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This book is dedicated to my wife, Alexandra, who has always encouraged my pursuits of writing and hunting. Without her encouragement, this book would not have been possible.


I wish to thank all of the professional hunters and guides whom I have had the pleasure to hunt with over the years. You are truly an impressive group, and you have earned my deepest respect. I extend a special round of thanks to African professional hunters John Fletcher and Gerard Miller. Both wielded significant influence in forming my outlook on hunting and were patient in the process. Thanks also to Craig Boddington and John Wooters, who years ago took the time to offer advice and words of encouragement to a novice writer. I hope in this work that I have not let them down.




Prologue


In 1975 my dad, John P. Chilton, fulfilled a dream, when he went on his first African safari. Most important for me, he took me with him. He was forty-one at the time (my age at the time of writing this book), and I was all of fifteen. The hunting was, of course, fantastic and unlike anything we had experienced at home in the United States. The diversity and abundance of game, the hunting skills and tactics of our professional hunter and his native trackers, and the added element of hunting the world’s most dangerous animals, animals that would gladly hunt you back made that safari a dream come true. But it was Africa itself that had the most profound effect on me. Having arrived in Kenya a typical suburban American youth, I found myself suddenly immersed in a primitive culture, chiefly the Masai of East Africa, whose way of life was as foreign to mine as fire is to ice. At the time, places like China, Africa, and Bangladesh were just pictures in a social studies book to me, or film clips on the evening news. But if this trip came as a shock, it was a much-needed shock, drawing me out of my sheltered cocoon and waking me to the rest of the world. My world.


Africa brought out the philosopher in me. It made me think, it made me ponder, it made me question. Things I had taken for granted before my trip now led me to ask, Why is it done that way? Does it make sense? How is this handled in other cultures? And most important, Where does fact end and bias begin? Africa altered the way I learned, in that I no longer digested information without question. Now I wanted to chew on each thought, inspect it, make up my own mind before I sealed it away in my brain.


Dad and I shared a journal on this trip. My entries were mostly hard facts: dates, times, names, and the like, and thus I have been forced to flush out much of the trip from memory. It is surprising, looking back, what I thought important and what I thought not. It seemed to me important, for instance, to record the exact distance and shot placement of every bullet, and yet I left out altogether my visit to a striptease, which had to be a highlight at age fifteen. Nor do I mention anywhere Africa’s impact on my thoughts about God and life. Such is youth. Thus, much of my recollection of that first safari is the product of long-term memory and not the sharp crystal focus of immediate observation; nevertheless, I believe my account and descriptions to be accurate.


[image: images]




[image: images]


Kenya, East Africa
June–July, 1975


It was midmorning when we finally departed Nairobi in the Land Cruiser, quickly leaving the buildings and residences behind and embarking upon the endless plains that are East Africa. Soon zebra, ostrich, and giraffe appeared out the windows, and ivory-colored gazelle named after some fellow called Grant. Here and there skinny natives wrapped in faded red cloth pushed at herds of even skinnier cattle to search for grass on the parched earth. Dad and I shook our heads in disbelief. It was all new to us, and I pestered Fletcher with a hundred questions.


Fletcher was John Fletcher, a deeply tanned and eager-eyed professional hunter in the employ of Ker, Downey, and Selby, a topnotch outfit. It was he who presided over this crew and in whose care we would entrust ourselves for the next thirty days. Age forty or so, Fletcher was entertaining with his British accent and foreign manner. He was a good-looking fellow despite a nose slightly squashed in the center—was it from boxing or rugby? He had a head of thick, wavy blond hair and the toned muscles to make a man half his age jealous. He was all English gentleman and polite as a little old lady at a tea party, yet I pity the fellow who would spit in his cup.


Around noon that first day, we stopped in one of the small villages that were scattered across this dusty landscape like lonely craters in a vast desert. While Fletcher was busying himself with fuel and last-minute supplies, I noticed a native mother sitting on the hard, dry ground in the shade of a tall tree. Several tots were playing in the dirt around her, including a boy of five or so who was completely naked. His tiny body was gray with dust, and he was skinny as a jack handle—except for a potbelly, which protruded like a balloon. What came next I could never have guessed. The little devil started urinating on his mother’s feet, and he was laughing as if it were the funniest thing in the world. His mother picked up a stick with the intention of whacking him, but he grabbed it from her and began to hit her instead, all the while laughing. I thought, What kind of a world is this, in which a child pees on his mother’s feet, then beats her with a stick?


Several hours later, we pulled into a towering island of flat-topped acacias that hid a sprawling camp inside. The shady canopy brought relief to what was now the heat of the day and served as a ceiling of sorts above the scattering of large green tents. A muddied, slow-moving river ran alongside. As we came to a stop, the black staff swarmed out to greet us, all smiles and handshakes. There were tent boys, trackers, skinners, a driver, a mechanic, a cook, and one of just about every other occupation you could think of for keeping this tented city in operation.


“Jambo!” they said, one after the other, shaking our hands. Greetings!


“Jambo,” we answered.


