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  This book is dedicated to the memory of my late friend Colonel “Tommy” Thompson, who loved Africa as much as I, and to Omari, wherever he may be.


  INTRODUCTION


  Rarely is the life of a professional hunter as exciting as that depicted in the Hollywood epics. Almost never, if at all, is it necessary to rescue a ravishingly beautiful female client from the lascivious intentions of a villain, or the gastronomic intentions of cannibals. More commonly, a professional hunter rescues them from the results of poor shooting by killing a charging animal. Nonetheless, although deeds of derring-do and romantic liaisons are not entirely absent from safari life, a professional hunter’s time is taken up working hard to obtain trophies with which to decorate the walls of his clients’ homes. Safari life inevitably produces enough excitement and adventure to satisfy the most vainglorious appetites without the added risk of arousing angry natives or, certainly more dangerous, angry husbands.

  From a professional hunter’s viewpoint, most safaris are fairly routine, with pleasant clients, interesting hunting challenges, and an acceptable trophy bag. Occasionally, however, a safari presents more than the usual interest, either because of hunting conditions or the vagaries of eccentric clients. Many of the chapters in this book recount such safaris.

  The European partition of Africa into colonies, often referred to as the “Scramble for Africa,” was a dramatic time in history that affected the whole of the continent. The glamorous early accounts of explorers, opening up vast areas previously unknown, attracted much attention and drew large numbers of adventurers from around the world. Those adventurers added a measure of excitement to an already overburdened continent. My few historical allusions will perhaps motivate some of my readers to delve into this highly exciting period of African history. My one nonhunting chapter deals with relatively recent history; I include it to add a different thread to the skein of African events of this period.

  Writing this book, I was filled with nostalgia for “Old Africa”; “New Africa,” although still exciting and replete with remarkable people, is very different. Only history will conclude whether the many changes have, overall, been good or bad for the continent. Regrets for what was and now is no more are immaterial and unproductive. Africa must follow its own anabasis, dictated by the pressures of a complex, modern world. For me, however, the Africa of the past will always hold the greatest romance, glamour, and excitement. I was privileged to experience its tail end.
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  Pursued by Lions

  Chapter One
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  By the middle of June 1955, I had been hunting Mau Mau terrorists in the Aberdare and Mount Kenya forests for two years, my only break being time out to recover from a painful bullet wound. I felt much in the need of a change. Two years of tension, flogging around in montane rain forests, had induced in me a longing for a sunny and warm climate. Much as I had grown to love the high forests and to feel at home in them, long, soggy, and cold patrols with dense canopy above and mud below, followed by sleep on wet ground in a wet blanket, had produced in me a degree of disenchantment. I needed a break. I cast my thoughts toward the Northern Frontier District (N.F.D.), an enchanted land of sun, bush, and semidesert, with hoards of wild animals and few people.

  The Northern Frontier District of Kenya consists of desert, semidesert, and bush, starting a few degrees north of the equator. On the east it is bordered by Somaliland, on the west by Uganda, and on the north by Ethiopia and Sudan, forming an area of more than 100,000 square miles. It is home to seminomadic tribes (also known as transhumant tribes) such as the Somali, Turkana, Samburu, and Rendile, with smaller sub-tribes around Lake Turkana (which was called Lake Rudolf at the time of which I write). The major tribe in the area I intended to visit was the Boran, a southern offshoot of the Somali, although there were also some Samburu about. The human population was very thinly spread, and except in the permanent settlements, concentrated around a steady supply of water, it was possible to walk for many days without meeting anyone at all. The solitude, abundance of animal life, and freedom from rain were much to my taste, and I looked forward to the trip with enthusiasm.

  This was to be my first journey into an area that later became one of my favourite places to hunt. Although generally quite happy to be alone on safari, this time I did feel I needed a companion. My friend John Chapman, a former lieutenant commander in the Royal Navy, and someone with whom I had shared many antiterrorist patrols, felt the lure of a different kind of adventure and decided to join me. We spent a month making plans, modifying them frequently until we finally decided simply to start our trip at Buffalo Springs, about fifty miles north of Isiolo, and just go wherever fancy led us.

  Buffalo Springs consists of two beautifully clear pools of water created by blasting through lava rock down to an underground stream that ran to the Ewaso Ngiro River a mile north. The springs had been opened by British Army engineers during the East African Campaign of World War II, and the water was so clear that every small piece of gravel five feet down was easily visible. The water level was about two feet below the rim, making it unreachable by wild animals other than elephant—not that it mattered: The underground stream surfaced thirty feet away. This was a great place from which to start our safari.

