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Dedication

I dedicate the past events to my son, Clive, my daughter, Cheryl, and my ex-wife Joan; and in the wild sense to the incomparable trackers and my staunch hunting companions; and to the great beasts of Africa.


Author’s Note

I hope the record of these past events will enlighten readers who may be interested and yet are less fortunate than those of us who, I now realize, were privileged to have lived through the portrayed events in an era now gone forever.

I am not an author as such and I found that to impart what happened was at times a desperate attempt at communication. Words are not always adequate to fully describe happenings, people, and especially the great wildernesses and rivers of Africa. It is one thing to live experiences and another to pen them, and because of this I have omitted many events, concentrating on those that may be of greatest interest.

Above all, it is my concern that readers may momentarily escape from the modern pressures of present-day life, if only as a diversion, while reading Months of the Sun.

In the history of this book I have tried to take the reader not only into the world of the wilds but also into the wilderness of man’s mind, as seen through the eyes of the ivory hunter.
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Foreword

When I entered the room, I saw a man on his knees blowing the reluctant kindling in the fireplace. When he stood up, he extended his right hand, saying, “I can’t stand to be in the cold out of the sun.” I then realized I had met Ian Nyschens.

The place was Harare, Zimbabwe, and I had been invited to dinner at a friend’s home. It was there I met Ian. His name is pronounced “nations,” and he later told me it was of Danish origin. In the next three days we met several times discussing the details of his opus. Always he would either sit by the fire or in the garden in the sunshine. As soon as the warmth reached him he came alive, but the shade and cold made him withdraw and lose his sense of humour. I could easily see that he would be most in his element in the heat of the Zambezi Valley, preferably during the Months of the Sun as he likes to refer to the hot season.

I had been told by one of his friends, “He is a law unto himself, comes and goes when he likes. Even now after all these years he disappears for weeks into his beloved Zambezi Valley without a word as to when he will be back.” I was to discover that indeed he is an anachronism, one of those rare eccentric characters of which there are, sadly, very few left in this world.

I normally do not write an introduction or foreword to the books we publish, feeling that there are nearly always people who know the author better than I do. However, I had read Ian’s manuscript the year before, and his story had impressed me tremendously. In fact, I was so impressed that by the time I was a third through the manuscript I thought of Negely Farson, who had written the introduction to Walter Bell’s Karamojo Safari. In it Farson said, “Try as you might, you will not find a story to equal the one you are about to read.”

Well, I had found such a story, which I consider to be a tremendous statement. Walter Bell is generally recognized among old African hands to be the father of all elephant hunters. He was a tremendous shot whose physique and reflexes were superb. His marksmanship is legendary, and his deeds are discussed by young and old African hunters year in, year out, to this day. He was also a master storyteller.

Ian Nyschens’ story in some ways surpasses Bell’s. He shot just as many elephant (both men killed over 1,000), but Ian shot them under much more difficult circumstances. Ian stalked elephant in the thick jesse bush of the Zambezi Valley while Bell shot in more open terrain. Ian shot elephant that were educated to man and his guns, hunting well into the 1950s. Walter Bell hunted unsophisticated herds at the turn of the century, many of which had never seen a white man, much less had heard the report of a firearm. This is by no means an attempt to belittle Bell’s accomplishments in the least; I merely offer them as a comparison.

When I discuss Ian Nyschens’ elephant days, I am not talking about a man who has shot his elephant during cropping operations that typically have large backup crews, semiautomatic weapons, and multiple marksmen shooting at cows, calves, and bulls alike. With today’s necessity to crop excess elephant in numbers in certain areas, it is no wonder that some of the experts have taken many more elephant than any of the old-timers. But it’s an entirely different enterprise from the way Nyschens and Bell hunted. Virtually every single one of Ian’s elephant were individual bulls or the menacing “Zambezi Ladies,” and they were mostly shot with a double rifle. There is no doubt that Ian’s courage is tremendous. His attitude is quite matter of fact, however, as I discovered when he said, “We are all afraid when following a wounded elephant in impenetrable bush; it is just a matter of controlling your fears. Anybody who tells you otherwise is lying.”

Ian does not need nor does he try to impress with blown-up stories. In fact he is a man who likes to converse but rarely talks about his own deeds. When he does make a statement, he comes straight to the point. I remember him telling me, “The only three good things coming out of Britain are double rifles, English women, and bloody good horses.” He downplayed his own accomplishments, saying there were hunters who had shot at least as many elephant as he had, and some had much greater experience. You will find a few of these great hunters mentioned in this book.

Of course the hours we spent were much too short. I asked him about various incidents described in the manuscript. He told me about them and others he had not written about. I was mesmerized, absorbing every word like sand does to water in the desert. The time flew by. We were still talking on the last day of my visit to Harare when I was reminded that my plane would leave in a few hours. So good were the stories that it was hard to believe three days had flown by. Ian invited me on a canoe trip down the Zambezi when I returned. Given that the Zambezi is twenty-six hours by airplane from my home, I doubt that I will be able to come, but I shall try.

And so I lay here before you the words of a remarkable man. I will not say, as Negely Farson did, that the equal of this story does not exist, but I will say that it is unlikely, very unlikely. Living legends are few and far between.

Ludo J. Wurfbain, publisher
July 1, 1995
Harare, Zimbabwe


Prologue

Pretoria to Rhodesia—From the city to the African wilds

In 1947, while struggling through the usual bitter cold winter of South Africa’s Transvaal highveld, I received a letter from an acquaintance. His name was Faanie Jooste, and he had previously gone north into the country then known as Southern Rhodesia. He described it as a better and warmer place, and invited me to join him. The cold of the Transvaal, especially at night, was such that I quickly made up my mind, and in a few days I had hitchhiked across the South African border into Rhodesia.

I located Faanie in the town of Bulawayo, where he had bought safari equipment. It was new and exciting to me: camping gear, snakebite outfit with the other medical supplies, and the bright shine of cartridges and feel of rifles. Faanie was a magnificent specimen, physically and mentally hardened. He needed a companion to go up the Zambezi River above the Victoria Falls. I, on the other hand, was by comparison a weakling. As a child I had suffered from rheumatic fever, which had left me with a faulty heart valve.

“Well,” Faanie said, “what do you want to do, look for a job or pool in with me and go up the Zambezi River where there is still adventure and a warmer climate?”