Nearly everyone in camp was from a different tribe, and each tribe had its own identifying marks—either in the piercing of ears or scars or some other bodily disfigurement. Maketi, the skinner, was a wee fellow. He spoke no English but smiled and nodded his head anxiously in our presence. It was his smile that took me aback. His two front teeth, in accordance with tribal custom, had been filed to sharp points that resembled—of all things—the fangs of a vampire. If that weren’t enough, there were pebble-size welts, in a distinct pattern, adorning Maketi’s small face. The odd design circled under each eye, making a V at the temple, then connected above the eyebrows. One or two others had similar bumps on their faces, but in different configurations.


“The scars are made as an infant,” Fletcher later explained. “Hooked thorns are inserted into the flesh between two parallel cuts in the skin. Once the wounds heal the thorns are removed, leaving those welts.”


At first glance, it appeared to me as if the bottom halves of the mechanic’s ears were missing. He was a tall, somber fellow in a blue, garage-style jumpsuit. The droopy lobes, I soon realized, had been twisted up and over the top half of each ear. Perhaps he had grown tired of their dangling, or perhaps it was a tribal custom, but either way, it gave him the appearance of a wrestler with cauliflower ears. Others sported large holes in the top halves of their ears, in which they stored everything from plugs of wood to spent rifle casings. One fellow carried the cork from a wine bottle.


The two trackers were Sangau and Mumaku, both masters of their craft. Sangau, the head tracker, who had been with Fletcher for many years, was a quiet, ever-smiling fellow with a long, friendly face and watery dark eyes. Mumaku was round faced and muscled like a sprinter—there was not an ounce of fat anywhere on him. He wore a serious expression until you caught his eye, and then he would grin, showing a conspicuous gap between his two front teeth. The job of these two was to stand in the back of the truck and scout for game, and to tap on the roof when they saw something—which was always before I saw it.


After getting our gear settled in the tent and our rifles unpacked, we left in the truck with the intention of shooting a wildebeest for bait. The only problem was that I did not know what a wildebeest was, and I was too embarrassed to ask. When we finally got set up to shoot, there were several different animals in sight, and I ended up shooting at an unsuspecting antelope, hoping it was the wildebeest. Fortunately I missed, so no harm was done. Dad then made quite a good shot, hitting the wildebeest at three hundred yards. His marksmanship gave me the chance to examine that funny-looking animal up close.


The wildebeest is oxlike in appearance, with a long tail, humped back, flat black face, and question mark–shaped horns. It has a gait equally comical, often kicking or pitching to the side for no apparent reason. As we took photos of our first African kill, Fletcher shared with us the natives’ explanation for the wildebeest’s odd features:


“The Masai say that when God was done making all the animals, he had several parts left over. From these, he made the wildebeest.”


We spent the rest of that afternoon hanging the wildebeest for lion bait and looking over herd after herd of animals, the names of many of which were new to our ears. We got back to camp after dark and ate a quick dinner before turning in. I hit the sack at 9:00 P.M. dead tired but woke at 3:00 A.M. because of jet lag; I could not return to sleep. Just before sunrise, as I lay thinking on my cot, there came from outside a deep groaning sound followed by three short grunts. Soon after, the tent boy came through the dark with a hissing lamp; he unzipped the front flap and carried in hot tea and coffee on a tray. As Dad and I got dressed, we heard the strange sound repeated several times.


[image: The blue wildebeest—one of God’s leftovers.]


“A male lion,” Fletcher explained at breakfast. “The Masai claim he is saying: ‘Whose land is this? … Mine, mine, mine.’”


We went out after breakfast for another wildebeest, and this time I redeemed myself. There were four of the funny-looking creatures standing in a row, all broadside and all studying us with those quizzical dark faces. Perhaps they had heard of my poor shooting the day before and figured themselves to be safe at 250 yards. Perhaps they had seen few hunting parties in their life. Whatever the case, their ease allowed me to take my time, get steady on the shooting stick, and send the bullet where I wanted it. The bull bucked and ran, kicking up dust, but the shoulder shot proved lethal; no follow-up was needed. Fletcher propped the fellow upright for pictures, making it look like it was a live pet resting in front of me, with legs tucked underneath and the earth cleared around it—a far cry from the “hanging dead deer” photos of home.


Farther on, Dad took two Grant gazelles with shots that appeared effortless and graceful—if the word “graceful” can be used to describe shooting an animal. Yes—they were graceful. Each buck collapsed immediately at the well-placed shot and lay as if asleep. The size of a Hill Country deer, the Grant is an ivory-colored animal with dark horns that stretch quite high for its size. The pointy, ribbed horns serve for prodding the coveted females, which the male is reluctant to leave behind lest another suitor take its place. A dark stripe across the eyes makes them appear even larger than they are.


At the campfire that night, I helped myself with Dad’s permission to a bottle of Tusker lager. It was sour but cold and bubbly, which felt wonderful in the throat after the dry heat of the day. The only soft drink was Coke. Earlier I had tried a bottle of tonic water, which was not too terrible once I got past the first pucker. According to Fletcher, tonic water had been a lifesaver for the Indian coolies that built the railroads. The sour drink contains quinine, a natural prophylactic against malaria.