  My first plan had been to start at Archer’s Post, on the Ewaso Ngiro River where it crossed the Isiolo/Marsabit Road. From there we would move along a bush track on the north bank to Wajir. From Wajir we would then follow the road to Garbatula, from there taking the road through Kinna and Maua to Meru, on the slopes of Mount Kenya. Finally we would track around the mountain, back to police headquarters in Nyeri. Although that was a great plan, John and I abandoned it in favour of a more restricted but perhaps more adventurous one. We decided instead to rent some Somali ponies and do a ponyback safari along the south bank of the river to the vicinity of Chanler’s Falls, from there across the bush to Garbatula, and then turn west, back to Buffalo Springs. Although much shorter than my first itinerary, this trip would still cover two hundred miles, quite an undertaking in semidesert country with only a few ponies. That was our broad plan; no doubt circumstance would control our movements.

  I wrote to the district commissioner in Isiolo for help in hiring four ponies. He generously agreed to hire out ponies from the government stables, which was very satisfactory, as we could thus be sure that the animals would be healthy and in good condition. He also offered to arrange a Somali guide, but, with confidence in our own ability, we decided to do without. John, a Royal Navy officer familiar with navigating by stars and with two years of acquaintance with the equatorial skies, was confident of being able to guide us. And I, too, preferred to use my knowledge of sun, prevailing winds, termite mounds, and the like to navigate. I thought little of astral navigation, as we would be traveling only during daylight hours.

  With our transportation arranged, we turned our attention to equipment. Quite obviously we would have to travel as light as possible, since our ponies would have to subsist on available graze. We could not risk overburdening them. Following an old mountaineering principle, we made a list of desirable equipment, then divided it into three categories: (1) vital, (2) essential, and (3) necessary. We discarded all but number 1. This pile consisted of:

  
    2 lightweight ground sheets, 8 × 6 feet.

    2 British Army mosquito nets.

    2 British Army mess kits, each containing an aluminum pan, 8×4×2 inches.

    2 smaller pans fitting inside the larger.

    2 knife, fork, and spoon sets clipped together.

    2 water bottles of 1-quart capacity.

    1 small Coleman pressure lantern.

    ½ gallon kerosene.

    2 6-volt flashlights.

    1 camp ax.

    2 pangas.

    2 folding entrenching tools.

    2 sheath knives.

    2 12-gauge shotguns with 120 shells.

    1 6.5mm Mauser rifle with 100 hard-nose cartridges and 50 soft-nose.

    6 kiriba (canvas water bags), each of 1 gallon capacity.

    2 cavalry saddles and pads.

    2 pack saddles and pads.

    2 lightweight sleeping bags with pillows.

    1 dozen boxes of matches.

    Food bags carrying some canned meats, vegetables, and fruit. Beans and rice. Bistro gravy powder. Salt and pepper.

    1 change of clothing each.

    1 camera.

    Personal toilet items.

    Polyvalent snake bite kit.

    Potassium permanganate crystals.

    Aspirin.

    Band aids and bandages. 2 bottles brandy.

  

  Although this was rather a lot of kit, it was not heavy and could easily be carried by our ponies.

  We spent two days in Isiolo getting acquainted with our beasts of burden. They seemed to be very steady animals, and the syces (grooms) instructed us in their care and feeding, as well as in loading and unloading. They cautioned us to tether them at night next to our campfire and to take precautions against lion attack. Apparently the syces were concerned about the ponies’ having to depend upon natural graze for sustenance; in their view, it would offer inadequate nutrition. For good measure they gave us twenty pounds of pellets made of grain and alfalfa with instructions to give each pony about a half-pound each evening. This would last for only about ten days, but there were one or two isolated dukas (small native shops) along the Ewaso Ngiro that would have some corn available, that being part of the human diet in the N.F.D. There were also certain plants that were more nutritious than others, and we received a pamphlet with drawings of several. During our two days in Isiolo we stayed with George and Joy Adamson, later of Born Free fame. George was senior game warden of the district, a most splendid man, although Joy failed to endear herself to us.