With our gear and packs we hitchhiked to the Victoria Falls, easy in those days since few people would motor past a hitchhiker. We viewed the grandeur of the falls and walked around the rain forest, finishing at the Devil’s Cataract. Here I examined the statue of explorer David Livingstone and tried to picture his travels through this country.

Faanie put me in the picture. “All you have to know is that Livingstone had a good constitution, the sympathy of the tribes, a medical degree so that he could keep disease at bay, and a special Bible because it was backed up by the London Mission Society in England. He was instrumental in eradicating the slave trade in Africa, in his day still plied by the Arabs.”

“How the hell would you know that?” I asked.

“From my brother Martin at Pretoria University,” he said. Then he gave me another one of his versions of history, referring to me as “Englander” from the German word. I am not English, only culturally so—but I certainly was to an Afrikaner like Faanie! “Listen, Englander,” he said, “Livingstone was a Boer hater. My forefathers discovered these falls before Livingstone and probably the Portuguese and Arabs before the Afrikaners. But they did not come from England with that special Bible. So Livingstone discovered the Victoria Falls.” Though Faanie had fought in World War II with the Allies, underneath it all he was still an Afrikaner nationalist, but intelligently so, as war and travel had altered and widened his mind. “To hell with Livingstone,” he said. “How do we get up the river?”

“Let’s talk to the boat people,” I suggested. So we bought some food and took our gear and walked the north bank above the falls, where there were some small agricultural holdings on the river. We came across a man trying to repair a pump in the water. “English, of course,” Faanie said.

It was a diesel motor. Faanie was always bright and practical in his own strange ways and in a short time the engine was running and pumping water to the house. We were consequently invited in and treated well, and learned most of what was necessary of the area and the Zambezi River above Victoria Falls. We spent the night there, discussing the practical aspects of river travel and through our host we leased a small canoelike craft cheaply and had a go at the river. “Stick to the soft side-water,” our host said, “and don’t come back over the falls.”

After a full two days’ rowing, the top of my shoulders and back ached. We saw occasional crocodiles and hippopotami, and traveled wide expanses of water with occasional islands on which were palm and other trees, some growing with their root systems in the water. On the third day the river lost its great expanse, and having mastered the art of canoeing Faanie decided to cross the river to the south bank. We rowed hard in the main current and experienced the frightening power of the mighty Zambezi River. As a result we were forced far downstream but eventually landed on the south bank. Here we discovered the spoor of wild animals. Faanie recognized some of them, but I did not until I saw elephant spoor. Only an elephant could have such large feet. I examined its intricate patterns, trying to determine which way it had gone. We camped in pleasant shaded surroundings and at night listened to the noises of animals around us, all strange, new, and intriguing. From the moment I saw the elephant spoor, there was an awakening in me, and now it grew stronger. Sun, warm air, exercise, and incredible freedom were having their effects, as I slowly felt new strength coming into my system.

“Englander,” Faanie said, “you are beginning to look better.”

“We have no more tinned beef, so I am going to hunt a buck,” he announced.

We were far up the river now, and the return of the canoe was overdue. There was no point in going farther. “Remember,” Faanie said, “The Englishman said there were rapids up ahead.” At midday we camped in a suitable spot. Faanie went downstream and I up, both to try to shoot a buck. Unfamiliarity affected my judgment and confidence, but at least I felt the master of myself with a rifle in hand. I got occasional glimpses of antelope running off, but no chance of a shot. I had heard stories of lion, and apprehensively watched the ground for their spoor.

After a mile or so I crossed an open area and entered an adjoining forest. Suddenly I had to stop short. Close in front of me was a herd of elephant. I did not know what to do, so in fear stood stock-still, and then slowly tried to move behind a tree. I froze as a large elephant turned with raised head and outstretched ears to gaze in my direction. I could feel my heart pounding and although I had a faulty heart valve, I felt everything was working at top pace. Never before had I been both fearful yet highly alert at the same time. When I realized how massive the elephant was, the gun in my hand felt like a piece of firewood. Others had shot elephant with .303 rifles like the one I carried, but seldom successfully from the front. This elephant was huge at close quarters, facing me menacingly and slowly coming on in stages. In desperation I felt I must take a shot at its face as I could not wait for it to close the gap between us. Then it suddenly stopped, gazed intently with ears flapping, shook its massive head from side to side and then ponderously turned around and rejoined the herd. Heart still pounding, I slowly retreated, trying to use the tree as a visual shield.

I had finished backing up, having gained some ground, and turned to walk away slowly when a gunshot sounded inland from the river. Suddenly the forest became a nightmare of elephant bodies trumpeting in high-pitched fear and fury. Instinctively, I recognized this uncontrollable danger and thought this was the last place on earth that I wanted to be at the moment. Consequently I took fright and ran across the open area, hoping that none of the elephants would pursue me. Halfway across, in fear and uncertainty, I turned slightly to see the rustling vegetation and elephant running inland through the forest. As they got into thicker vegetation, I heard them crashing off in the distance, with occasional high-pitched trumpeting sounds telling me that the welcome distance between us was widening.

After this experience I was shaken. I made my way to the riverbank where I sat in an opening, looking inland to where the elephant had stampeded. My heart started to slow down. I sprinkled my face and drank some water, then wondered what Faanie was doing so close to me because the last time I had seen him he was walking downstream. Curse the bastard anyway. Or perhaps it was somebody else, an African with a rifle. Not likely, I thought, and at this stage I was not going inland to find out!

I selected some shade and tried to relax and was doing just that when another shot rang out. By the sound, it was a .303 rifle. I thought perhaps Faanie was in trouble, so I fired an answering shot and after some time he emerged across the opening, quite content. He came up to me saying, “I shot a bushbuck, gutted him, and placed him off the ground in a tree, so you can help me carry him to the river,”

“Do you know,” I said, “that I was standing next to a herd of elephant when you fired?”

“What for?” he enquired.

“Because I walked into them.”

“What did they say?” he said.

Obviously he was in one of his humourous moods. I showed him the elephant spoor where they had stood and later stampeded.

“Can’t see your spoor,” he said. So I pointed it out to him.

“Must have been exciting.” And again he asked, “What did they say?” At that moment I felt like blowing his brains out.

