncharmed, had charmed him—in a way that was by no means benign. There remained only one last question.

“But he must do something else?”

“I doubt,” Fisher said, clashing the gears, “that there is anything else nearly so pressing.”
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Running Scared
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The 1970s …

I WAS AFRAID it would be gone if I waited. I was certain that if I did not go at once, it would in some not-so-very-mysterious fashion disappear, or be confiscated. Obsessed, I have never been so absolutely certain of anything else.

So at 22, with no evident prospects and against the better judgment of just about everyone, I invested a minor inheritance in a post office box I had located in a Nairobi phone book and asked to be shown the sights.

The reply arrived in an envelope with lions on it. They would be looking forward to seeing me.

For the next year I trained. I went into the desert and shot jackrabbits, rolling tires, and rocks. I ran and sweated and did not consume alcoholic beverages (no small feat for a twentysomething). Damn, but I was proud of myself. And while I plotted, they closed, then opened, then closed elephant hunting on me. But I decided not to be dissuaded by even that and pressed on. Finally, one morning I stepped off a plane under an overcast, high-altitude equatorial sky and knew I was a long way from home.

[image: image]

The airport worker on the tarmac who held the stairs wore a black turtleneck fisherman’s sweater and had a face carved from ebony wood—so startling, and yes, exotic, were his features—and the uniformed customs agent had tribal scars and stretched earlobes. There was talk of leopards killing family pets in the suburbs. And what I was experiencing was not the allure of far-away places with strange-sounding names. It was dread.

Later that day I sat in the lounge of the New Stanley Hotel with John and his friend Liam while they toasted a fellow professional. Who had recently been eaten by a lion (they said). In his camp bed while he slept (they also said). And though he had been a fine hunter, it was a most comical way to go, didn’t I agree? It was a prank at the expense of a greenhorn—me—but I agreed.

The first dawn there was the trumpeting of elephant as they tore down trees to feed. It chilled me—knowing there was something even bigger out there when we were already tracking lion or buffalo. And God, how it terrified me to hunt buffalo.

We followed them into brush so thick that the longest shot possible would be at 20 feet. And it could not be a miss. Jumping a large breeding herd sent them off at a tear, trampling every obstacle ahead of them with a sound described in the words of a Yoruba hunter poem as thunder without rain. Other times, we could sense in the silence a small herd of bulls creeping away on the tips of their hooves, looking back for any sign of us—hoping, perhaps, to come up behind and have a spot of fun. And if buffalo weren’t dread enough in those dark thickets, then it was the bushbuck barking suddenly and invisibly beside me, or the ominous thumping and John saying to be careful, bit of a rhino just over there—somewhere—or forest hogs big as heifers or the platter-sized hoofprints of secret elephant, swelling with water.

I could not help but be impressed, and at last I understood from what shadows might have arisen a harrowing mythology of dragons and demons and beasts of all manner of crimson-stained tooth and claw. But what really scared the bejesus out of me was that after two weeks of crawling on my hands and knees through that kind of stuff, I was acquiring a taste for it. Was this, then, why I had come so far and spent so much money, to end up viewing life—my life—as decidedly cheap? I had no easy answer.

In camp at night was a hot shower and a clean change of clothes. Then we could fix a drink and sit down with the plate of “toasties” and talk, though never, it seems, of what happened that day if it had gotten notably horripilant. And there was the fire. I don’t think I was ever so infatuated with fires before. One night, after a week of hunting buffalo without firing a shot, I was wearing my woven-paper Hong Kong 98¢ beach sandals to which John had taken an immediate and obviously unwarranted dislike—a prejudiced offense to his aesthetics he never bothered concealing from me. Then, somehow, one of them was missing. It took me a moment to locate it.

“John,” I inquired politely, “correct me if I am mistaken, but by any chance is that my flip-flop roasting on an open fire?”

John admitted with an enchanting smile that it did, indeed, seem to be.