  John and I drove to Buffalo Springs to wait out the three days it would take the syces to arrive with our ponies. We had a great time. Shortly after dark on our first night we went skinny-dipping in the largest pool. While we floated about looking up at a half moon, a shadow suddenly crossed; looking around we found that elephant, ignoring our presence, were drinking from the same pool in which we were swimming. This was a fine start to our trip, although John, with little knowledge of the animals, was fairly apprehensive.
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  The next day, following my usual practice when in new country, I poked around in bushes and under stones and logs, looking for anything interesting. Much to my delight and surprise I encountered several saw-scaled vipers (Echis carinatus pyramidum). I had not believed that they occur so far south. The saw-scaled viper is believed to be “Cleopatra’s asp.” It is a semidesert species that I had previously encountered in southern Egypt. What a great find—although John was not exhilarated.

  The whole area was a wildlife paradise, and at all times numerous animals were in sight: zebra, giraffe, antelope, and abundant bird life. At night we listened to the lionlike calls of Grevy zebra and the calls of true lions. We shot a couple of francolin for supper and drank warm beer, this latter a luxury that was too heavy to take with us on our ponies. The time at Buffalo Springs eased our tattered souls, and we began to forget about the vicious conflict still raging in the Aberdare and Mount Kenya forests, a conflict to which we would return at the end of our trip. We both fell in love with the N.F.D. and returned again together two years later.

  On our last morning at the springs, I awoke at sunrise. As I wriggled out from under my mosquito net, the first thing that greeted my eyes was a large leopard sitting upright on a fallen tree about thirty yards away. It was watching us with evident curiosity. The cat seemed not at all disturbed when I emerged, and we stared at each other for a few minutes. When I stood, however, the leopard departed. After breakfast we went for a final swim in the springs before the arrival of our ponies, which showed up at about 11:30 A.M. We let the ponies water and graze until 3:00 P.M., at which time we loaded up and started our journey.

  Common sense suggested that, since it was so late in the afternoon, we should spend another night at the springs and start early the next morning. Eagerness, however, prevailed over common sense, and we set off at 3:30, covering a mere six miles before dark. When they had brought the ponies, the syces had also brought about two hundred feet of cord, a bundle of thin metal stakes, and some camel bells, and these we strung in a fence around the tethered ponies as a precaution against a surprise lion attack. Although they did not create a physical barrier, any lion trying to grab a pony would rattle the bells and awaken us. We kept loaded shotguns handy to scare them off—we hoped. It was an hour after dark by the time we had finished our tasks and had a couple of fires going, and we realized that in the future we would have to halt earlier in the day. As it was I had to gather fodder for the ponies until well after sundown. They had had little to eat during the day and gobbled up the grass I provided. At that first camp I learned enough to make life easier on subsequent evenings.

  Having, over the years, developed a minor talent for cooking, I took over those duties; that evening we had boiled rice and a can of corned beef—scarcely gourmet food, but satisfying. During the trip I varied our diet to include dried and canned vegetables, beans, and fresh meat; while we traveled near the river, we also caught the occasional catfish. Providing for the ponies was more difficult than providing for ourselves. Although zebra managed to subsist handsomely on the native vegetation, our ponies did not fare so well. They happily foraged on shrubs and grass, but they needed much grazing daily to keep in condition. The sparse vegetation meant that, except in a few areas, for each bite they had to walk some ten yards; the vegetation was so scattered that we had to give them at least four hours of grazing time each day. That was not as bad as it might sound, though; we were on safari only for enjoyment and relaxation, and we felt no compulsion to cover a lot of ground.

  Henceforward our daily routine would be as follows: up at dawn and a quick cup of tea; load the ponies and get under way; stop around midmorning, preferably near water; let the ponies water and graze (we hobbled them to prevent straying); gather and reload the ponies about 3:00 P.M. and ride till 5:00 or so; and then camp. As soon as we chose a campsite, one of us would put up the rope/camel bell circle while the other gathered firewood and any available fodder for the ponies. All this was usually accomplished around sundown, and we would then have time to cook dinner, have a slug of brandy and water, yarn for a while, and then bed down. The hours between midmorning and midafternoon were usually spent fishing, if we were near the river, wandering around looking for interesting reptiles and insects, and collecting a few birds for supper. John became reconciled to my snake catching and would sometimes help me to handle a large cobra, provided I had its head firmly in my hand. Altogether, with the exception of a few tense days and nights—which I will now recount—our trip was as near Nirvana as one can get.

