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  Advance Praise




  “Peter’s words ring true to the spirit of Romania and Hungary. Having spent almost thirty years living each hunting season from the Puszta to the Carpathians is quite evident in this authoritative work.”




  —Cavaliere Ugo Gussalli Beretta, president of Beretta




  “Of all the great game lands across the planet from Alaska to Africa, none offer the pageantry and history of that found in Hungary. And no one knows more about this country's unforgettable stalking and shooting than Peter Horn. For him, hunting is an immersion into culture that binds sportsmen around the world even if they do not share a language. He is, quite simply, the American hunting ambassador to one of Europe’s most spectacular sporting destinations.”




  —Chris Dorsey, president of Orion Entertainment




  “Peter Horn has the soul of a hunter and the heart of a lion. On my over twenty safaris to Africa, I always preferred to go one-on-one, unless I was hunting with Peter. He is one of the most traveled and knowledgeable big–game hunters extant.”




  —Alex Brant, founding president of the tristate chapter of Safari Club International, author of The Complete Guide to Wing Shooting




  “There is not a better outdoor experience than with the hunt master himself. His incredible eastern European adventures offer the finest in nature, wildlife, accommodations, cuisine, and camaraderie. Turn back the clock and experience grand hunts of the past in this unspoiled part of the world.”




  —Joseph P. Clayton, president and CEO of DISH Network




  “One of the pioneers of the post-Ceauşescu hunting era.”




  —Petre Gārgārea, head of the Romanian hunting department




  “Peter’s knowledge of European hunting traditions and his love of the hunt make a trip magical, which is evident in this book.”




  —Brenda Potterfield, co-owner of MidwayUSA




  “There is no one who knows so well the Hungarian hunting regions and games as Peter Horn. It was no accident that he has received the Hubertus Cross and the Pro-Turismo Awards. Peter's book provides a great experience for all of us. He takes us on a journey around the Carpathian Basin's enchanting landscapes and wonderful hunting challenges. I am convinced that his readers are not only going to have a lot of fun but sooner or later will visit Hungary as well."




  —Dr. Zoltán Budai, director of the Hungarian National Tourist Office in New York




  “Some people are excellent hunters. Some writers can capture the passion of the hunt. Rare is the person who can do both. Peter Horn is one of those rare people. The hunter that finds joy in the literature of the hunt will be richly rewarded by savoring the pages of Mr. Horn's latest contribution to this inspiring genre.”




  —Michael G. Sabbeth, ethics lawyer and author of The Good, The Bad & The Difference
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  THE PHILOSOPHY OF


  HUNTING ACROSS THE DANUBE




  This is the first book written in English about two of Eastern Europe’s premier hunting destinations. The book is animated by my desire to share this little-known sporting paradise with educated hunters. The chapters detail game I have hunted over the past three decades, including stag, boar, roebuck, bear, wolf, chamois, capercaillie, pheasant, mouflon, and duck, in areas that regularly produce world-class trophies yet remain unknown amongst the most experienced hunters. The hunting culture and traditions of Romania and Hungary, which figured so prominently in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, profoundly influenced the development of European and international hunting. By sharing the latest facts about the finest hunting areas, seasons, firearms, and equipment, I hope to awaken an appreciation for all the best that Hungary and Romania offer sportsmen.
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  The water is not only for sheep.
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  Peter Lewis Horn II is an international hunter, outdoorsman, and conservationist. Since 1991, he has been the senior partner in Pannonvad, a Budapest company that organizes and leads hunting trips across Hungary and Romania. Mr. Horn has hunted extensively in Hungary since 1985 and in Romania from the moment the country was reopened to sportsmen in 1990. In the same year, Mr. Horn was the first ­American sportsman invited by the national government to hunt Romania’s famed Timisoara region after Nicolae Ceauşescu’s reign of terror ended. Mr. Horn formerly worked as professional hunter in Africa and served as the President of Safari Club International Conservation Fund (SCICF). He is the Vice President of Beretta USA’s Retail Division, General Manager of Beretta Gallery Expeditions, and the author of many articles and book chapters on hunting throughout the world. Mr. Horn is a member of the International Order of St. Hubertus, the Order of St. Hubertus of Hungary, a Fellow of the Explorers Club, and in November of 2013 received the Pro Turismo Award from the ­Minister of Economic Affairs in the Hungarian Parliament for his twenty-five years of bringing hunters to Hungary and promoting its tourism.
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  Waiting for our last pheasant.
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  Many of the author's friends in this photo from twenty-five years ago are still hunting with him today.