“Never mind, Englander, never fear. You are far from dead,” he told me.

Stupid, insensitive bastard, I thought.

For the next few days we proceeded leisurely downriver and had the opportunity to absorb the environment in detail. There was the necessity to avoid hippo in our flimsy canoe, and we experienced the hideous sight and primeval dread of large crocodiles as they took refuge from our sudden appearance, swimming speedily to pass under the canoe. I was consoled by the fact that they did not know how to attack our craft. We at times saw wildfowl flying near or nesting on islands and heard the calls of many unknown birds. We sensed that wild animals, descendants of millions of years of untamed Africa, lurked somewhere on the banks and farther inland. The vegetation was to us all new, which added to our fascination. Our nights were spent around the campfires with animal noises unfamiliar to us in the background.

On our return, as we were about to land the canoe above the falls, Faanie quietly said, as if to himself, “A sample of this life has made me vow not to cross south of the Limpopo River unless I have to.” In this short period I, too, had realized that we no longer had grand illusions about crowded civilization. Back in Bulawayo there were other ways of life. Many people worked all week, only to get drunk on weekends. It was the only escape for people who were bored and unadventurous, or possibly over-disciplined by the laws of society. In any case, my weak body could not take such abuse, so I realized civilization was not an option for me.
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BULL ELEPHANT:

LEARNING THE HARD WAY–1947
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After the Victoria Falls trip, Faanie was gripped by gold fever, which developed into an obsession. I accompanied him to mining sites on the Angwa River, about one hundred thirty miles northwest of the capital city of Salisbury. On arrival I realized gold had little appeal for me as there was nothing wild in panning the river for the slightest traces of gold, only the sweat of hard labour under primitive conditions.



Faanie, however, was possessed of tremendous drive. Standing next to a noisy mining stamp mill, I detected in him the delight, anticipation, and ambition he felt for this yellow metal. He was content to struggle ahead under harsh conditions, always hoping to strike gold. But to me the earth was for vegetation and rocks, which I felt were a defiance to man. It also seemed the real science was the detection of minerals—mostly unrewarding, given the time and effort spent, since the ancients had mined all known surface deposits for hundreds of years prior to our arrival in Africa. Consequently, the search possessed no interest or excitement for me, and so Faanie and I parted.

Later with two Greeks, Venturas and Galanakis, I went to Mozambique. Galanakis’s father had a trading store in Umtali, a town on the eastern border of Rhodesia. He also had property at Gondola, a small village in Mozambique, which was then Portuguese East Africa. Every Portuguese considered himself a caçadore (hunter) and, consequently, fired at anything wild he saw for miles around the towns. Game always represented profit in the form of food to consume or barter with the indigenous people. Venturas and Galanakis traded, after a fashion, in bananas, dried game meat, illegal shotguns, or whatever was in demand; in fact, they would trade anything for a buck. Their system was very much like Mozambique itself: everything for Portugal and nothing put back. Gondola was not much of a place, and I was glad when we left it to go to the Amatonga Forest.

There we met Jianaki, also a young Greek, sent by his father to supervise the felling of the forest trees. The logs were hauled to the Gondola railhead, part of the Rhodesia-Beira, Mozambique, railway, and sent to Salisbury and Johannesburg for furniture manufacture. I had by then grown stronger, and because of my own health problem I was disturbed by Jianaki’s weak stoop and yellow complexion. It seemed to me that if he stayed in the forest he would die. I spoke to Venturas about it, and he said Jianaki’s father kept him at the concession and away from their distant fruit farm because there was money in the timber. When we moved on, we talked Jianaki into coming with us, which pleased me. That night we camped at the edge of the Amatonga forest.

We were planning to hunt by torch, using dazzling lights to blind our antelope quarry. The primary danger was from our own rifles. Venturas at the time was ill, and, not wanting to hunt, I stayed in camp with him.
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A photograph of Forey, whom I considered superior and yet was dependent on Europeans.



The forest that night had a hazy atmosphere, and I noticed that Venturas seemed mentally blank. Afterward I wondered if he was afraid of the dark and had taken drugs. Sometime during the night I woke to a subhuman shriek somewhere in the trees. There was a pause, and then three or four more shrieks. It was unnerving, to say the least. Feeling fearful, I raked and fed the fire and, rifle in hand, tried in vain to wake Venturas. He muttered something vaguely. In desperation I clouted him, but to no avail. With a companion so useless, it was the same as being alone.

Sitting against a large tree next to him, I listened and watched intently. At first I thought the screams might be human, but I reasoned they could not be because they seemed to come from high above the ground. In puzzlement and fear I tried to stay awake but must eventually have slumbered, for I woke to the distant drone of a motor vehicle approaching. It was the party returning from shooting reedbuck. I mentioned the fearful screeches that I had heard in the night, but my companions were tired and took little notice of me. Now that they had returned, I hoped the creature would wail again, but it did not.

In the morning we moved off to some open game country and camped at a delightful running river called the Toa. It had a wide waterfall, and you could stand under it on a rock shelf, hidden from view. I enjoyed some time there and later took a rifle to stroll down the bank of the Toa. There was nothing of interest other than old hyena and buffalo spoor, so after a long walk I returned to the campfire at dusk.

The reedbuck meat had been cut into biltong strips and the skins treated with salt. What a lot of bother it seemed to commercialize small antelope; hunting small antelope for one’s own use is an entirely different matter. I have never liked meat camps and still don’t, so in the morning when they all decided to hunt, I welcomed the opportunity, jokingly saying I was going to shoot a kambaku (a giant elephant). I had a 10.75mm rifle, supposedly suitable for big game, and an assortment of soft and solid bullets. When we came across eland spoor, I changed the magazine to softnose, but later the eland got into that nonstop trot of theirs in which they can go all day, so we thought it best to abandon the search and look elsewhere.

As we emerged from an open forest and were crossing a narrow vlei (grassland), we heard the crack of branches and at the top of the vlei saw an elephant at the forest fringe feeding off leaves. Suddenly, without hesitation or warning, Galanakis grabbed the 10.75 rifle from me and fired at the elephant’s head from about 150 yards. I saw dust fly from its skin, and then it spun around and came straight down the vlei, charging silently. Galanakis took fright and ran off with my rifle, leaving me standing there with the ammunition. The elephant was now coming straight at us.