  We drifted along the south bank of the Ewaso Ngiro for a couple of days, having a great time; although lions did come near camp one night, they made no attempt upon our ponies. Near Chanler’s Falls was an isolated little duka serving the scattered communities of Boran and Samburu. So scarce were humans that in the two days after leaving Buffalo Springs we had seen only two herders, who were caring for a small herd of goats on the north bank. Arriving at the duka late one afternoon was, therefore, something of a surprise. There we found a group of about eight people sitting in the shade gossiping. We camped about five hundred yards from the duka, taking care to string our bell line around the stand of thorn trees we had chosen. Our camp was so unimpressive that we went to some unnecessarily elaborate lengths in an attempt to add dignity. The onlookers were no doubt mystified to see a couple of white men without servants, or even a tent, wandering about to no apparent purpose. Their curiosity remained unappeased until later in the evening, when I went over to gossip with them.

  The inside of the duka was remarkable. Although it was quite small—in fact, crowded with the four people inside—it was like an Aladdin’s Cave of treasure: stacks of four-gallon kerosene cans, shelves of canned goods, bolts of brightly coloured “Americani” cloth, sugar, tea, salt, lamps, camel bells, harnesses, baskets, ropes, Coca Cola, and an incredible amount of other merchandise. Although we needed nothing, I bought some tea and sugar and a couple of cans of Coke.

  During the half an hour I spent gossiping, I was told that a pride of lions in the area had recently taken to killing goats, and two days earlier they had killed a young camel. The men asked if I would shoot a couple of the lions, apparently convinced that I was suitably armed for lion hunting. I had to disappoint them. I asked why they had not contacted the game warden in Isiolo, and their answer was quite simple: Isiolo was more than fifty miles of bush away, too far and too risky to walk with aggressive lions around. The previous week they had asked the truck driver who delivered supplies to the duka to report the matter, but they had heard nothing. It was a difficult situation for them, but the most I could say was that, if we encountered the lions, I would try to shoot one with my 6.5mm. I also gathered a bit of useful information about a water hole ten miles away along a game trail, and a well another day’s march farther on. With two sources of water away from the river, John and I decided to head south into the roadless bush, following game trails. Every night since our arrival at Buffalo Springs we had heard lions, and this night was no exception. Fortunately our ponies seemed to have had much experience in the bush and were unafraid. We slept soundly until dawn.

  As usual we were up with the sun, and after a cup of tea we loaded up and headed out. The first mile was along the river until we came to a wide game trail that branched to the south. This was the trail that we had been told led to the water hole. It was a fine, smooth trail through thin bush, and we were able to see quite far from our ponies’ backs. Although it meant riding farther than usual, we decided to carry on to the water hole before stopping to rest. Fortunately it proved to be a good deal closer than the ten miles we had been told—the people who inhabit this country have little understanding of miles—so we arrived before our normal halting time. Settling into the shade of a few stunted thorn trees, we hobbled the ponies and had breakfast—sardines and ship’s biscuits. There were lots of wildlife tracks, showing that the water hole was well used, and ominously there was a good deal of lion sign: tracks of quite a large pride, or so it seemed. I kept a sharp ear open for the sound of the camel bells we had hung on our ponies, and when the animals seemed to be drifting off too far, I went and rounded them up. On the way back I caught a beautiful rufous-beaked snake (Ramphiophis oxyrhynchus rostratus).

  The next morning I thought it a good idea to get away from the water hole, so we started off rather earlier than usual. There were the pad marks of lions everywhere on the trail, all made the previous night. We had gone no more than two hundred yards when suddenly a pride of seven lions exploded out of the bush. Our ponies panicked and bolted, John and I holding on as best we could. I yelled at the lions, but that seemed not to deter them. Fortunately I was able to get my mount under control in time to pepper a large lioness with birdshot when she was less than twenty feet from me. At the sound of the shot the lions hesitated, and I fired another shot, over their heads, upon which they departed at speed. It took a few minutes for John and me to gather ourselves together, after which we hustled along the trail as fast as possible.

  After putting some miles between ourselves and the scene of our lion encounter, we made camp under a lone thorn tree in low scrub. We strung our line of camel bells with extra care and gathered a good deal of firewood, as well as a quantity of dry grass for the ponies. While John prepared the fires, I climbed a low, rocky ridge about three hundred yards from camp. Scanning the area with my binocular, I was horrified to see lions padding along on our trail. I hastened back to John and told him what I had seen, and we added an extra fire between the tethered ponies and the perimeter rope. We had collected a lot of firewood and intended to keep the fires burning through the night. John’s suggestion that we sleep in the thorny branches above us was thoroughly impracticable; instead, we decided to alternate keeping watch. Although we now heard no lion sounds, the ponies were nervous, suggesting that they did. I took the first watch, keeping my shotgun in my hand.