Early the next morning Dad took a second wildebeest for lion bait, making another great shot. Then I proceeded to make a fool of myself. I missed two zebras, a wildebeest, one gazelle, and a warthog. I was really upset with my performance. It was particularly embarrassing because I had wanted to shoot well in front of Fletcher. As our professional hunter, he was a hero of sorts to me, and someone I wanted very much to emulate. But the harder I tried, the worse I shot. Then, somewhere between the zebras and the wildebeest, the riflescope struck me between the eyes on the recoil and my shooting really went to hell.


[image: Masai—once the most feared warriors on the continent.]


Fletcher finally said, “Johnny, I think you are flinching.”


“I think the gun is off,” I said, unsure what “flinching” meant but sure that it could have nothing to do with me. That was all that was said at the time.


Back in the truck, we encountered a young zebra with a broken front leg. Fletcher wasn’t sure how it had happened, but the leg was clearly beyond repair: The bone was severed, with the lower part dangling by a shred of hide. He asked Dad to finish it off, which was easier said than done. Despite its handicap, the zebra gave us quite a chase by truck, around trees and termite mounds, before we could get near.


Then we hung Dad’s wildebeest for lion bait, a fascinating process in itself. To spread its scent, we dragged the wildebeest behind the vehicle until Fletcher had selected a suitable bait tree. In the blink of an eye Sangau had scaled the tree barefoot, with the end of a rope clenched in his teeth. He passed the rope over a thick limb and lowered it to Mumaku, who tied it to the hind legs of the bait animal. Then, with the other end fastened to the front of the truck, Fletcher put the vehicle into reverse until the bait was hanging at the right height. Next Sangau secured the rope from above. Finally, Fletcher and his trackers fashioned a blind from a large bush, hollowing out the inside, filling in the chinks with cut branches and bundles of grass, clearing the ground of all noisemaking twigs and leaves, and installing two little peepholes from which to shoot. It was startling how fast a harmless-looking bush could be transformed into a lethal blind—all with the intention of getting the hunter within shooting range of the lion.


The next day arrived. Here’s Dad’s story: Today was the most exciting day of my life. Early this morning we crept into the lion blind. It was quite dark. At dawn the bait came into view, and we could see that a lion had eaten part of the wildebeest. But it was nowhere in sight. A ten-minute wait brought out a jackal, which tried to nip a piece of the shredded meat hanging from the bait. Suddenly, His Majesty the King came running out from his resting place to chase off the offending jackal.


[image: Giraffe.]


This lion was magnificent and huge. It walked around the bait, toward us without stopping, then behind the bait and tree, where it paused. I had a clear shot, and it flinched when I fired. It ran to its left, where John fired, knocking it down. In an instant it was up again and disappeared into the thick brush. Sangau heard it moaning, so we confidently went for the truck half a mile away to let it die and stiffen up. However, when we returned with the truck—no lion and only little blood. It was only wounded enough to be mad, and in thick brush! This lion was certainly in its element, not ours.


We found a discouraging sight. My bullet had grazed the bark of the tree that the lion had walked behind. At sixty-five yards I had missed my shot by nearly a foot. That’s what comes with firing while your heart is pumping at two hundred beats per minute and you can’t breathe. My bullet had given it only a flesh wound. John, Sangau, and I set off on its trail with only a slight blood spoor to follow. Sangau removed his sandals; he was absolutely silent in his bare feet. Fletcher’s words repeated over and over in my mind: “When you follow a wounded lion into the bush, one of you is going to get hurt.”


When the grass got shoulder high, John sent me back to the truck. Feeling at fault for the mess I had caused, I vowed not to let him send me back again—if I had the chance. They returned to the truck after five or ten minutes, and we resumed driving. When we came to a stop, I told him, “John, I really want to go with you.”


John shook his head. “Look—when I go in after a wounded lion, the most dangerous thing in the bush is not the lion. The most dangerous thing in the bush is the nervous hunter behind me with his finger on the trigger.”


“I understand. I am calm. I made a mistake on my first shot, but I will not screw up again. I really want to go in after it with you.”


Fletcher thought about it for a moment. Then he looked me in the eye and said, “OK.”


“But remember this: If the lion manages to get at me, he likely will knock me down and be standing or lying on top of me. I will give him something to chew on, like my arm—to keep him away from my head. Whatever you do, don’t shoot down at him. The bullet could go through the lion and hit me. Sit down and shoot up at the bastard.”


I nodded in agreement and carefully checked my rifle and spare cartridges.


This time, John, Sangau, and I headed into the tall grass and brush, then down into a dry creek bed. Sangau, armed only with a machete, followed the lion’s trail with his X-ray eyes. I was ready. This time there was no turning back. We tracked the animal down into the dry creek bed and up on both banks. When we came to thick spots, where visibility was poor, we threw rocks, hoping to get a growl or some other response in return. But all was silent. Several times John thought he had the big cat spotted, but the rock throwing produced nothing.


Finally we decided to circle in front of the cat, where we knew it had not crossed, and suddenly we … smelled it. It was that close! We surrounded the brush and threw stones, but still there was no response. At last, checking back at the creek bed, John found the lion’s tracks on top of ours! It had sneaked by us very quietly.


We again circled, this time farther down. This was the fourth circle we had made, and by now an hour had gone by. But there was no sign of the cat. If it hadn’t changed course, it had to be up creek. This time, John and I waited on the creek bank while Sangau walked back to make a lot of noise, hoping to drive the cat toward us. But before he could start the drive, he spotted the cat. It growled. Sure enough, the lion came for us, moving quickly in the open of the creek bottom.