Venturas had a light 7mm rifle loaded with softnose bullets and said, “Here, shoot it.”

I did not want to antagonize the elephant further and hoped that it might not have seen us, but it had. I told Venturas, “Split up! That way the elephant can only get one of us.”

Venturas, however, was in a total funk, and he muttered something about the Madonna, so I pushed him one way and I went the other. At that instant Forey, a tribesman in our party, ran from the side where Galanakis had disappeared and called loudly to distract the elephant. His timely action saved us, for the beast paused, momentarily confused, which allowed us all to scatter. We did not see Galanakis until we reached camp.

Later that night around the fire, I looked at these people and wondered about tribesmen like Forey, whom I considered superior and who yet was dependent on Europeans. I said nothing, but I was disturbed and disgusted by the actions of the Europeans. They argued amongst themselves into the night, eventually falling asleep. In the morning I pointed to Forey and said that if it were not for him, one of us would be dead.

It dawned on me that the privileged in Mozambique were so steeped in their self-importance that they could not understand my reasoning. They must have felt much the same as the ancient pharaohs did, taking privilege as part of their heritage. There was no appreciation for the courage that had saved one of us, and so, disillusioned, I left them. There was nothing of interest at the so-called game area of Shangara, so I returned to Rhodesia, crossing farther north via the border post at Nyamapanda.

There was a large tsetse-fly-control campaign going on in the area. Hunting was encouraged to rid the area of all wildlife, which was, probably, the most backward policy in all Africa, certainly as far as game was concerned. While crossing a dry watercourse named the Nangogo, I saw the tail end of an elephant herd moving across it. I followed and got close to two bulls, firing single shots into each one’s shoulder. I then watched them stampede off with the others. The bush was sparse, so I followed and, to my surprise, found the two bulls dead on their sides. I did not consider this hunting, for all I did was follow awhile and fire two shots in open country.

The ivory from these elephant gave me more money in that short time than I could have earned elsewhere in months. But the 10.75 rifle was of inferior quality and became unreliable. As I had heard other complaints about this particular make, I switched to a converted military .303 rifle, which I bought for £8 in, of all places, a furniture shop in Bulawayo. In those days there were many types of rifles on the market. Some of them were very good, but it was essentially a matter of what you could afford. The excellent ones were very expensive, as was the ammunition.

During World War II, all guns had been handed in to the government for safekeeping, but after the war many of them, including many surplus military .303 rifles, were made available to the public. Licensing then was the opposite to the way it is done now. Then you merely purchased the rifle and the license was forwarded to you at a later date—sometimes never.

There were all sorts of influences on a would-be elephant hunter. There were the theorists who knew everything except in practice; the buck hunters who greatly exaggerated their exploits with dangerous game; the armchair hunters who had absorbed most of the written works of previous hunters and spoke with authority as if they had experienced it all; and the farmers who had hunting holidays mostly to make biltong for labour rations. Generally, dangerous big game was the target of hired indigenous hunters, often improperly armed and employed by traders to obtain meat, ivory, and horn. Another type was the backup hunter; they assisted each other by all firing at a single animal until it collapsed.

Finally, there were the real hunters, the few men living in the far-off wilds, seeming to want to isolate themselves from the rest of civilization. They were but a handful, but these people knew what was required to survive in isolation in a remote wilderness. They were professionals. They had an understandable intolerance toward others, most noticeable during the winter hunting seasons when licensed once-a-year hunters from various surrounding countries would come to Mozambique and penetrate what the professionals considered their own preserves. They always tried to keep the details of their areas as secret as possible.

The professional’s lifestyle required a different stamp of man as I was to learn later. He had a code of honour that few city folk could live up to, and he had to develop exceptional mental, emotional, and physical stamina and nerve. It was nothing for him to follow the spoor of wandering elephant bulls for many days with only the barest essentials of life: water, fire, food, and rifle. Other hunters would favor stalking resident herds with bulls, but even there, many failed and wounding incidents were high.

I had glanced through an old hunting book that depicted various vital shots of elephant. They were in diagram form, and I marked them in my memory for future use. Everything was clear now, at least in theory. So, with the foolhardiness of youth, inexperience, and with the object of hunting elephant, I arrived at the Urema area in Mozambique.

I went through the usual preliminaries: walking, searching, and making inquiries as to the whereabouts of elephant bulls. I was told that a lone bull was said to have chased some women away from a water hole. We found the new spoor of such a bull. Despite my inexperience, I was fresh and eager, armed with a .303 rifle, a ten-shot magazine, and a rota (ash bag).

The tribesmen started tracking the elephant. About midday the bull descended into a large bowl-like depression filled with scrub forest, occasional large trees, and giant green, widespread, leafy ferns, some taller than a man. From its lush appearance, the depression obviously held water during the rainy season, and it became noticeable that the bull was taking his time, no doubt feeling secure in the tangled vegetation. The same could not be said of the tribesmen, for they, one after the other, seemed to flit away behind me as we progressed.

These people needed meat, and in order to obtain it, at least one of them was needed to spoor the bull while I watched the thick vegetation ahead. With the last tribesman in front of me, I could see from his face and manner that he was fearful of the dense vegetation.

It seemed as if no air stirred there, and the tracker, tense and fearful, tried to pass by me to leave. I checked him, asking, “What is it? We haven’t seen the elephant yet.”

He slowly drew off and silently disappeared down a bend of the elephant path. I wondered how the tribesmen could voluntarily move off without the protection of my rifle. Apparently, the farther they got from the elephant the better they felt.

Alone now, I stood on the elephant path, rota in hand, testing the wind. It was still, the ash falling straight to the earth. I stood in great silence broken only by the gentle twitter of some small birds. One in particular cocked its head to look down at me. The birds moved off, jumping from branch to branch. There was not even the movement of a leaf. I stood for some minutes listening to the great silence as there was no visual indication of animal presence.

I thought of the bull, knowing that he was probably close ahead of me, and said to myself, “So, this is your sanctuary, a great silent forest where you sleep during the heat of the day.”
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I scanned the vegetation, then slowly, like a startling vision, the upper part of an elephant’s head came into shape.



I continued to absorb the atmosphere of the place, but I was reluctant to move forward. Fearfully, I thought that I might spend hours standing and listening—hoping that the bull would move off—which might give me the advantage of hearing him.