  All remained quiet. I fed the fires a couple of times and sat with my back against the tree. I must have dozed off, however, because around 10:00 P.M. I was suddenly awakened by the frightened whinnying of the ponies. Jumping to my feet with flashlight and shotgun in hand, I saw a lioness inside the perimeter. It had apparently noticed the cords and camel bells and jumped over them. I immediately fired a shot, and the animal bolted, but as it did one of our ponies, which had broken its tethering rope in its panic, ran off into the darkness. I gave the pony up for lost.

  While shining my flashlight on the lioness, I had noticed the vague forms of other lions, and I was sure it was the pride that had attacked us the afternoon before. Why they were after us I could not conjecture. There was plenty of game around, and I saw no reason they would want to follow us so far just to snap up a pony. Neither John nor I slept for the remainder of the night, and a long night it was. Dawn finally arrived and revealed, much to my amazement, our lost pony, grazing on a clump of dry grass about a hundred yards away.

  In double-quick time we were loaded and under way. Regardless of the strain to our mounts, I decided to march throughout the day. I wanted to put many miles between the lion pride and us. Except for a short break, late in the morning, we trekked hard until about 4:00 P.M. We arrived at a long, low ridge of red rock that rose about twenty feet above the surrounding bush; at its foot was a small pool, with a clump of reeds at one end and a thin trickle of water running out the other. We were short of water, so this was a blessing. It was a mixed blessing for John, though. As soon as we had filled our kiriba and watered the ponies, John jumped in for a bath, but within seconds he gave a yell and jumped out again. The reason for his yell was clear: He had half a dozen leeches clinging to him, which had dropped off the clump of reeds. Getting rid of the parasites was the work of a moment, and a much-chastened John declared his intention of never bathing at a water hole again.

  In the hope of greater security, we made camp on top of the ridge. It was not difficult for the ponies to climb, although they had a busy time of it, since they had to do the trip several times with firewood and fodder. It was not easy to find crevices in the rock into which we could drive our stakes, and we ended up with a weirdly shaped perimeter. Feeling marginally more secure, we lit our fires, had supper, and settled to sleep. We were both very tired and fell asleep within minutes of lying down.

  After a while I awoke to replenish the fires, and while doing so I shone my flashlight around. Much to my dismay it illuminated the lion pride, padding up the rocky slope toward us. This time I had no intention of peppering them with birdshot; I had my Mauser loaded and ready. The lions did not retreat when I shone the flashlight on them, so I grabbed my rifle and, from a sitting position, planted a shot through the chest of the nearest animal, which happened to be a large female. With a loud grunt and a huge leap it disappeared downhill, the rest of the pride following. Sleep was once more denied us, as the lions spent the rest of the night grunting and snarling at the foot of the hill. Just before dawn the noises ceased, and as soon as it was light, I peered down the slope. There was the carcass of the lioness I had killed, partially eaten. When I descended for a closer inspection, I found marks of pellets in the hide, clear evidence that this was the lion I had fired at earlier.

  Perplexed by the persistence of this pride, I was at a loss for a plan of evasion. I hoped that killing one of them would have been sufficient to deter the others. No doubt ponies were toothsome to lions, but the fact that they were making such an effort to go after ours while ignoring the zebra and the numerous antelope that abounded was incomprehensible to me. The plan we adopted was to carry on as usual and spend the middle part of the day resting. When in the late afternoon we located a suitable spot for an ambush, I would lie up with my rifle while John went on for a few hundred yards and made camp. If the lions were still following us, I felt confident of giving them a big shock.

  About 4:00 P.M. we came upon an outcrop of red rocks, not uncommon to the area. This was a good place for me to hide, offering a view of a couple of hundred yards or so of our back track. Telling John to work around the rocks and find a suitable campsite, I sat behind a large rock and waited. The wait seemed interminable, and the only creatures that appeared were a gerenuk, a kori bustard, and a small troop of banded mongoose. Just at dark I abandoned my vigil and had a long half-mile walk in the dark until I saw a welcoming campfire. John had chosen quite a good spot under a couple of trees about two hundred yards from a patch of swamp created by water oozing from under the rocks. He told me that the water was rather scummy but that the ponies had drunk without hesitation. He also said that, as was to be expected, the swamp was used frequently by wildlife. Our camp was far enough from the water, however, not to deter animals from coming in to drink. John and I enjoyed a greater feeling of comfort that evening: After supper we had a two-ounce slug of brandy instead of our usual one. Although we heard lions roaring during the early part of the night, they were far away and probably not the pride that had caused us so much trouble.