I was the first to spot it, at twenty-five yards. It was trotting directly at me, and moving well. You would never have known it was wounded. I fired into the chest, and the heavy .458 bullet knocked it back on its haunches. Just then John got a clear shot from the left, and the .500 bellowed and knocked the lion over. The lion then did something very strange: It started spinning around and around on the spot, like the tiger in the story of Little Black Sambo that ran round and round till it turned into butter. It was moving so fast it was a blur. John fired once more and I fired twice before the lion was quiet.


It is 450 pounds, ten years old, and in its prime. The tree shooter redeems himself!


Everyone in camp was ecstatic, and we examined every tooth and claw while Dad reenacted the drama for the eager audience. Several Masai warriors paid homage by posing for photos over the big cat, their spears raised and ready. To me, the most amazing thing about the lion once the hide had been removed was the massive amount of muscle that covered its thick frame and powerful legs. Dark muscles bulged everywhere. It helped explain the phenomenal strength that the big felines possess.


Dad’s lion was a great success and would probably be the highlight of the trip for him, but for me things weren’t going well. My shooting the following morning showed no improvement. I made a poor shot on a Grant gazelle, and the animal ran off wounded. We had to climb a steep, rocky slope to find it, and we could not be quiet with all the rocks crunching underfoot. Just as we would get within range, the gazelle would dash off and we had to start all over again. When we finally caught up with it, it was looking at us head on. I sat down, wanting to get as steady as possible, aimed, fired, and missed.


[image: An exceptionally wide-horned impala. Lake Manyara.]


We followed the herd down the pebbly slope and got as close as we could, which was just under three hundred yards. When the gazelle took off again and disappeared in the brush, I figured it was gone for good. It was moving well, and we would never find it in the thick bush—and if we did, it would be difficult to get off a shot. But just then curiosity got the better of the ram. It stepped back out to have another look at us. Now, standing, I finally made a good shot, using the shooting stick as a rest. (The shooting stick, it should be noted, is a wonderful device. Fashioned from three wooden poles with a tightly wound strip of inner tube at one end, it is carried collapsed and like a spear until you are ready to shoot, at which point it is snapped open like a photographer’s tripod, making quite a steady rest.) The ram sprinted ten yards and fell over, dead. Fletcher slapped me on the back.


“Good shot, that,” Fletcher said as we walked back to the truck. His praise made me smile. “I wonder why your gun shoots well sometimes, but not others?” I just shrugged.


Dad then continued his fine shooting with a great shot on a warthog. We had spotted it on the plains and expected a long-range shot, but the warthog took cover in a creek bed. The stubborn pig held until we were within thirty yards, then flushed like a pheasant at top speed, whipping up little dust clouds in his wake. Dad rolled him on the run with one snap shot.


[In 1999, when Dad donated the majority of his animal trophies to a museum in Wyoming, he asked me if there were any that I would like to have. Among them all, it was this warthog that I chose. My parents had hung him over the bar and called him “Charley.” He was quite the conversation piece. People ooh-ed and ahh-ed over the lions, leopards, and buffalo, but it was the warthog that always tweaked their curiosity. They would point to the warthog and say, “What is that?”]


Dad talks about what happened the next day: Crossing the plains below the Nguruman Escarpment, we came upon several buffalo. We gave chase on foot, crouching over. I used John’s .375 to place a shot just behind the front shoulder of a large buffalo quartering away. The bullet broke ribs on both sides and passed through both the heart and lungs, lodging under the skin on the far side. Incredibly, the buffalo ran off! We pursued and fired at its rear on the run with the .458—just creasing it. We caught up with the animal some three hundred yards on, lying down. Finished it with the .458.


[image: The buffalo that wouldn’t die. Luckily, it was on the plains below the Nguruman Escarpment, instead of deep in the bush, when Dad tackled it.]


Masai appeared out of nowhere as Sangau and Mumaku butchered the buffalo for transport back to camp. How they found us, I have no idea. Maybe they heard the gunshots. I thought we were deep in the bush, miles from the nearest native. Immediately a small fire was built and fist-size chunks of meat were tossed on. They used no grill or stick: The meat was tossed directly into the flames. After letting it sizzle for a minute, the Masai grabbed the chunks out, charred black on one side—red, raw, and bloody on the other—and devoured them just like that, with the blood and juices running down their chins and chests. The Masai get to eat meat so rarely, according to Fletcher, that they are ravenous for it and gorge on huge quantities when it is available. The warriors returned for chunk after chunk until their bellies were noticeably swollen. One native, who was sitting cross-legged on the ground, steadfastly pounded on a buffalo leg bone with a rock, and I wondered what he was up to. Eventually he cracked the large bone open and with a knife scooped the clear, jellylike marrow into his mouth.


Not one ounce of meat, organs, bones, or hide went to waste. (The Masai warriors’ colorful, paint-decorated shields are made from buffalo hide. That the shields will turn spears and arrows, as well as the claws and fangs of angry lions, is a testament to the toughness of the leather.) It was hard to believe how quickly a one-ton buffalo could be stripped down to nothing as the natives chopped, sliced, and hefted slabs of meat to carry home. More natives arrived, smiling and waving greetings. Soon there was nothing left but a bloodstain on the ground.