“And did you cast it there?”

That would be a fair estimate, he reckoned. Leaving me with no alternative, of course, but to feed in the other one. Rising with what dignity I could muster, I proceeded to walk unshod to my tent, without wondering too much where cobras went at night.

Since I couldn’t hunt elephant, I settled for the photographing of a herd of cows and calves at an exceedingly close range. Now an elephant cow with a calf is probably the most intractable animal on earth, and I bore this in mind as we stalked to within a few yards of them, a tricky wind coming at us for the moment. John presented a brief tutorial on where to shoot to kill an elephant, and after I exposed several frames we backed out furtively.

When I was a score of yards from the herd I stood and began to walk upright to the car. Then John said five of the most riveting words I believe I’ve ever heard.

“Oh oh,” he said. “You should run.”

No need to ask why. I ran. But as I did, I looked back.

She was a large cow; and as she loomed above John, he took his William G. Evans 500 Nitro Express and two 578-grain solids from his gunbearer. She was coming on implacably, slate against the sun, her ears back and her head down. And John stood there, steadfast, fully prepared to kill her if she crossed a deadline he visualized ahead of him. And she as prepared to kill him if she made it across that line. Ah, but he looked brave. And she magnificent.

And as I ran, looking back, I wanted to yell at her to stop, lose our scent, change her mind. I wanted to yell, “Go back! Don’t die! Because when I finish this run, I am going to run back here. And I want to find you.”

And that is Africa: Just when I thought I was out …
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Buff!
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The 1970s …

They saw the buffalo after killing the elephant. The PH switched off the engine and eased out of the battered olive Land Rover, carrying his binocular. His hunter slipped out on the other side, and one of the trackers in the back, without needing to be told, handed his 300 down to him. The hunter pushed the 220-grain solids into the magazine and fed the 200-grain Nosler into the chamber, locking the bolt and setting the safety as the PH glassed the buff.

It was nearly sunset; and already in the back of the Land Rover lay heavy curves of ivory, darkened and checked by decades of life, the roots bloodied. They had found the old bull elephant under a bright acacia late in the afternoon, having tracked him all day on foot. He was being guarded by two younger bulls, his askaris; and when the hunter made the brainshot, red dust puffing off the side of the elephant’s head, and the old bull dropped, the young ones got between and tried to push him back onto his feet, blocking the insurance rounds. The bullet had just missed the bull’s brain, lodging in the honeycomb of bone in the top of his skull, and he came to and regained his feet, and they had to chase him almost a mile, firing on the run, until he went down for good. By then it was too late to butcher out the dark red flesh; they left that task until the morning when they would return with a band of local villagers and carry out everything edible, down to the marrow in the giant bones. They took only the tusks that afternoon; yet when they finally reached the Land Rover again they were very tired, pleased with themselves, and ready only for a long drink back in camp.

[image: image]

So when on the way to that drink the PH spotted a bachelor herd of Cape buffalo (with two exceptionally fine bulls in it), it was all a bit much, actually. He motioned his hunter to come around behind the Land Rover to his side, and crouching they worked behind some low cover toward the bulls, the mbogos.

The first rule they give you about dangerous game is to get as close as you possibly can—then get 100 yards closer. When the PH felt they had complied with this stricture, to the extent that they could clearly see yellow-billed oxpeckers hanging beneath the bulls’ flicking ears, feeding on ticks, he got his hunter into a kneeling position and told him to take that one bull turned sideways to them: Put the Nosler behind the shoulder, then pour on the solids. It was then that the hunter noticed that the PH was backing him up on this bull buffalo with an 8X German binocular instead of his customary 470 Nitro Express double rifle. The PH just shrugged and said, “You should be able to handle this all right by yourself.”