  Instead of leaving early next morning, we had a leisurely breakfast and then took the ponies to drink at the swamp and graze on some stunted green grass that grew around its edges. This was not truly a swamp; it was a patch of muddy ground about thirty yards across that had been churned up by elephant wallowing and digging. The source of water was a pencil-thin trickle coming from a crack in the rock. The water was very clear, so we dug a basin below the crack and waited for it to fill, after which we refilled our kiriba and then moved on early in the afternoon.

  Feeling that our lion problems were over, we relaxed a good deal. Instead of following a straight path, we wandered from side to side whenever we saw something of interest. We investigated a couple of caves that were full of bats, taking care, however, not to step inside, as “bat cave disease” is unpleasant and incurable. We climbed to the top of a fairly high hill and scoped the surrounding area; it was remarkable how much wildlife we saw that would have been hidden from us from below. From the top of the hill we had also noticed a small collection of huts and a cattle boma a few miles away, which we decided to visit the next morning. We camped at the foot of the hill that night, using a sheer section as the back wall for our perimeter. Lions again roared in the distance, but otherwise our sleep was undisturbed.
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  At crack of dawn we were off, flocks of birds circling overhead on their way to the swamp. A dozen or so elephant were also moving in that direction; they were unperturbed by our approach, and we snapped several photographs, one of quite a good bull with about seventy pounds of ivory on each side. The usual antelope and zebra were around and a lot of giraffe, and as we drew nearer the village, a large herd of eland strolled past. A mile or so from the huts we encountered herders with a flock of goats and sheep. They were curious but friendly, and we had a good conversation. The herders told us that their nearest water was a couple of miles from their temporary village and that it was a well dug so many decades ago that there was no oral tradition relating to it. That was most unusual, as the history of wells is passed down through the generations. Out of interest we visited the well and found several women from surrounding camps drawing water there. This they accomplished in the traditional way with ropes made of goatskin or sheepskin and buckets, the only nontraditional part being that the buckets were made of metal. The well was some twenty feet deep and contained about three feet of water. In addition to getting water for their homes, the women also filled some troughs for the herds that would arrive later in the day. It was a pleasant diversion talking to these simple people—by which I mean people who lived simply; there was nothing simple about their intellects. They told us of a duka about a half day’s walk away, so we headed there, wanting to buy some cornmeal for our ponies and a few cans of Coke for ourselves. This being a Muslim area, there was no chance of finding beer.

  On our way to the duka our ponies suddenly shied away from a patch of thick undergrowth, and looking into it we discerned some tawny forms slinking around. With anxiety lingering from our late experience, we moved off swiftly, and the lions did not follow. At the duka we found a scene of jollity. A dozen or more people dressed for a gala occasion were chattering and laughing in the shade of a few trees. It appeared that they were the advance contingent of a larger party due the next day for a wedding. When I asked where they intended to spend the night, one elder replied, “The same place as you, under a tree.” Not wanting to interfere with the festivities, we bought some Coke, cornmeal, tea, sugar, and a couple of cans of evaporated milk and departed for a campsite farther along the rough vehicle track that we intended to follow the next day. That night our ponies had a good meal of hash to go with their usual dry fodder. John and I swallowed a couple of cans of warm Coke with our supper of rice, canned vegetables, and grilled francolin. All of us were very content with our lot.

  In unloading that evening we noticed that one of our entrenching tools was missing. This was quite serious, as they were an important part of our equipment. Thinking it over, we concluded that we must have left it at the hill where we had dug a water-collecting basin. That hill was quite close to the track we were now on, and so we decided to make a diversion to find it the next day. Thus about 10:00 A.M. the following morning we were back at our old campsite near the swamp. Sure enough, we found our tool on the rock. The basin we had dug had been trampled by elephant and rhino, but we reopened it and decided to camp there once more. There was lion sign everywhere, but we felt secure enough to stay; after all, there were lions all through the bush, so wherever we might camp there would be some around. I’d wanted to have a closer look at the bat caves, so later that afternoon I covered my nose and mouth with a handkerchief and stepped gingerly inside the largest. Shining my flashlight upward I saw what must have been several thousand bats of three or four species clinging to the roof of the cave. I felt some regret that they were out of my reach: There were some that I would very much have liked to collect.