  Introduction
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  The Danube is Europe’s second largest river. It flows from Germany into Austria, and it winds its way into regions of the European continent that are historically associated with the worst of man and not the best of nature. In the unusual way some things of this world come into existence, the dictatorships that oppressed the people of Eastern Europe created conditions that allowed wildlife to flourish. Many of the world’s great hunting traditions come from the countryside of Romania and Hungary, the cradle of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Though the literature of Romania and Hungary is commemorated in the mother tongues of those great nations, little has been written in English of this hunter’s paradise. For more than twenty-five years, I have tried enlightening Americans and sportsmen from dozens of other countries to this singular part of the hunting world.




  I owe a debt to my old friend and hunting buddy Angiolo Bellini and his wife, Elisabetta. They first introduced Debbie, my wife, and me to stag hunting in the Zemplen Mountains of Northern Hungary. They showed us a world of untouched European charm. From the first day, the guides, hunting lodges, forests of spruce and oak, and game drew me in. Even now, I can close my eyes and journey back there, because the smells and sights are ingrained in my memory. After more than one hundred hunts, I still discover something new each time I am there.




  After that first stag hunt, I met Toni Török. It was 1986. I was on my inaugural driven pheasant shoot that I outfitted. Toni, who speaks six languages, was the line’s interpreter. After a brief time talking about our favorite subject, hunting, I found out he worked as a manager for a hunting company in Budapest. He had been a chief hunter in Romania for five years and even hunted with the infamous dictator Nicolae Ceauşescu, who was a fanatical sportsman.




  Toni knew everything to know about hunting. He held a degree in silviculture (forestry); he spoke the languages of local hunters and the important client tongues. But two things were stopping him from starting his own business—he needed a partner with contacts in the American market and someone who could provide some seed money. We talked for half an hour, and I willingly provided him with the last two pieces of his puzzle. In the eighties, Hungary was still under communist rule and Romania was closed to outside hunters. Since I already had a booking business in full swing, running trips mostly to Africa, Spain, and the British Isles, and had made a number of expeditions—including fifty or so trips to Africa and a couple dozen to England, Scotland, and the Iberian Peninsula—it was perfect timing for me to learn about an area that so little was known about in America. Soon after that first driven shoot, Toni and I formed Pannonvad, which literally means “Hungarian hunting” in the local tongue.
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  Tony Lombardo shares the luck of his several Beretta Gallery Expedition Hunts.




  In 1990, Romania opened her doors to foreign sportsmen after seventeen years under Ceauşescu’s dictatorship. The change marked the start of a wonderful ongoing talk between Toni and me about his days as a boy in the Romanian countryside, where he learned to hunt and fish from his dad. I never got tired of listening to the stories of when Toni was a chief hunter. He painted an exciting picture of hunting in Europe as it existed fifty or sixty years ago. Cut off from the outside world, Romania’s wild animals were everywhere. The primitive areas stayed untouched by the usual masses of foreign hunters. I thought it was likely that it would always be that way. But in the spring of 1990, while on a roebuck hunt in Hungary, Toni turned to me and said without any great fanfare, “We leave for Romania in two hours. I finally got the papers for you to be the first American allowed to hunt in the Western part of the country in over twenty-four years.” What we found was everything and more than Toni had promised and I had imagined from his stories.




  On our first trip, I took three gold and one silver-medal wild boar (I had special dispensation to shoot boar at that time of year) and five medal-class International Council for Game and Wildlife Conservation (CIC) roebucks. The second trip produced one of the largest wild stags ever taken, two huge boars with tusks of more than ten inches, and a silver-medal fallow deer. This was a magical time for any hunter. The amount of game was simply overwhelming. Stag and wild boar were in fields in the middle of the day. Fallow deer in some areas were in herds of one hundred or more. Roe deer were spotted everywhere.




  That first year in Romania reminded me of the areas I was fortunate enough to open up in the Sudan. Those pristine swamps, hills, and fields were untouched for years. Animals had no fear of their greatest foe. Of course, nothing in this world lasts forever. The word soon spread about this new frontier, which was made possible by the collapse of the Iron Curtain and the end of dictatorships. First the Italians came, then the rest of Europe and with the help of people such as Bob Kern of the Hunting Consortium and me, Americans followed.