Unfortunately, my own poor shooting continued on the following day. When I shot at an impala and missed, John took my gun and said, “Tell you what, Johnny, let’s check this gun of yours.” He placed the loaded rifle on the shooting stick and then pointed at a tree not twenty paces away. “I want you to shoot that dark knot there … in the middle of the tree.”


“Right here?” I asked, thinking I had the wrong tree. “It’s so close!”


“That’s OK. Just shoot the dark knot.”


I settled the butt of the gun against my shoulder, then braced myself for the recoil. The problem was that I was now afraid of the gun, holding my cheek well off the stock, worried that the scope would smack me again as it had the other day—a little mishap that had ended in a headache and a half moon–shaped cut between the eyes. I took a deep breath, then tensed my whole body against the impending blow. I might even have closed my eyes. I had become that afraid.


[image: Sangau and John Fletcher constructing a leopard blind.]


When I finally did pull the trigger, I jerked so hard that I yanked the gun right off the rest. The gun went click. Unbeknownst to me, John had purposely left the chamber empty. I looked to Fletcher, but he just raised his brow. He let me state the obvious.


“Gosh, I guess I’m flinching!”


Around lunchtime, a Masai warrior strolled into camp with an injured hand. He was a tall, lanky fellow, like the friends that came with him, and he was joking and laughing about the injury. When I saw the hand, I got that brief twinge in the stomach you get when you see some grotesque injury involving a human being, such as a compound fracture, or when one glimpses a surgical procedure on television.


It seems that throwing and catching a spear is a regular sport for Masai, like throwing and catching a baseball is for us. This fellow’s injury was the result of spear-catching gone bad. The spear had entered the palm, sliced through the meat between thumb and index finger, then exited the back of the hand. The hand had now swollen to double its size, was horribly infected, and there was yellow puss oozing from the festering edges of the deep crevice. What worried Fletcher most were the black streaks of blood poisoning starting up the wrist. Fletcher instructed the young warrior to return to camp each of the next few days for a daily course of antibiotic. He went on to tell him that if he did not come, he would surely lose the hand, and maybe also his life.


The Masai warriors then sauntered out of camp, still laughing, hitting each other with thin sticks. They used their robes, bound around their arms, as shields, leaving their naked bodies exposed. When the sticks connected against flesh, they did so with a loud whack that brought an instant welt but no other sound or cry. There was only more laughing. Seeing them was a small glimpse into the Masai’s harsh and stoic way of life.


“Tough folks, those Masai,” Fletcher remarked with a shake of his head. “They’ve got the pain threshold of a buffalo! They can drink water that would kill you and me.”


“You think he’ll be back tomorrow?” I asked.


“Maybe. Maybe not.”


We never saw him again.


Fletcher went on to explain a man’s rite of passage and the Masai customs associated with it. It is a huge event—arguably the single most important event in a Masai man’s life. In an elaborate ceremony, at age seventeen, the would-be warrior is presented in front of the tribe, where he is to stand motionless while the witchdoctor performs a circumcision on him. There are no anesthetics, no painkillers of any kind. It is the young man’s solemn duty to remain stone-faced throughout the entire procedure. To wince—to make an utterance of any sort—will mark the youth for life as the one who winced or gasped at his manhood ceremony.


“Most never make it to seventeen,” Fletcher reflected. “Malaria, lions, infection. If they survive that long, you can figure they are pretty tough.”


And I used to cry when I got a shot of penicillin! It made me think.


We spent the next couple of days looking for buffalo for Dad. We tracked several herds, which is tiring work, especially in the heat of the day. I don’t know how many miles we walked, but it was a lot; in addition, at times we were stalking in, around, and through thornbushes. The most amazing part of it all was getting to watch the two trackers in action. They could look at the ground where a hundred buffalo had passed and pick out the track of a particular bull and follow it. They could tell you within an hour how old the track was. They could tell you where the animal had stopped to check its back trail. So impressive was their skill that it wouldn’t have surprised me if they could tell you the buffalo’s birthday.


Most stalks ended with the herd’s winding us or sighting us, or else the herd would prove to be composed of small bulls that did not measure up. But there was one episode that ended in more excitement than I had bargained for. After four hours of tracking a particularly large herd, we found the animals deep in the bush. Cresting a small hill in the forest, we came upon them and saw their black bodies advancing steadily to our left in a wide, shallow valley that was more trees than it was brush, making for better visibility than we’d had up to that point. They were grazing on the go, stopping for a bite of grass, then moving on as they chewed, then stopping again for another bite. At this point, the herd was unaware of us—a win for us, whether we fired a shot or not. Crouched behind a thin tree, John studied the advancing herd with his binocular, looking for the biggest bull.


Just then, all hell broke loose.


The herd began to stampede, and with a clamor beyond anything I had expected. It sounded like a fleet of jet engines taking off. It was the sound of thunder, unending. My heart jumped into my throat. One minute we were creeping and whispering in total silence—the next we were up and running, and John was shouting at the top of his lungs. He came sprinting directly at me, yelling, “Beat it! Beat it!” I turned to run and was looking for the best tree to climb, thinking my young life was over. Surely we can’t outrun a herd of buffalo!