  With time on my hands, I climbed to the top of the hill and scoped the surrounding area. Down the slope from where I stood, I saw a pride of lions under some stunted trees. Much to my horror I recognized two of them, an adult male with a scrubby mane and a younger male with a torn ear. This was the group that had tormented us so. Situated as we were we could do nothing but put up our perimeter cord and keep the fires burning; it was too late in the day to try to get away. John was appalled at my information, believing that they were following us to avenge the death of the old female I had shot. Not believing in that degree of conscious emotion in lions, I thought it pure coincidence. But with an hour of daylight still left I determined to take the offensive. Loading my 6.5 with solids, I sneaked around the hill. When I arrived near the lions’ resting place, I found that they had moved, so I climbed a little way up the hill. Then I spotted them, working their way around the hill toward the swamp. It was easy to move without making a sound on the rock, and I was very soon in a position about seventy yards from the pride and slightly above them. Taking great care with my aim, I shot the older male through the chest. As it rolled over, I put another shot into it. The beast scrabbled around and then lay still, and the rest of the pride made off in a hurry without looking back. The lion was dead, but I put another shot through the top of its head for insurance. We had no further lion problems of any kind for the remainder of our trip.

  I have often thought of those lions and why they followed us so persistently. I do not believe that lions are capable of malevolence or conscious persecution, so the explanation must lie elsewhere. After a good deal of thinking, I have concluded that they were a nomadic pride with no home territory, and they might have been following us from simple curiosity—along with the chance of snapping up a delicious pony. The final meeting I believe to have been coincidence. If we had not returned to the swamp we would in all probability never have seen them again.
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  Wild Animals, Wild People

  Chapter Two
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  Hunting Mau Mau was a dangerous occupation. Those hardy, canny rebels were adept at ambushing small military and police patrols, giving a burst of fire, and then retiring at high speed before fire could be returned. Fortunately their aim was often poor, and many of the weapons they used were either old and poorly maintained or else homemade affairs of galvanized steel pipe and rubber inner tubes. As those things were much more dangerous to the shooter than his target, many Mau Mau were, so to speak, hoist with their own petard. However, enough members of the security forces were killed or wounded in these ambushes to require a high level of alertness from patrols in the forest, particularly among the small patrols that I generally preferred. In the early days of the insurrection, police patrols often found themselves outgunned. My first askari force was armed with World War I Lee Enfield .303 rifles, Greener 12-gauge shotguns, and the occasional 9mm Sten automatic. On one of my first patrols, consisting of myself and four askari, we ran into a large Mau Mau gang led by the self-styled “General China.” We were enfiladed by a hail of bullets and had to do some rapid maneuvering to escape annihilation; as it was, one of my askari was killed and another wounded. I escaped with a bullet graze under my right arm. During this little affray I could hear the distinct boom! boom! of a double-barrel rifle of large calibre. I heard it on several occasions thereafter and often wished to catch the user, as I felt sorely in need of some extra stopping power.

  As if the normal exigencies of warfare were not enough, the upper echelon of power complicated the lives of forest fighters even further. In their infinite wisdom, the high military brass decided to harass Mau Mau by randomly bombing the forests of Mount Kenya and the Aberdares. Fighter-bombers of the RAF would periodically swoop down and plaster an area with 500-pound bombs, strafing with machine guns in the process. Although it might have been a convenient way of using up surplus World War II bombs, it had little effect upon the Mau Mau. A few were killed and some more wounded, but the return was not worth the outlay. The major impact was upon wildlife.

  The mountain forests were full of wildlife. In addition to large numbers of elephant, buffalo, and rhino, there were hosts of other species, ranging from eland to the tiny suni. With such an abundance of animals, it was inevitable that some should be struck by bombs or bullets. The devastation was sometimes heartrending. On one unhappy occasion I came across a herd of buffalo that had received a direct hit. It was quite obvious that some of the animals had lain, crippled and in agony, for many days before being released by death. We frequently encountered injured animals that endangered our safety, and the following pages tell of a few such incidents.

  My assistant inspector, Ken Belcher, at that time newly graduated from Police College and with little forest experience, returned to the post one afternoon carrying an injured askari. He had been patrolling one of the thickly forested valleys descending from the Aberdare Mountains, about two miles from the post, and the patrol had been charged by a bull buffalo. The patrol scattered to take refuge behind trees, but unfortunately one of them, Kiinda, a Mkamba from Kitui, had been a little slow, and the buffalo had hooked him with a horn, causing a deep wound in his right hip and fracturing his pelvis. Fortunately the shouts from the rest of the patrol had unnerved the buffalo, and it departed without goring Kiinda further. One of the askari had noticed several gashes on the hind end of the buffalo and said that the animal also limped. It seemed an apparent case of bomb injury.