  One of the real pleasures of hunting, and especially my profession, is the opportunity to make so many friendships, as well as the joy of hosting famous hunters, such as King Juan Carlos of Spain, Don Trump Jr., the Marquee Lodovico Antinori, Bruno and Charles Bich, General Joe Ralson (former head of NATO Air Forces), Italian Designer Stefano Ricci, Jim Clarke (of Netscape fame), and noted outdoor TV Director Chris Dorsey, just to name a few.




  Toni and I have made many lasting friendships on our hunts. It is like family—some have hunted with us eight times or more. On a recent driven pheasant shoot we hosted, nine of the guns had hunted with me sixty-one times in Hungary, Romania, Spain, Scotland, Ireland, and the Czech Republic. There is nothing like listening to old friends tells stories of past hunts to the new guns. For Toni and me, hunting is a passion more than a business. Introducing people to the sport you love most and watching their excitement and enthusiasm grow over time is an experience second to none.




  Chapter One




  Home of the Mountain Stag
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  The Zemplen Mountains rise in Northeastern Hungary. They are several hours outside Budapest, a city many travelers think of as the Paris of the East. To reach these mountains requires a drive of several hours through quaint towns, which always remind me of the storybooks I read when I was young. I first came here in 1985 to hunt the stag rut with Angiolo Bellini, one of the world’s great gentlemen hunters. We had met in 1985 at the Safari Club International Convention. He was the chairman of the first SCI chapter in Italy. I was asked by SCI to look after the delegation. Soon, the talk naturally turned to hunting. Angiolo, like me, had hunted everywhere from South America to Europe to Africa. When we discussed Europe, I mentioned the only stags I had ever taken were in Spain and Scotland, to which Angiolo answered, “Those are not stags but the baby cousins of the giants of Eastern Europe!”




  Now, I can tell you that the stags in Spain and Scotland are considered amongst the world’s finest specimens of Western red deer, so I was naturally intrigued. I asked Angiolo if he could find someone in Hungary to take us to these big stags. “I will do more than that,” he said, “Why don’t you and your wife be my guests during the September rut?”




  Soon, Debbie and I found ourselves driving through old-fashioned villages. As we drove higher up into the mountains, the pinewoods and fields yielded glimpses of roebuck and stag. As with seeing any animal, this really stirs the hunter’s blood. Upon arriving at the hunting lodge, I could feel that we were about to go on a hunt to remember. The lodge had a great main room with stag trophies all over the walls, complemented by roebuck heads, boar rugs, and a few sets of tusks to round out the display. The building was a bit tired by some Western standards, but the wood-burning fireplace and the balcony overlooking the pristine forest were just right for us. I had no idea that I was starting a more than twenty-five-year love affair learning about hunting in Eastern Europe.
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  The author, Debbie Horn, and their guide, Zoltan, with the author’s 270 made by Paul Jaeger on a Sako action, of course.




  The first morning we ventured out at 5 a.m. with guides we had met the night before. My guide, Zoltan, spoke Hungarian and German, but we had a common tongue—that of the hunter. As we walked the dirt roads along the mountainside, we would step a few yards and stop to listen for the roar of lovesick stags. Then, Zoltan would say in German (as I understood most of the hunter’s terms in that language) “too young” or “too small,” as he responded to the stags using a call fashioned only from his hands. He perfectly mimicked the voices of rutting stags. I began to learn, as I had after so many years in Africa, to always trust your guide. By 9:30 a.m., we saw four stags. Then, Zoltan heard a deer he wanted to check out. He told me to wait by some trees and be very quiet. I was daydreaming about a stag when I heard something move about two hundred yards to my right. I hoped it wasn’t a big red deer, because I really did not know what qualified as a trophy in Hungary. I was to learn, after many years and looking at hundreds of stags, that you watch for the thickness of the antlers coupled with their height and the length of each tine. The power of an old stag is at the top; look for a good crown with many points.
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  Peter and Debbie with her first mountain stag.