[image: Hanging the leopard bait.]


Unexpectedly, Fletcher snatched the shooting stick from Sangau, then turned and dashed back to his original position. He threw the stick in place and commanded Dad to get ready to shoot. Fletcher had his binocular up, surveying the stampeding herd—dust everywhere, limbs and branches cracking and breaking, nothing but the buffaloes’ dark, trundling backs and an occasional sweep of horn visible amid the clouds of dust. A couple of young stragglers went by, and then not a buffalo remained in sight, though for some time we could still hear them crashing away in the distance. The dust that hung in the air was the only reminder that a herd had surrounded us.


“Nothing worth shooting, I’m afraid.” Fletcher now turned to me. “Why did you run off like that?”


“You said, ‘Beat it!’ and I did!”


Fletcher began to laugh. Then he explained, and Dad now laughed, too.


“I said, ’Miti!’—the shooting stick. I was asking for the shooting stick.” I felt stupid but had to join in the laugh.


Back at camp for lunch, we took photos of several Masai—both men and women—as they wondered through camp. Most allowed us to take their picture, and they were pleased to keep the instant Polaroid snapshots we gave them.


An interesting thing about the natives is that they do not seem to mind the flies that swarm their faces, though a number are missing an eye because of fly glaucoma or syphilis. The flies, thirty or forty at a time, migrate to the corners of their eyes and mouths. The Masai occasionally wink an eye or twitch a cheek at the annoyance, but they rarely raise a hand to wave them away. When they do raise a hand, it’s like shooing pets. They do not slap at the flies, as we do. Consequently, the flies here are tame. They slap easily. It is nothing for me to kill twenty flies in an hour.


[image: A couple of Masai warriors strike a pose over Dad’s lion.]


Dad: After tracking buffalo all morning with no luck, just lots of tsetse fly bites, we went to the northern part of the concession, 30 miles from camp. Driving along, we came upon a herd of some fifty buffalo on an open plain. They were lined up on the horizon—quite a sight—and stared down their noses at us, an opposing army ready for battle. John picked out the biggest, and once I had located it, I shot it in the chest with John’s .375. The animal thundered off with the rest of the herd, as if the bullet had missed completely.


We followed in the vehicle. As we came over the rise in the plain, we saw the herd churning dust in the distance, with one buffalo falling behind. It was mine. It finally came to a stop and stood there staring at us, alone, blood spewing from its nostrils at each breath, its shoulder covered in bright-red lung blood. But it would not die. I fired again, then again, but it remained standing, huffing at us. More blood spewed from its nostrils. Unbelievably, it staggered toward us, too sick to reach us but full of anger to the end. I reloaded and aimed at the neck. It took a spine shot to put the buffalo down, and the experience gave me a new appreciation for the inconceivable hardiness of the beast.


On our way home, the tracker spotted a lesser kudu in the hills. I jumped out and popped it through the grass and brush—only its head was showing. The lesser kudu is a fairly rare antelope with beautiful white markings on its hide. The horns curl above the head like corkscrews. This is the only one we’ve seen.


Before dinner I went to the river, where giant fig trees towered up on either bank. From the base of the huge trunks, exposed roots ran out across the ground like overgrown serpents, weaving this way and that, and vines as thick as cucumbers dangled from the upper limbs. It was the perfect place to try out my new Bowie knife. I hacked at the massive roots and chopped down vines until my arms tired. Then I whacked off a vine at the water’s edge and played Tarzan, swinging out over the chocolate-brown river and nearly making the opposite bank. Next I fashioned a crude trapeze from a section of vine, using a strip of cloth from my green fatigues, which I had recently turned into cutoff shorts. About the time I got to swinging pretty high, Fletcher happened by and just sort of shook his head.


Then he stopped and said, “I shan’t be landing in that water, if I were you. All kinds of nasties in it.”


At night in bed I prayed for my shooting to improve. Now that the culprit had been identified—flinching—it seemed it should be an easy thing to control. But it wasn’t. If anything, the problem grew worse, and I made another mess of my shooting in the morning. We spotted three male Grant gazelles from the truck, the largest quite a nice one. Sangau and I got out and crept as close as we could. I sat down and fired at the big Grant but missed. We got back in the truck, and I fired at him when I wasn’t supposed to. Then we got out—Sangau, John, and I—and followed after. I found some blood and then saw the Grant, but I made a pitiful offhand shot, hitting the gazelle in the stomach. It ran off, guts hanging out. I fired again and broke its hind leg. It continued to run, leaving lots of blood, then collapsed and struggled to get up. We circled around and I shot it in the neck, finally putting an end to the pitiful drama for which I was responsible.


[image: Dad with a dandy gerenuk, afairly rare and graceful long-necked antelope that routinely stands on hind legs to reach browse high overhead.]


No one said a thing. No one had to. John was disappointed. Sangau was disappointed. I was disgusted. I was ready to hang my rifle up. That was no way to shoot an animal.