Because the trackers had abandoned me so suddenly, I knew the bull must be very close. I wondered how I had voluntarily maneuvered myself into this predicament. I could have retreated, but, instead, I became more and more aware of the feeling of the rifle in my hands. It fitted well, and I told myself I was not an unarmed primitive. Courage came gradually as the need arose. I shook the feeling of being alone and confidence took control of me. I slowly moved forward, tense and alert.

Some minutes passed, and I could afford only an occasional glance at the ground to confirm the bull’s spoor. I felt a gradual change, an unsure feeling, and my instincts told me the bull was aware of me. Imagination, perhaps, but whatever it was, I took heed of these inner warnings of danger. When I reached a slight turn in the path, my instincts told me to proceed no farther. I reasoned that although the vegetation was thick it was mostly green, so I should be able to see the gray of an elephant’s body easily enough.

Once more I tested with the rota—the wind was right. I slowly tucked the ash bag under my gun belt and took the rifle’s fore-end in my left hand. I thought and felt that man and beast were conscious of each other, so I stood in dead silence, listening to nothing but with a strong feeling of animal presence. I scanned the vegetation, then slowly, like a startling vision, the upper part of an elephant’s head came into shape. As I had felt, the elephant was staring at me, as stationary and silent as a large gray ghost.

I felt flushes of blood pounding my temples and was conscious of my beating heart. Instinctively, I raised the rifle and fired just as the bull lurched forward. The vegetation was dense, and I saw only the upper portion of his forehead. It was not a charge as such, but a quick, silent rush to get at me. The shot had no effect. The bull came on, and I turned to run, firing a hasty shot at his temple. I barely had time to throw myself aside as he passed close enough for me to see the detailed wrinkles on his skin. He crashed on for a short distance, and then suddenly a total silence descended, almost as if nothing had happened.

I was amazed at my escape and thought the bull must now be listening close-by. I raised myself, mostly hidden by the green ferns, and detected a slight scraping sound on vegetation. The elephant was moving in a half-circle, his body too large to move silently in the dense scrub. It dawned on me that this was not an ordinary elephant but one that had been hunted before and was wise to the ways of man. In my inexperienced circumstances, it was a frightening thought.

Occasionally the scrape of his body gave me his direction, and then total silence would develop again. I could feel he was moving, but I could not hear exactly where. I had time now, so I took the rota and tested the wind. The ash fell slowly to the earth, indicating no air movement. I returned the ash bag and was just going to raise myself full length when I heard the bull moving on fallen leaves. That meant he was on an elephant path—the one close to me. His movement was slow, and I knew he was listening, trying to flush me out. He was clever, and in my fear he was beginning to unnerve me. Then his great pads came down the path.

My vision was limited to his lower legs as he paused, now and then changing weight from one front foot to another—no doubt listening as he did so. He kept coming. The nearer he came, the louder my heartbeat sounded. He passed me at a few yards and then stopped. Immediately I realized that he had an idea of my location. I saw the expansion of his front pads as he shifted his weight, no doubt turning his head from side to side, listening and scenting.

I knew he could not see me because of the green ferns, but if the wind changed in his favour I would be dead. He did not move from the spot, but he repeatedly transferred his weight to one or the other of his front legs, indicating that he was still listening and scenting. Although he could not see or smell me, he knew that I was close-by.

I felt now that I had to gamble with my life. Having had enough of this one-sided game of fear, I would have to go into action before I lost my nerve. To hell with it, then, I decided. I slowly raised myself and saw an opening in the ferns to the side of the bull’s head, slightly ahead of me. I fired at what I thought was the brain, but the shot had no effect, so I immediately fired again. The bull roared and turned on me. I took to the path and ran for my life. If he followed, I knew he would outrun and kill me, and even if I turned and faced him again I doubted that I could stop him. Whose side were the gods on now?

To my great relief I heard him crashing and turning to and fro near my last position. This gave me hope, and with the strength of desperation I kept running along the path. It twisted and turned; I knew I was losing my sense of direction and could be going deeper into the forest. But distance between us was all that mattered then. He trumpeted and roared with rage, no doubt incensed by my scent.

I ran farther and heard the welcome yodeling calls from the tribesmen in the distance. They were trying to distract the bull in the hope that it would become confused. Their timing was late, but it helped me get my sense of direction again. I switched to another elephant path leading out of the dense vegetation. I was feeling the effects of nervous strain and heart stress. My breath came in great gasps; I felt light-headed and had to slow down.

The tribesmen’s yodeling gradually became fainter. After a few more minutes a gentle incline indicated that I was leaving the depression. I paused halfway up, leaning on the rifle, feeling my heart strain again, and I realized that it was not only the elephant that could kill me. Later I left the depression and entered more open country. I slumped down slowly against a tree. By that time it was midday, and I was worn out and thirsty; I cursed the water carrier for deserting me.

In fact there was little chance of the tribesmen finding me. They had heard the elephant trumpeting after my last shot, so they knew he was not dead. There went their dreams of meat and mine of ivory, and I thought if I went on hunting in this way, ivory would cost me my life. Exhausted, I did not particularly care at that moment. A weak, relaxed feeling came over me, but my heart continued to pound and there was a frightening pain in my chest.

This physical strain and fear were having an effect, and I succumbed to it. Later I became conscious of sand on my face and fingers, and the forest took shape again. I felt weak and thirsty. The sun’s angle indicated late afternoon, so I must have been unconscious for some time.

The village was about seven miles off, and with luck I would reach it at sundown. The need for water was so great that I pressed on, sometimes using the rota to test the wind. After covering perhaps two miles, I felt safe and fired a shot in the hope that some of the tribesmen would still be about. I rested again and moved on another mile or so, and then a hunch developed. I did not know quite what it was, but I hastened to a slight ridge. After a while I saw a handful of tribesmen tracking me, so I called and showed myself.

They hastened their steps, and when they arrived I recognized my water-bag, which was handed to me. They had left some water in it. I detected a sheepishness—they were like ashamed little children. I told them of my experience. “Do you see, bwana, why we left you?” they said.

It was only then that I learned this bull elephant had a bad reputation for killing people. I asked them why they hadn’t told me this before.