  The noise was now one hundred yards away, and suddenly there appeared a huge wild boar strolling down the trail. After years of taking clients hunting everywhere from the Sudan to Spain, I know you do not pull the trigger when you don’t know the rule of a country. I let that three-hundred-pound bad boy pass by with most of his nine-inch tusks shining brightly in the morning sun. Everyone gasped as I retold the story that night over a fine dinner of stag steaks and Hungarian goulash. One guide asked, “Why didn’t you shoot? You may not see another boar that size ever again!”




  “Better safe than sorry,” I replied. Also, I had a feeling this was not going to be my last trip to Hungary. After many safaris to Africa, I was ready for a new frontier.




  A True Shot




  I do not hunt to collect species. I hunt the same areas many times over to learn about the game, people, and country. That is why I took many bongos in the Sudan. I wanted to become a bongo hunter. I wanted to understand the animal on the level of the locals. Zoltan was a great guide for me. Every day he taught me more about the European stag and, coupled with Angiolo’s knowledge plus my past experience, I felt ready to stalk this noble animal. After a few days, I learned to differentiate the sounds of the stag’s roaring. The older boy’s sound that came from within was much deeper than the young pup’s meager attempts. Each day we were able to call these magnificent creatures to within fifty yards. On the second day, Debbie connected with a beautiful stag at one hundred and thirty yards, with a well-placed shot from her Sako .270 Winchester. Elisabetta had her stag on the third day, and Angiolo had his on the fifth. Now, it was up to me to bring in the last trophy. We were having such a great time among ourselves that whether I got a stag almost became secondary.




  On the sixth day, Zoltan and I climbed higher up the mountains than we had been before to an area on the Czechoslovakian border. A monster stag called out in the distance just before daybreak. As we made our way through the brush in the dark, I could just make out the silhouette of the red deer. I was raising my rifle when Zoltan signaled, “No!” I asked why, and he pointed in the same direction whispering, “Czechoslovakia.” If we shot the animal, we wouldn’t be allowed to cross the border to collect him.




  “Just my luck,” I thought as I put my gun down. We quickly left the old bull and soon heard another one answer him. We stopped and listened every few steps. Zoltan suddenly turned and cupped his hands to his mouth to call the stag. He called back. I raised my rifle just as the sun came through the trees. The light illuminated his magnificent rack as I waited for the signal to shoot.




  First, Zoltan mumbled, “Yo,” (Hungarian for “good”) and then, “Nem” (“no”). It seemed because the deer was in a thicket and we could only see the top of his back, he thought there was no shot. I had a dead rest at eighty yards on an animal whose anatomy I had studied many times. The .270 Winchester I was using had seen hundreds of shots hit practice targets in the kill zone. Before he could protest again, I calmed myself for a shot I knew I could make. The bull fell like a sack of potatoes. Zoltan never saw the hit or the animal go down, for that matter.




  After stalking through the thick bush toward where the stag was last seen, we could find nothing—no blood, no hair, and no stag. We traced our steps back to the side of the hill where we felt the deer had last stood. “You missed!” cried Zoltan.




  “No way!” I shot back. “I smacked that bull in the spine, and he is stone dead!” Even though the forest on the side of the mountain was thick and steep, I knew I had hit him.




  Once again, Zoltan stated, “You missed.”




  I ran through the events from loading the gun to the actual shot. My answer was still, “No, I hit him. Yo!”




  After Zoltan’s tenth cigarette of the morning, the wiry old hunter finally made his way down the hill to fetch his tracking dog and a couple of other hunters to search for the stag. I settled up against a tree, took out some water and chocolate, and once again began to think of the shot. I knew it was a true shot. You know when you hit something well—it is different than hoping. Feeling confident, I scrambled to my feet and slowly started down the steep slope into the forest. There, not sixty yards from the lip of the hill, lay the stag with his CIC bronze-medal ten-point rack. What a jubilant moment!




  After taking photographs and field dressing the stag, I started back up the hill to a beautiful field of emerald green grass I had spotted by the road when we first trekked in. The sun was glistening through the trees as I leaned against a mighty willow. I could not wait to see the look on Zoltan’s face as he discovered the shot placement exactly where I said it would be in German, English, and sign language. Two hours passed before he returned with his dog and two other guides.