Dad’s journal for the next day: Went to the Nguruman Escarpment and saw lots of game in the park, including three of the Big Five: rhino, buffalo, and lions. Spent the afternoon hunting for oryx. No luck, but found a trophy gerenuk that we chased on foot. My first shot was at two hundred yards, behind brush, and a miss. Took two more running shots, then a long stalk crouched over. Suddenly, John threw up the shooting stick and said, “You have four seconds.” Shot the gerenuk on the shoulder at 258 yards. The small antelope dropped dead. Did a bit of running on this stalk and so was out of breath for the shot, but lucked out.


Dad undertook to improve my shooting and to eliminate the flinching. Sitting cross-legged on the ground, I was handed the gun to shoot at a box target fifty yards away, with my not knowing whether the rifle was loaded or not. It was a humiliating experience, waiting for the click or the boom, unsure which was forthcoming, getting fooled by it, and grumbling in anger when I did. But it was a necessary exercise, one that was critical in focusing my attention on the trigger pull and not the recoil. Several times I got frustrated and wanted to quit, but Dad wouldn’t let me. He just kept handing me the rifle and saying, “Try it again.” Most amazing of all, it worked. After a few blunders, bullet holes began to appear in the box. It earned a smile from him and soon had us feeling good about my prospects.


Once the shooting lesson was over and we were back in our tent, Maketi arrived with a grin that flashed his vampire teeth. The little skinner had asked to sharpen Dad’s knife and was now returning it, sharp enough to shave with. In fact, Dad did shave the neckline below his beard, paying homage to the skinner’s handiwork.


While we were driving along in the afternoon, two black rhino trundled out of the bush in front of us. It was quite a sight, as these were the first rhino we had seen. The big gray brutes plowed ahead of us, moving with surprising speed and agility. It also made me realize that, had we encountered them on foot and had they chosen to charge toward us instead of away, there would have been very little we could have done.


“Would you like one?” Fletcher asked my dad.


“How much is the license?”


“Three thousand dollars.”


Dad smiled. “I think I’ll pass.” (It didn’t sound like a bargain at the time, but it was. Now they are of course fully protected.)


A few days later, on the return to camp from the escarpment, we spotted three impala on a rocky slope. The male, which looked to be a fine ram, stood at attention below his two females. It kept an eye on us but did not move as we maneuvered closer. After a short stalk, I got a chance to see my humbling target practice pay off. With immense concentration not to jerk the trigger, I squeezed the metal device as slowly as I could—about as slowly as sap slides down a tree in winter—and held the cross hairs steady. I made a good shot. At 150 yards, I got the ram right where I had aimed, on the shoulder. The congratulatory slap on the back from Fletcher was worth a million bucks.


On occasion, while out in pursuit of game, we encountered Masai warriors strolling across the landscape. Because the women do all the work and the children tend the livestock, and because they are not allowed to wage war or hunt for big game, there is little for the warriors to do—so they roam the country. This afternoon was no different. Fletcher stopped to consult with a couple of roaming warriors, who as a rule are a wealth of knowledge about game in the area.


Asking a Masai the whereabouts of a gerenuk or eland or zebra is no different from stopping a city dweller on the street to ask the location of the nearest drugstore. Each Masai has a map of the land in his head complete with the beasts that inhabit it, and he can tell you that you will find a herd of eight zebra two hills over, and also to watch out for a lame hyena across the first creek you come to toward the rising sun. And, by the way, there is a very fine oryx half a day’s stroll in yonder direction. Of course game animals are not static—they move, and the information is always in need of update. But it is the closest thing you can get to a formal game census.


I enjoyed stopping to converse with the Masai, as much for learning about their culture as for gaining any wildlife information they might have possessed. The Masai are a fascinating people, and their customs intrigue me—especially the warriors. Once Masai enter manhood and the warrior class, their hair is grown long and braided into fanciful designs. They clasp it in front above the eyes and down the back. Their braided hair and upper bodies are coated with a red ochre paste, giving them a surreal appearance. Pierced ears, adorned with heavy beads, dangle almost to the shoulders. The ear is pierced, not in the middle of the lobe as is done at home, but above the lobe, at the base of the canal, so there is that much more flesh to stretch. When they turn their heads, their ears jiggle and jangle like rearview mirror ornaments.


Each warrior carries a spear, a weapon that is his pride and joy, and he is never seen without it. The handle in the center is made of wood, but the ends are metal. The blade is long and flat, honed razor-sharp the length of each side. The spear is made primarily for throwing, but it can also be held forth in defense against a charging animal, which is most likely to be a lion. Astoundingly, the latter is a requirement in a young warrior’s initiation. A lion is tracked up, and the warriors, surrounding it, attempt to direct its charge at the rookie. With the spear held forth like a lance, the blunt end braced against the ground, the rookie awaits the lion’s charge. If everything goes as planned, the charging lion will impale itself of its own weight, and the Masai have a new warrior. If not, there’s always another rookie.


Every man carries a hardened gourd club or two for bashing rabbits and other small game. Fastened to a crude belt about his narrow waist are a machete and knife in red leather sheaths. The Masai, who shun modern civilization in all its aspects, have been entirely successful in letting it pass them by. They live and dress as their ancestors did thousands of years ago. Their one concession to modern times, however, is in their choice of footgear: They wear tire tread sandals on their feet. The sandals are cut from old tires, tread-side down, with straps fashioned from strips of inner tube. Despite the sandals, the bottoms of their feet are as tough as dried leather: Thick crusts of skin rise up at the sides, with visible cracks in the hard crust where the skin turns black and smooth on the top of the foot. The black skin of their calves is coated in dust and marred by scratches from thorns. Every warrior carries scars somewhere on his body that attest to the rugged life the Masai lead.