They replied, “Meat, bwana, meat—we thought you might get him.” Then they posed a keen question: “Did I think he might die of the head shots?”

I doubted it and said, “Why don’t you all go in there and find out?” They burst into laughter. It was the end of the hunt for us, and we reached the village just after sunset.

In the morning I woke to a sun well up and the cry of a naughty child being chastised. Most of the village was deserted; there were no signs of men cutting poles for kias (huts) or women collecting firewood and water. An old man came out of a hut and entered the shade of the council chamber roof, his wrinkled, lean body draped with a black loincloth tied around his waist. There followed the usual greeting and palaver. The older men of a tribe are usually more accurate and interesting to talk to. He said, “So, you escaped where others had failed?”

“I see the village is nearly deserted,” I said. “Have they gone off to cut the elephant meat?” After looking at me for a while, he laughed. It appeared that my elephant was not always resident but moved over a large area and raided village crops during the growing seasons.

“Well,” I said, “whatever he does I will not be here to see or hear him, so I give him to you.” We both laughed.

The woman who had previously chastised her squalling child now approached and offered me a plate of cooked mealie meal, boiled vegetables, and leaves. Not tasty, but because of her kindness and my appreciation I ate it, thankful that it was not a plate of large woodworms or flying ants.

I stayed a few days, but I had no desire to hunt that particular elephant again. Under different circumstances, with a more suitable weapon, I may have tried it. In any case, they reported that the bull no longer came to the water holes.

I thought of the unfortunate people who would have to chase him out of their lands in the coming crop season. In spite of my efforts, all I had experienced here was a nerve-wracking failure. Having courted death in wild country, you would have thought that the refuge of civilization would be appealing. This was not so, as thereafter I became ever more bored of living in an age of dull conformity. And so I moved on.

Time has no urgency in the wilds of Africa, yet it puts an inner, spiritual strength and confidence into a man. You are not subjected to the pressures of the rat race, and, consequently, your nature becomes calmer, your mind clearer, and you develop an insight into the relationships among man, beast, and environment. Having struggled against the threat to my life, I felt I had matured quickly, and I knew that I was a lot smarter than when I had first stepped foot into the forest.
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GOLD FEVER:

THE FOLLY OF YOUTHFUL IGNORANCE–1947
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My lines of thought and ways of life were changing. I began to realize that elephant hunting was expensive. It involved licenses, good equipment, and the ability to range vast areas, and it involved knowing how to converse with the tribes and how to avoid or cope with tropical diseases—but I was determined to shoot a living out of the bush. I wondered how Faanie was doing in the gold fields and decided to seek him out, eventually finding him on the higher Angwa River. He looked strained and lean from having overworked himself and living on bare rations, and he was sunburnt from working on the open rocks, sand, and water along the Angwa River. He had a friendly relationship with the Hinzie family, who were the local mine owners.



They had advised and assisted Faanie in his ventures but to no avail; he had not struck pay dirt. I stayed at Old Man Hinzie’s for a while, a place of scattered rondavels. At night Hinzie studied the stars with a powerful mounted telescope, and I watched him with great interest. Before this I had been lost in the bush at night and had to wait for dawn before getting my bearings again. Now, in Old Man Hinzie I had an excellent teacher. There was too much to absorb, but he taught me how to read the stars for the practical purpose of not getting lost at night.

Hinzie was interesting, and I spent some pleasant times with him. He explained what Rhodesia had been like in the past and how it was changing. Most of the area, except for the high upper plateau of the eastern mountains, consisted of mile upon mile of forest with vlei (areas of grasslands) in between. Of particular interest was the Great Dyke. This hill range rises from the earth in a snakelike formation and crosses the country. In East Africa and to the north it becomes part of the Great Rift Valley and Lakes Regions, where it recedes below the earth’s surface on its way to the Red Sea.

In later years I was to hunt those areas, but that is another episode. Then my interest was in the trees of the Great Dyke in Rhodesia. Large herds of elephant from far and wide, perhaps seeking the minerals from the leaves, had previously browsed those trees. It interested me that elephant, feeding by instinct, would range from afar to feed in the dyke. In later years I noted elephant-feeding habits, which helped me locate their feeding grounds.

The Rhodesian government was then implementing plans to resettle soldiers returning from World War II. The soldiers were being given grants of land with eventual title. Tobacco, the major and better paying crop in Rhodesia, Old Man Hinzie stated, was the cause of the continuing deforestation. Timber was being used for fire in the barns for curing the tobacco leaf. Like Faanie, these returning soldiers were of a good stamp. War and travel had enriched them, and those lagging behind soon matured with the challenge of their new enterprises.

At Hinzie’s camp two thoughts had emerged. One was that I had hunted elephant unsuccessfully, and the second was that Faanie had pursued gold that had so far eluded him. On the strength of this, we decided to make a journey down the length of the Angwa River with the use of pack donkeys. From harebrained people come harebrained schemes. With the help of Hinzie’s contacts, we scoured the area and managed to locate and purchase eight donkeys. With advice from Hinzie, Faanie and I headed out.
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Our journey down the Angwa River using pack donkeys. Faanie is in the foreground with the cap.

Our journey was to take us along the banks of the Angwa River, and it was my intention and hope to locate elephant in the mountainous area of the Zambezi Escarpment, in what I thought was an unoccupied area. Faanie had dreams of finding gold in that comparatively unexplored region. After a few days we found ourselves in steep, hilly country, often losing sight of the river. The hills and gorges acted as barriers, and we would go for as much as a day before the necessity of water made us find the river again. It was both mentally and physically trying, especially with one donkey that we named “Rizillio.” He had a mangled ear, much like a wrestler friend of ours by the same name who had a cauliflower ear.

From the top of a hill this damned animal would suddenly buck and pitch its pack, causing it to roll down the steep slopes. After days of this practice, I watched Faanie coming to the end of his tether. He would have to descend the slope to retrieve the pack and carry it up the hill again. The donkey would sometimes carry the pack, but it would also go through moods where it would chuck the pack six or seven times a day. I knew its day would come. It was just a matter of time out there battling in the raw before Faanie’s impatience would give way to rage. Then came the day when I heard a shot and saw this donkey with some of its guts hanging out. I did not like it, so I said, “Shoot it in the head, stupid.”

He gazed at the donkey and said, “Let it suffer; I have been suffering for days myself.”