  As I sat under the beautiful tree looking out over the field into a big valley, I heard another stag roar. Then I heard from the other side of the field an even louder roar answering back. As the roars got closer, I crouched behind my willow. First, a ten-pointer showed himself just at the edge of the field. After looking around ever so cautiously, the bull stepped out onto the grass. From a different area, I could hear an older stag roaring closer. The magnificent sixteen-point red deer barreled out into the field without hesitation, for it was his field. The two stags danced round each other, the younger one never getting too close. Then, the old boy charged the intruder. As they locked antlers, the noise cracked the valley open.




  For the next five minutes, I had the rare treat of witnessing a stag fight. It was soon over, as the larger male had the smaller stag down on his front legs. I saw a bit of blood on the young boy’s coat as he ran for the hills. The old stag roared again with a different sound. It was a sound of victory. A few minutes later, eleven females strolled into the open, and I knew what the fight was all about.
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  Angiolo, the author, Debbie, and Elisabetta. Everyone has a stag except for me, with only an apple to display.




  By the time Zoltan returned, I was half-asleep beneath my tree. I first saw the dog, then the three hunters hike up the field. I tried explaining the best I could that the stag was already dead, but the dog soon found the old boy and signaled to us in dog language that, indeed, the stag was down. Later that night, Zoltan made a toast to the fact that the first American he had taken on a hunt could actually shoot. I asked Debbie what she remembered best about this adventure, to which she answered, “Everything!” The animals, the breathtaking views, the forests and mountains, the food, the lodges, and the hunting guides all made an indelible impression on her and me. Our first trip to Eastern Europe opened up endless opportunities for new adventures that have lasted into three decades.
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  Homage to the fallen.




  Spanish stag hunting has a beautiful backdrop, with her haciendas, food, and service that rivals the Ritz. In Scotland, you get the beauty of the moors with a country lifestyle that we in the hunting world think of as a perfect setting to hunt the red stag. The Czech Republic has her own flavor that is strongly reminiscent of the German tradition I found in the Eastern part of Deutschland. Slovenia has a unique feeling I found nowhere else. However, the most perfect setting to hunt stag is the mountains of Romania and Hungary. Our first hunt in Hungary, near the Czech border, burned a permanent memory in our minds. I have more than one hundred trips to Eastern Europe under my belt, Debbie has seven, and my son Lee is planning his third trip for next year. My family and friends seem to quickly fall under the spell of Eastern Europe’s hunting magic during our adventures. Since then, Pannonvad has organized hundreds of hunts and introduced a countless number of American hunters to “our” special part of this world. We have also run numerous hunts for Hungarian and Romanian hunters, Croatians, French, English, Irish, Lebanese, Germans, Russians, Swiss, Italians, ­Belgians, Greeks, Spaniards, and hunters from so many other countries who have come to know these forests and mountains.




  Chapter Two




  The Birthday Boar




  [image: img]




  In my fiftieth year, I planned to spend as much time hunting as I could before Father Time took over. Dr. Marinos Petratos, my hunting buddy of twenty-odd years, and I decided to hunt wild boar in Hungary’s famed Devecser area. We had just finished a successful stag hunt (one gold and one silver, thank you). Toni Török selected the Devecser area of Western Hungary mainly for the large number of huge boar it was known to harbor.
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  My constant hunting buddy Dr. Marinos Petratos in front of our favorite hunting store (now gone forever) on Castle Hill.




  We arrived at our lodge late in the evening, just in time for a delicious supper and some good old stories of the hunt told with great relish by our guides, Jozsef and Miklós. I had my new Beretta 689 double rifle in 9.3x74R shined and ready to go for our first trek at 4:30 in the morning. This is the perfect caliber for big boar. It falls right between the .338 Winchester and the .375 H&H—two of my other favorites. The 9.3x74R is what true European boar aficionados use.




  The first morning of our boar hunt began with a stroll through the darkened, dense forest of beautiful pine trees planted neatly in a row. I could not help but think back to my days as master of the hunt at the Shangri-La wild boar preserve in Nova Scotia. The musty smells, deep muddy tracks, and sighting of a big black shadowy hump slowly moving in the dewy gray mist all brought me back to memories of numerous hunts I had taken sportsmen on for this noble animal.