[image: A likely spear wound accountedfor this bull’s unprovoked charge. The irate bull was eventually stopped at a hair-raising eighteen paces. Dad, John Fletcher, and Sangau.]


The Masai are a nomadic people. They can walk twenty miles in a day and think nothing of it. Before the British arrived, they were a fierce and feared fighting tribe, waging constant war on neighboring tribes, conquering land as they came upon it on a continual quest to feed their expanding herds of cattle. Were it not for current law, they would have left this overgrazed patch of earth years ago, declaring war on greener neighbors, north, south, or west.


The women wrap themselves in red or blue robes, their breasts, one or the other or both, hanging in the open. Their heads are shaved completely bald, the shiny black pate a sharp contrast to the red head of the warrior. Their ears dangle as do the men’s, but one difference is the beaded jewelry that adorns their heads and necks. Many sport a wide, flattened necklace—more like a collar—decorated with colorful embroidered beads. Some of the young women are pretty, but they do not age gracefully. When they get old, their breasts become flat and hang like pancakes, and their smiles show missing teeth like the black keys on a piano. Many are the matrons who carry the eerie, hollow socket of a missing eye. The women crowd the car window to see us and talk to us and cough and sneeze in our faces. They do not cover their mouths. They ask Fletcher in Swahili about us and repeat their strange language as if repetition will make it sink in. We smile and say, “Hello. How are you?”


All Masai carry the same smell. It is the smell of cattle, smoke, and sweat, all rolled into one—with a sweetish scent that I could not place. It was not a pleasant smell, but it was not entirely offensive either, like the body odor of some of the staff. Or a bus driver back home who has forgotten his deodorant. It made me wonder how we smell to them.


The next day dawned bright and sunny, and my good luck continued with another good shot. Early in the day we glimpsed several impala feeding on a hilltop. We got out of the truck and climbed toward them, moving as quietly as we could among the loose rocks, and soon found the largest male, which happened to be facing away from us. Then it heard us, or sensed us. It turned slightly, its head cocked around to look at us. But it was still unalarmed. I took aim and shot it right in the shoulder, and the copper-colored antelope collapsed in its tracks. Even stern-faced Mumaku was smiling now.


After lunch, while Dad rested in his tent and Fletcher looked after camp business, I went out with Giobani, the headman, to look for guinea fowl and crested francolin—or as Fletcher calls them, “the little chaps,” being the smaller of the two varieties of francolin. At one point Giobani spotted a big flock of guineas and we gave chase. Soon we were sprinting at top speed in the knee-high grass, with me right on the headman’s heels. It was pure exhilaration dashing through the grass like that, and I could see the guineas hustling ahead of us. All of a sudden Giobani shrieked and leapt into the air, tucking his legs up into his body like an acrobat in flight. I glanced down to see a large snake coiled in the grass. Because I was running so fast and was upon the snake at such close range, there was no time to do anything other than what Giobani had done. So I too jumped as high as I could, jerking my feet up, and sailed over the snake, hoping against hope that it would not strike. It didn’t.


[image: Everyone pitches in to help PH John Sutton out of a sticky situation.]


I landed on my feet, then turned back to blast the menace with the shotgun. Had it been a rifle in my hands that would have been tricky, if not impossible. Imagine trying to find a snake in the scope, in thick grass, at close quarters. But a shotgun is the perfect snake gun, and I felt comfortable in the task: I had dispatched several rattlesnakes back home at the ranch.


I returned quickly before the snake could move off or disappear, but not so quickly as to blunder into it. But it had not moved. The snake was coiled right where it had been. It was a cobra, about as thick around as my arm. But it was already dead. Who knows what had killed it. If it had been alive, there is no doubt it would have bitten one of us dead as we sailed overhead. Not even a trained Olympian can hurtle over a full-grown cobra raised up and ready to strike.


A couple of days later, in the heat of the afternoon, we spotted a herd of impala lounging in the shade of several flat-topped acacias; we passed them by as if they were the furthest things from our minds. The herd was typical in makeup—all female with one male escort. The other, unfortunate males remain in a nearby but separate herd, jealously plotting to beat the old boy out of his position. It is pure Darwin in practice.


Once past the stationary herd, we slowed the car and got out. Fletcher and I circled, using trees for cover, and the impala trotted fifty yards farther off, only slightly suspicious. When we were as close as he thought we could get, Fletcher gave me the signal; I sat down and took my time, concentrating so as not to flinch. I didn’t, and the 175-yard shot was perfect. The big ram dropped straight down, and Sangau came running up to dress it and carry it back to the truck.
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The buffalo that wouldw't die. Luckily, it was on the plains below the Nguruman
Escarpment, instead of deep in the bush, when Dad tackled it.
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A likely spearwound accounted for this bull’s unprovoked charge. The irate bull
was eventually stopped al a hair-vaising eighteen paces. Dad, John Fletcher,

and Sangau.
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