I shot it in the brain and distributed the load amongst the others as best I could. Our travel was better now and toward dusk we sighted baboons, the only animals we had seen in the last five days. We were camped at a pleasant spot, so Faanie prospected the area for a few days. He had tools, dynamite, and fuses, and I often heard him blasting up and down the river—all to no avail. His only traces of gold were found while panning the river. We found neither gold nor ivory, but we continued.

After many days we felt we were dropping in altitude and the heat was intensifying. There was occasional buck spoor, and I hoped in days to come that they would become numerous. My spirits rose at the thought of elephant and ivory. We camped in a small valley near the Angwa River, and that night I thought I heard something stealthy near the campfire, something that let out great drawn-out sighs. “Lion,” I said. It could only be lion, and in this country they would be hungry.

I had been raised with horses and was familiar with the signs of equine panic, so I told Faanie to tie his three donkeys securely on his side of the campfire as I was doing on mine. Away from the firelight it was dark, and unbeknownst to us lion had crept up close. I had a favourite refined donkey called Neddy, and I kept her as close as possible. Some of the donkeys were noticeably restless, and as I raked the fire to generate more light there was a ferocious roar. The donkeys strained to break loose. Faanie’s lot took off, and for a second I saw the side of a lion rushing past in the firelight. The donkeys had been panicked into other waiting lion. There followed a few muffled squeals from the donkeys, and then it was all over.

In a while we heard the lion fighting ferociously and dragging the carcasses farther off. I threw some lighted firebrands, trying to illuminate the scene, but they were too far away. We listened to them consuming our pack animals, and, sitting close around a large fire, we spent a frightening and uneasy night. In the morning there was almost nothing left of two donkeys. The third apparently had run off in a different direction.

I said to Faanie, “The cats have nerve at night, so let’s see how much they have in daylight.” Rifle in hand, I examined the lion spoor and started following it—against Faanie’s advice. His parting words were, “I’ll have your gear and maybe your rifle if the lion get you. Leave them, it will change nothing.”

Answering to strong, revengeful hunting instincts, I took the lion spoor. I had learned how to spoor elephant reasonably well, but lion spoor is something else unless its on soft ground. After a few hours of painstaking tracking, I found where they had lain, but the spoor continued into stony country broken by gullies, so I had to abandon it.

I backtracked and eventually found the other donkey grazing unconcernedly on a slope, so I led it back to our camp. We left the campsite at midday, hoping that the lion had had enough meat and would leave us alone, but it was not to be.

Two days later it was evident that antelope numbers were increasing, and Faanie shot a young kudu bull for rations. As an additive it went down well, and we cut the remainder into strips for drying. It was now obvious that we were dropping in altitude and getting into game country, but that night we had another visit from lion, whether the same ones or not we did not know.

There were many uprooted dead trees about, probably from elephant activity during the past rains. Some of these we collected in a heap to make a large bonfire that gave off a certain penetrating light into the darkness. I noticed my small donkey listening and scenting, and her nervousness alarmed me. “Faanie, they are here again,” I said. “Shoot at anything you see and make sure you shoot low.”

The fear went from one animal to the next, but this time we had tied them securely to large trees within yards of the fire. There were no sounds beyond the perimeter of the firelight, but I sensed the cats watching us for an opportunity. The donkeys one and all turned to stare in different directions, indicating that the lion were changing their positions. The inaction became nerve-wracking, so I fired a shot in the darkness. Other than a short, loud grunt, there was no sign of movement.

Later we spotted a lion on the fringe of the firelight. Noiselessly and stealthily it approached our donkeys. We both fired, and the lion seemed to turn over in the air, leaving dust to linger in the firelight as it departed into the darkness.

I wondered if it would die. “Do they charge after having retreated?” I asked. But Faanie did not know. We now had a bright fire with many lion grunting nearby. “Fire at the sounds but high—I don’t need a charging lion coming into the firelight,” I said.

We fired into the darkness and listened to the grunts receding. The cats were still there at some distance, and for all we knew they might remain all night. So we decided to take turns staying awake and feeding the fire. Later I said, “Faanie, for Christ’s sake, if you feel sleepy wake me, don’t leave it too late.” And so we spent a fitful night, thankful when the dawn came. On first light we fanned out and found a large dead lioness about a hundred yards from the camp. It looked as if one of the bullets had taken her in the lungs as dried frothy blood was in evidence.

“My first lion,” Faanie said.

In reply I answered, “Yes, it could be, but two donkeys later.”

“Doubt that they are the same; the others were bolder,” he said.

“All lion are bold at night, depending on how hungry they are,” I answered.

In the daylight we proceeded. The country was changing. The trees were becoming larger, the bush was thickening, and the air was becoming hotter, all indications that we were descending in elevation. Upon reaching a crest, we saw it below us—the wide panorama of the great Zambezi Valley. The smoky gray-blue haze disappeared into the vast distance. What a sight this magnificent valley was, a lost world for man to explore. I flushed warm with the excitement of expectations of things to come; it was a place for adventure and dreams. We spent a long time gazing and talking from this high elevation. The Angwa River dropped to the valley floor somewhere to our right, and on looking slightly back we saw distant smoke. Habitation, I wondered, in this vast wild area?

I scanned the opposite areas and saw no smoke. There could be people there, but because of the heat and evident bush it was also a sanctuary for game. Faanie was of the opinion that there was no habitation in the lower valley. We needed water. “To the valley then; we must find water at all costs,” he said. I did not want to leave this spot, but Faanie reasoned: “You cannot stay here forever.” Then there was a change of urgency in his voice: “There are tsetse flies on the donkeys!”

Hell, I thought. Old Man Hinzie had said there were no flies in the lower foothills away from the Angwa. Anger rose in me. Either the fly had changed its locality or the old man had never been here. “Get them out of the shade,” I said.

We painstakingly caught the flies, using our hunting knives to trap their front legs, and squashed them. To those unfamiliar, a tsetse fly is a tough insect; sometimes, after you have swatted them, they fly off.
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It was the same story here: no game animals. Perhaps the hills were too steep for game to frequently go down to the waters.