  Daylight was just beginning to peek its head through the needled pines when we directed ourselves toward a narrow game trail. A few feet down the path, we saw fresh tracks of a big boar that had crossed the path earlier in the morning. No matter how many times you hunt wild boar, it is the same. The pounding of your heart speeds up, your senses become more acute and alive, and you look for that huge black spot somewhere in the midst of all the green and other shades of the forest. Suddenly, we approached a sounder of three large females, two young males, and a whole bunch of baby boar. After carefully scanning the woods beyond the group, because larger boars tend to hang back by the tree line, we returned to the tracks of the single male. After what seemed like an eternity, but was actually only a couple of hours, Jozsef spotted him. I raised my binoculars to take a better look. My heart sank. The boar was a three-hundred-pound five-year-old with tusks about six inches long. Unfortunately, this small tusker was not what we had come to Eastern Europe to hunt, so after watching him for about fifteen minutes, we quietly moved off and headed back to the lodge for a hearty lunch.




  As I recounted my morning hunt, Dr. Marinos asked how I knew the boar had only six-inch tusks. After studying hundreds of male boar, you develop an ability to recognize several telltale signs. Only about one-third of the tusk is outside the jaw. So if you see just more than two inches of ivory, you know they are about six inches overall. Mature males usually have a humped back and his “pencil” is easily spotted without much trouble. The thickness of the tusks also helps make it a first-rate trophy. A big male can weigh anywhere from three to five hundred or more pounds. The biggest one we ever took was six hundred and seventeen pounds with Ken Behring in 2002. What a hog that was! The females can weigh up to four hundred pounds, so you really have to look for the telltale signs of the male closely.
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  My prodigy Chip Brian with his Beretta 689 and a double taken with his double.




  The next three days proved uneventful. We continued dismissing the few big boars that were spotted, as none had tusks that approached eight to ten inches in length. After taking two hundred or so male boar through the years, I did not want just any animal that happened along; I was after a porker to remember! This was my birthday goal.




  On the fourth morning, Dr. Marinos made a nice one-hundred-sixty-yard shot on a silver-medal trophy. This was a classic boar hunt. He first spotted a female walking with a few young following and a big boy bringing up the rear. Marinos already had his Sako .30-06 positioned on a tree ready for the shot. The last boar would be his.




  It was in the morning of my fifth day searching for my elusive prize that we came upon a family group of boar feeding in a cornfield. We watched silently for twenty minutes or so, but only female and young could be seen. I did not want to continue on, as my hunter’s sixth sense was kicking in and forcing me to stay. After another fifteen minutes of hoping for more visitors, we finally saw him. I did not have to ask if I should squeeze the trigger, for he was black, had a massive hump, appeared to be around three hundred and fifty pounds, and had approximately three or four inches of tusk showing. The boar had no idea we were there, so I took my time and found the perfect rest on an old dried-up tree stump about one hundred meters from my target.




  My body was calm as my scope’s crosshairs found his chest. But just as I squeezed the trigger, he turned away. In my mind he was hit well, although my guide yelled out, “Finish him! Shoot again!” I had seen enough wild boar taken and thought there was no need. He would go down within fifty yards. As we gingerly stalked into the forest, we followed a nice blood trail.




  I remember thinking, “It will not be long now.” We kept moving ever so slowly, but after a while it became evident that the anchor shot had indeed been needed. We tracked him until the sun faded and the flashlights came out. I thought to myself that a huge wounded boar at night in a thick forest was the perfect scenario for a charge. Having been through more than one mad boar situation in my life, I opted to wait until the next morning. The blood was the right color, and he was already slowing down, so why tempt fate?




  After an almost sleepless night of continually filling my head with thoughts and half-guesses of why I did not take the second shot, I wondered why the boar had not gone down right away and if the bullet did not hit a vital area. I could not wait for the morning sun to rise.




  At 7 a.m. we were right back on his trail, as we had left behind a white handkerchief for a marker the night before. Now we had a tracking dog and two other guides in our merry little band to aid in our search. The small German Teckel tracked the boar for more than five miles and eventually found the spot where he had laid down for the night. There was so much blood saturating his pine needle bed that I knew he had to be around the corner. The “corner” led us through the woods and another two miles toward the river. I knew the boar could never swim the river and would probably be found just shy of the water. But the persistent little Teckel tracked the boar to the river’s edge. This was some birthday present, for I was sure that this mighty lord of the forest had enough strength to just make it into the water and had likely floated miles downstream, lost forever.
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  A wild boar emerges from the depths of the forest. Illustration by Zoltan Boros




  After a moment of feeling sorry for myself, I retraced the hunt over and over again in my mind, all the way from the shot to the dog tracking the boar’s scent down to the river. I was certain I hit the boar in the right spot with a big heavy bullet. He had to be finished. I pleaded with Toni, who by now had joined the party, to find us a boat, as this boar must be down on the other side of the river. Finally, after convincing the guides they must take a look, Jozsef admitted that there was a boat owned by some fishermen downstream that we could possibly borrow. Although the suggestion was made that we go back to the lodge and wait, I told everyone I wouldn’t budge until they checked out the area on the other side of the river.