  Although this situation presented an opportunity to extend Ken’s education in the travails attending Mau Mau hunting, I had to send him off to the hospital with Kiinda because Ken and I were the only drivers. Kiinda’s injuries were extremely painful and promised to be more so on the thirty-mile journey over rough roads to Nyeri, but he exhibited a great deal of fortitude.

  Ken departed to Nyeri in the Land Rover, and I departed for the scene of the collision on foot, taking along one of the patrol askari to show me the location. My only weapon was a .303 service rifle, scarcely suitable for dealing with wounded buffalo in thick forest, but with such limited choice, a decision is easy.

  As I left the post, I thought with envy of the elephant rifle being used for nefarious purposes by General China. What a blessing that would be right now. It took half an hour of hard walking to reach the site of the incident. Still somewhat nervous after having seen Kiinda injured, the askari hung back, prepared to run at the first sign of trouble. Letting him stay well behind, I followed the tracks left by the buffalo, and it was obvious from them that the animal did indeed have a hind leg injury. In fact it was surprising that it could run so fast. After tracking for half an hour or so, nerves stretched by the limited range of vision in such dense growth, I at last caught sight of the bull: a dark, solid mass in the low understory bush. There was a good deal of undergrowth in the way, however, so I waited for the buffalo to move, hoping for a clear shot; I had no confidence in the lightweight, pointed bullets of the .303 being able to cut through even small twigs. Fortunately, the bull moved a few yards and then lay down under a bush. That gave me the opportunity to sneak closer without being detected, and I knelt behind a cedar tree about fifteen yards away. In the forest shade, iron sights do not allow refined aim, but the buffalo was so close that I was not too concerned. Aiming as carefully as I could, I sent a shot into the chest area. Upon impact, the unfortunate animal attempted to rise, but it was hindered by its injured leg. Before the buffalo could get properly upright, I slammed in another shot, and it fell back, giving vent to a loud grunt. The animal died seconds later. Its injuries proved to be extensive indeed: deep rips along the right side that were festering and covered with flies and a very deep wound in the right hip that had apparently caused some bone damage. No wonder the poor creature carried a grudge against the world and took it out on Ken’s patrol. As a footnote: Kiinda recovered and was back at work in about six weeks. He was very timid about patrolling in the forest after that, so I promoted him to corporal and put him in administrative charge of our post.

  *   *   *   *   *   *   *

  My patrol and I sat in the morning sun high on the slopes of Mount Kenya. We were at an elevation of about 13,000 feet, well above the forest level. I could not really justify being there, as there was not the faintest chance of encountering Mau Mau. The day before, however, having been in a dank, wet forest, I had led on to the moorlands merely to spend time in the sunshine. While camping just above the forest line, I had watched the clouds moving around the mountain peaks and conceived a desire to climb among them. Having no climbing gear, I did not intend to scale the main peaks, but I believed that I could manage Point Lenana, the third highest peak, at 16,500 feet. We had ascended to the head of the Makinder Valley and camped for the night, and a very cold night it was. The following morning, with Sergeant Mbuli for company, I headed up the scree slope, past the nose of the Lewis Glacier and onto the ridge above. From the ridge I looked across the glacier to Points Bation and Nelion, the first and second highest peaks. Looking up the Lewis Glacier, I could see the pinnacle of Point Lenana looming high above me. That first view was intimidating, but later, after I had climbed it a few times, it began to look like a cakewalk.

  Sergeant Mbuli was thrilled with the idea of climbing the peak, determined to have something of which to boast. About midmorning we set off, walking the scree along the eastern side of the glacier. Although the climb was very steep, it was not too arduous for fit men, the only difficulty being when the scree ran out and we climbed on ice: Neither of us was properly shod for such a surface. The view from the summit was grand indeed. We were able to see far to the north, into the Northern Frontier District. The views all around were of peaks and deep valleys, and far to the west was the Aberdare Range, very thrilling for me as a keen mountaineer. While we were contemplating this impressive scene, we heard a sudden series of explosions—thurump! thurump! thurump!—coming from the forest below. Looking down along the Makinder Valley, we saw the tops of a wing of fighter-bombers strafing the forest. If we had remained in the forest, we would have been right in the target area. There was no way I could complain: We were patrolling the area without having notified anyone, and the RAF were unaware of any patrols beneath their wings.
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