After the intriguing sight of the valley when I had been so relaxed, we were rapidly plunged into a dilemma, and we were frustrated. We had come so far through the hills, and now we were almost in the big-game world—plagued first by lion, now tsetse flies, and even the probable habitations of man. It looked as though all the physical hardship we had been through would turn out to be a wasted effort. We had come all the way through the mountains, a bold, stupid effort caused by false information. Disturbed, I found it hard to think calmly. The sun increased in intensity, and the country became hot. We moved to higher ground and started thinking of our immediate needs. Number one, of course, was water.

Green fingers of trees below us indicated watercourses. I did not want to leave this site, so Faanie volunteered and disappeared down into the valley. The forest and bush swallowed him up as he vanished out of view. Many thoughts and hours afterward Faanie returned saying the valley floor was very dry with no signs of water, not even from digging into the sand of the watercourses. But game spoor was plentiful. We now had no option but to head for the Angwa River.

The Angwa River, we learned, joins the Hunyani to become the Manyami. Without water, the heat would weaken the donkeys even though they got a daily handful of corn. What difference does it make, I thought to myself, They have been stung and will die anyway. To the river then and let us have water.

The Angwa was farther than anticipated. Traveling the escarpment foothills for a night with howling hyena about, we reached it the next day. There were flies on the donkeys from time to time, but now in the valley proper we no longer bothered to keep them off except for Neddy, whom I led close to me so I could swish her with branches occasionally. She was such a willing little creature, and with the likelihood of our donkeys dying of nagana (trypanosomiasis) I doubled her ration of corn.

We found a pleasant spot on the Angwa and next day took stock. I left Faanie in the camp and walked down the bank of the Manyami River. There was quite a lot of game in this country, and I saw cow elephant spoor at places along the banks and going into thick bush inland. The country intrigued me, and I only returned as the sun was setting. Both of us having been alone for some time, we had each tried to come to the best conclusion to solve our dilemma. I was for continuing to cross the valley floor to reach the mighty Zambezi River. “Englander, you have got it bad,” Faanie said.

“What bad?” I asked.

Faanie retorted, “Bull fever!”

“Bulls--t,” I answered. But he was right. Having come so far, though, I was only trying to find a way out of the dilemma.

“Englander, you are licked and don’t know it—save your resources and let us return while the donkeys have strength.”

He was right. We had to turn back. So next morning, regretfully, we headed back onto the escarpment, haunted by the ignorance and folly of youth. From a height, I turned with Neddy on a rope to gaze once more at the alluring sight of the magnificent Zambezi Valley, a panorama of vast spaces. I spoke to Neddy: “You must be one of the only donkeys to have come here and when you show signs of weakness, I will mercifully shoot you in the brain. You are only a donkey and will expect and know nothing.” I gently held her by her ear and gazed below me at the inhospitable, intriguing valley of thickets and forests. It was a land of both big and small game—beasts and birds of prey and sudden death to the unwary.

The heat haze seemed to say, “Follow me, and you will experience all.” What is it about this valley that seemed to calm and satisfy my soul? I had a long last look, then turned to follow Faanie.

“Feel lousy, Englander?” he asked.

“No,” I said. “I feel like dancing!”

He retorted, “That’s one of the signs.”

“What signs?” I asked.

“The signs of the bush tap.”

“What’s that?” I queried.

“It’s a madness you get when in the bush too long away from people. A tap-tap-tapping develops in your head and then you go mad. But first you have to feel like dancing.” We both laughed, and I did not look back any more.

We had crossed to the opposite bank of the Angwa, hoping it would be easier, but the country became tougher, especially away from the winding river. On the second day I told Faanie, “We must recross and take the side previously traveled.”

He felt the going might improve where we were, so I went along with him. Unfortunately, it got worse. It was the same story here: no game animals. Perhaps the hills were too steep for game to frequently go down to the waters. The donkeys were becoming sluggish, or was it my imagination? Neddy still walked briskly, perhaps because of the double rations. I suggested we increase the corn to the donkeys as they looked a bit lean. “It’s all this hard work in the hills,” Faanie said. “If we increase their rations there will not be enough to last.”

“They will die anyhow,” I said, “maybe before getting back, so let us feed them well while they are still alive.”

“What about our gear?” he queried.

“Well, if we lose it what can we do? We should learn to travel light in our treks. Donkeys only encourage weight. No, we will lose it anyway,” I said.

“And you?” Faanie asked.

“Well, I have made up my mind the donkeys will die, especially carrying weight, and I will settle for my rifle, water bags, and food.”

We were at cross-purposes, and I lost my patience, saying if in the morning I found a suitable place, I would ford the Angwa River. Faanie did not take me seriously, but the instinct to survive even surpassed our friendship, especially now that our thoughts were different. Even if I were wrong, I had to use my own judgment. By midday I still could not find a suitable crossing because of the steep hills. In late afternoon I found a place and, taking Neddy plus one other donkey, forded the river. Faanie hesi-tated on the ridge above the river.

I signaled him to follow and continued up the opposite rise. My second donkey stumbled and fell, so I gave it time. Finally we topped the ridge. I felt my decision and direction were right. After a mile or so I camped and prepared for the night. No Faanie. Perhaps he would stick to the other side. I listened to the gentle calls of owls and night jars. It was a bit eerie to be alone, but there were no animal spoor, so I felt I could sleep safely. I had water, corn, and light gear on the second donkey. I gave the donkeys another drink.

In the morning I continued. I wondered how far the river was to my left, but my direction was generally good. In late afternoon the second donkey showed signs of distress. I turned at a right angle, hoping to reach the river, but the donkey was exhausted. So I carried water to it and then camped. As night fell I wondered how Faanie was faring. He was probably miles from me on the opposite bank. Stupid bastard, I thought, it would be better if he were here. I woke at dawn to see the second donkey down on its side. I encouraged it to rise, but it was unable to do so. I examined its eye membranes and found its color was anemic. I checked Neddy—she was fine—and then I examined the packs. I told myself to settle for the water bags and added these to Neddy’s load. Discarding the rest, I moved on. About twenty yards away, I turned and shot the second donkey in the brain. Neddy ran on a bit, but the other donkey remained flat without moving. I caught Neddy, and we continued.
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I had made up my mind the donkeys would die, so I would settle for my rifle, water bags, and food.



I wanted to be out of these hills and wished that I had never entered them. I moved through the usual gameless country, each hill almost the same as the last. At
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