  Two hours passed before we heard the sound of the boat engine puttering in the distance. Overly anxious, we waited for the guides to disembark and begin their search. To everyone’s amazement, they immediately found boar tracks. To the shock of all, not fifty yards into the woods was a gold-medal boar. My boar, taken during my fiftieth year, proved to be one of the largest wild boar taken in Western Hungary in 1986. The tusks measured at more than twenty-five centimeters, or ten inches.




  The moral of this story is two-fold. First, ammunition is cheap, so shoot until the animal is down, especially with dangerous game. Second, learn to trust your instincts. I always tell anyone who will listen that if the animal does not go down with the first shot, keep pulling the trigger until it does. I usually listen to my guides without question, but I hesitated because I had become overconfident. However, the doubt and suspense of the hunt gave me an exciting story.




  Chapter Three




  The Monster of Banloc: Finding One of the Largest Wild Stags Ever Taken
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  Nicolae Ceauşescu was executed in December of 1989. Romania’s long reign of terror was suddenly over, and the people of this ancient nation, once influenced by the Roman and Ottoman empires, quickly established the foundation of a modern country. What was accomplished in such short order is a testament to the vibrancy and passion of a people I have come to know well.




  In May of 1990, I was the first American in twenty-four years to hunt in the region outside Timisoara, an elegant city that reminds one of a Bavarian town in Germany. The city is one of the largest in Romania. Although the area is famous for agriculture and the quality of its soil, major companies, including Procter & Gamble, have recently opened offices there. Toni, my partner in Pannonvad, knows the area well. He was a chief hunter in the Timisoara region for ten years. He promised we would be first to hunt this part of the country, as soon as Ceauşescu was gone. He was, and is, a man of his word, and we both discovered opening a region for hunting that was so long closed to outsiders is truly epic.
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  Up close and personal.




  Toni and I were in for the opening week of Hungary’s roebuck season in May. It was late—everyone had retired to their rooms for the evening. Suddenly, Toni came into my room. “Pack your bags as fast as you can. We should be at the Romanian border before nightfall.” We immediately drove the sixty-five miles to the Romanian border, where the area’s hunting mandarins met us. I think that even for them the moment loomed large. Adam Craciunescu, Director of Forestry for Timisoara County, and Dr. Ion Vava, Hunting Inspector of Timisoara County, issued me a gun permit. It was handwritten on a plain piece of paper. No one had brought a hunting rifle through this custom post in many years. No fewer than a dozen officials came to admire my hand-me-down custom pre-’64 Winchester .308, as it was the first many of them had ever seen. I, after decades of hunting all over the world, was about to encounter hunting grounds the likes of which I had never before seen.




  We hunted areas so full of game I thought we had somehow stumbled into the mythical fields of and forests of St. Hubertus, the patron saint of hunters. I took five roebuck and four medal-class boar in a short time. I saw huge stags everywhere we ventured. I had to return. I made plans with Dr. Ion Vava and Toni to hunt red deer during the rut and follow up with boar, roebuck, and fallow deer.




  In mid-September, Dr. Marinos Petratos, Toni, and I flew into Romania. First, we hunted stag around the Pischia area between Arad and Timisoara. The woods were packed with game after seventeen years of only Ceauşescu shooting the big stuff. Animals roamed all day long. You could hunt anytime your little heart desired. The first morning, as the sun was rising, Marinos’s rifle shot split the air. He had quickly connected on a medal-class stag. Red deer appeared everywhere unfazed, whether we stalked through the forest or sat in stands. Stag, boar, fallow deer, and roebuck roamed in broad daylight. We were the first outsiders allowed in this area in many years. We felt like nobles of old, afoot in pristine forests filled with trophy-quality game. This former preserve was evidence of what European hunters could do if given enough time.
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