Taking a breath, the hunter hit the buffalo in the shoulder with the Nosler and staggered him. The bull turned to face them and the client put two deep-penetrating solids into the heaving chest, aiming right below the chin, and the buffalo collapsed. As the hunter pushed more cartridges down into the magazine, the second fine bull remained where he was, confused and belligerent, and the PH urged the hunter to take him, too: “Oh my yes, him, too.”

This bull turned also after the first Nosler slammed into his shoulder, and lifted his head toward them, his scenting nose held high. Looking into a wounded Cape buffalo’s discomfortingly intelligent eyes takes you to depths few other animals seem to possess, depths made more profound by the knowledge that this animal is one very much capable of ending your life. That is a time when you have to be particularly mindful of what you are doing out there in Africa and make your shots count—especially when your PH, already suspect because of the way he talks English and the fact he wears short pants, who is backing you up now on dangerous game with an 8X German binocular, especially when he leans over and whispers, “Look: He’s going to come for us.”

Another careful breath and the hunter placed two more bullets into the bull’s chest beneath his raised chin, just the way he had on the first one, except this bull did not go down. That left the hunter with one round in his rifle, and as he was about to squeeze it off he mused about whether there would be any time left afterward for him either to reload or make a run for it. Now, though, there was this enraged buffalo who had to be gotten onto the ground somehow, and all the hunter could be concerned about was holding his rifle steady until the sear broke and the cartridge fired and the bullet sped toward the bull—but just before the rifle fired its last round the buffalo lurched forward and fell with a bellow, stretching his black muzzle out in the dirt. Then he went silent.

Standing slowly, the hunter and the PH moved toward the two downed buffalo (the rest of the small herd now galloping off), to find them both dead. Only then in the dwindling light did they see that one of the first bull’s horns, the horn that had been turned away from them when the client first shot, had been broken off in recent combat and a splintered stump was all that remained. He had been a majestic bull at one time, but at least the second bull’s horns were perfect, matched sweeps of polished black horn, almost 50 inches across the spread. And there, both men stooping to squint at it, glittered a burnished half-inch steel ball bearing buried in the horn boss covering the bull’s head like a conquistador’s casco.

The ball bearing had served as a musketball fired from an ancient muzzleloader. Whoever the native hunter was who fired it, he must have had an overpowering lust for buffalo meat, and for buffalo hunting. What became of him after he shot and failed to kill with his quixotic weapon at much-too-close range was probably best not speculated upon.

WHEN I FIRST heard that story I was a boy of 10. It was told by a gentleman of my acquaintance (a man who taught me how to hunt then, and with whom I hunted until he grew too old), who had experienced it on a safari to then-still-Tanganyika half a century ago. Like the best hunting tales, it was twice told after that. Unlike other tales, though, it never grew tedious in the tellings, at least for me, only aging gracefully. Every time I heard the gentleman’s excitement in telling it, as if it were the first time and he had been transported back to those Tanganyikan plains, and saw the massive head on the wall with the steel ball shining in the horn, it explained something to me of why a person could get daffy about hunting Cape buffalo. Its power as a legend was such that it sent me off to East Africa to hunt buffalo myself when I was of an age to.

Black, sparsely haired, 1,500, perhaps 1,800 pounds in weight, some five foot at the shoulder, smart and mean as the lash, and with a set of immense but elegant ebony horns that sweep down, then up and a little back, like something drawn in three-dimensions with a French curve, to points sharp enough to kill a black-maned lion with one hooked blow—horns known to span 60 inches across the outside spread—the African Cape buffalo is, along with the Indian gaur and the wild Asian water buffalo, one of the three great wild cattle of the world. Of these, the water buffalo has largely disappeared into domestication—with a few animals transplanted to Australia and South America having gone feral—and the gaur is confined to a significant extent to subcontinental national parks and preserves. The Cape buffalo alone among these has little or no truck with men, other than of the most existential kind. Making it the last native wild cattle that can truly be hunted.

With his ferocious temper, treacherous intellect, and stern indifference to the shocking power of all but the most outlandishly large-caliber rifles, the Cape buffalo is routinely touted as the most dangerous member of the African Big Five (which also includes the lion, leopard, black rhino, and elephant). Whether or not he is all that depends, as does almost everything under the sun, on what you mean. He is certainly not as sure to charge as a rhino, or as swift as the predatory cats; and in the words of a late well-known sporting journalist to me, “nobody ever got wounded by an elephant.” But the buff is fleet enough; and when he makes up his mind to charge, especially when injured, there is no animal more obdurately bent on finishing a fight. In open flat country he may present no serious threat to a hunter adequately armed, but you so seldom encounter him on baseball-diamond-like surroundings—rather more often he’ll be in some swampy thicket or dense forest where he is a clever enough lad to go to cover, and fierce enough to come out of it when it is to his advantage.

The best measure of the Cape buffalo’s rank as a big-game animal may simply be the kind of esteem professional hunters hold him in. It is a curious fact of the sporting life that big, tall, strapping red-faced chaps who earn their livelihoods trailing dangerous game, all come in time to be downright maudlin about which animals they feel right about hunting. Most, therefore, first lose their taste for hunting the big cats, so that while they will usually do their best to get a client his one and only lion, their hearts will not entirely be in it: The predacious cats in their appetites for meat and sleep and sex are simply too close to us for absolute comfort. Then there is the rhino, the hulking, agile, dumb, blind, sad, funny, savage, magnificent Pleistocene rhino, that was run to the brink of the Big Jump we term extinction, only to be pulled back all too near to plummeting over. To hunt a black rhino lawfully today is a quarter-million-dollar proposition, involving diplomatic negotiations and something like an Act of Congress, and it seems questionable how truly wild and fair such a hunt might be, though none of that makes the black rhino any less unpredictable or hazardous.

Of the Big Five, then, that leaves only the elephant and the Cape buffalo to feel at all right, in the long run, about hunting; and to my knowledge, hardly any real professional hunter, unless he has lost interest in hunting altogether, ever totally loses his taste for giving chase to these two.

There is no easy way to hunt elephant or Cape buffalo. For either of them you must be able to walk for miles on end, know how to read animal sign well, and be prepared to kill an animal who can just as readily kill you without batting a stereoptic eye (it only adds to the disquieting mien of the Cape buffalo that its eyes look mostly forward, so much like a predator’s)—and this makes elephant and buffalo the two greatest challenges for taking good trophy animals, and the two most satisfying. Something about hunting them will get into a hunter’s blood and stay. To offer one further bit of testimony on behalf of the buff, consider the widely known piece of jungle lore that the favorite sport of elephant is chasing herds of Cape buffalo round and round the bush, and the buff’s position as one of the world’s great big-game animals seems secure.
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Master Bryan Ruark McIntyre 14 July, 1991

Dear Bryan,

Welcome to our world! I have been a friend of your father
through admiration of his work as well as his personality for
many years now. His joy of you exceeds, probably, my own, but I
welcome your second generation which I hope will have the
influence and honor that your father has achieved.

You are gifted with a grand middle name, but never think that it
is in any way superior to that of your surname. Robert Chester
Ruark was a great and grand writer, but you have more genetic
accumulated ability than he ever dreamed of. You are Bryan Ruark
McIntyre and you will do well to keep your names in the order
they were given. You are a McIntyre which far, far exceeds a
Ruark....

Bryan, your world will not be mine or that of 1991. Probably the
earth will be quite a bit more populated by the time you decide
to inflict your opinions on it. Yet, if you choose this dross of
tears that is accumulated in writing, perhaps you will show that
blood tells.

I wish you warm campfires, empty creels because you have
released what you have caught, and the joy of outdoor writing
that your father and I have shared. If there is a better life I
know it not.

Go well and straight, Bryan, and may you have the joys that your
names indicate.

Warnly,
(Umely TRbe

Peter Hathaway Capstick
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