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For all armchair adventurers inspired by the accomplishments of others.

For Kurt and Lisa, and Linda and Dan, for their friendship and support.

And for Emma and Nina – may their lives be filled with adventure.
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Introduction

Perseverance [noun]: To continue on a course of action even in the face of difficulty with little or no prospect of success.
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Everyone knows who Amelia Earhart and Sir Ernest Shackleton were, but there are many adventurers whose accomplishments rival those of the most celebrated explorers whose history has been forgotten. This book tells the true but little-known story of nine such adventurers. These five men and four women accomplished something so extraordinary that they made headlines in their day. And yet they’ve since slipped into obscurity despite their remarkable achievements.

These nine adventurers come from all walks of life. Four are from Great Britain or its colonies, four from the United States, and one from Italy. Notably, you’ve probably never heard of any of them until now. Take, for example:


Emily Hahn, who, as a lone white woman, trekked across the Belgian Congo during the 1930s accompanied by a Pygmy guide, an orphaned child and a baby baboon named Angelique.

Annie Edson Taylor, a widowed, 63-year-old schoolteacher who, in 1901, became the first person to go over Niagara Falls in a barrel and survive.

General William Walker, a nineteenth-century mercenary who successfully overthrew the government of Nicaragua, becoming its president despite being an American citizen.

Aloha Wanderwell, a 16-year-old convent girl who, in 1927, became the first woman to drive around the world at a time when ‘automobiling’ was new and few paved roads existed.



Surely, no other animal seeks adventure purely for the sake of it. This is why the search for adventure is one of humanity’s defining characteristics.

So, what makes a person do something remarkable?

The reasons are as diverse as the adventurers themselves. A few of our nine were on a personal quest bordering on the obsessive. Others wished to test themselves or prove a point. Many were driven by what Indiana Jones describes as ‘fortune and glory’. Others suffered either from wanderlust or the desire to be first.

Although every adventurer is unique, they do have certain traits in common. Most are rulebreakers, refusing to conform to society’s expectations. Others demonstrate an unusual single-mindedness. This means wearing blinkers, especially when told what they are attempting is impossible. In addition to these traits, many of our adventurers demonstrated a high degree of selfishness, stubbornness, or what Darrell Hartman describes in his book Battle of Ink and Ice as an ‘insensitiveness to reality’.1

Most of our nine excelled at planning. Still, for every rule there is an exception. Emily Hahn, for example, never planned anything, including what to have for breakfast (see Chapter 2, Emily Hahn).

And these aren’t the only traits our nine adventurers share.

Each demonstrates an impressive amount of confidence and self-reliance. They are also outliers – proud nails that refused to be hammered flat. Additionally, each one had the ability to overcome seemingly insurmountable obstacles, including brushes with death, natural disaster, or betrayal. Importantly, all nine shared a common goal: a desire to push boundaries. Finally, each adventurer understood that once you bought the ticket, you took the ride. Come what may, you didn’t complain. Such is the price of authoring one’s destiny.

Many of these traits are admirable, some excessive, and none easily replicable. But the most important characteristic our nine have in common is that they didn’t just dream about doing the impossible, they did it. This is the crucial dividing line; the reason why there are so few of them, and so many of us. It’s also what makes them worthy of study.
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For some of our nine, exploring seemed a biological imperative. But not all these adventurers were explorers in the sense of boldly going where no one had gone before. One was a big game hunter, while another lovingly trained elephants in the wild. There’s also a would-be emperor and a reluctant king. Some learned from their mistakes, while others turned a blind eye. A few saved lives, while one in particular cost them. A couple even prospered from their endeavours, though most lost money.

It’s also important to note that this is not just a compilation of nine random adventurers. Whether chancers or chance-takers, they all have something to teach a modern audience. Best of all, their examples of courage, grit, and self-determination are qualities that continue to serve us well, today. Bottom line, these nine adventurers are not only inspiring, they testify to the indomitability of the human spirit.i

Few of their stories are straightforward but the structure of this book is. Each chapter focuses on an individual adventurer, describing who they were, what they accomplished, how they did it, and why. Some adventurers have a similar narrative through line, while others crossed paths in surprising ways. Importantly, each account goes behind the headlines to understand what an adventurer was really like, warts and all.

Society likes to build its heroes into larger-than-life figures. This means that learning more about one can sometimes lead to disappointment. After all, who among us doesn’t have something in our past we’d prefer to remain hidden?

That heroes can disappoint should come as no surprise. Still, getting to know them is worth it because what’s revealed can be just as fascinating as their accomplishment. Even when a hero has feet of clay, it takes nothing away from their achievement. Their shortcomings only makes them more human, something that heroism tends to obscure.

So, what is it that fascinates us about adventurers, particularly men of a certain age?

The hero’s journey may be a construct derived from mythology, but society needs its heroes. Even today we hunger for adventure. The idea that anyone can leave their mark on this indifferent and oft-distracted world is reassuring at a time when our dreams are frequently stifled. I hope you’ll find the efforts of these nine, not only worthy of attention, but in most cases, respect. At the very least, you should find them entertaining.

Intrepid! Nine of the World’s Greatest Adventurers Forgotten by History not only seeks to recognise the amazing accomplishments of these nine individuals, but resurrect their reputation. Although some chapters involve a reappraisal, knocking an adventurer down a peg or two, most are raised a notch. Regardless of an adventurer’s shifting fortunes, this book’s primary goal is to celebrate what all nine have done, while bringing them to the attention of a wider audience.


[image: ]


Some readers may be curious as to how I discovered these individuals. For some inexplicable reason, my radar dish has always been tuned to the unusual. As a result, I’ve been collecting stories like this for nearly a lifetime. Nevertheless, I learned about most of these adventurers by accident. Often, they were no more than a footnote, or a throwaway line in something I read. In some cases, stumbling across them was pure serendipity. Whatever the source, I immediately knew I was on to something because the initial stimulus made me want to learn more.

In writing this book, I’ve done my best to stick to primary sources. I’ve relied heavily on memoirs when available because they are first-hand accounts written by the adventurers themselves. I’ve also supplemented this material with news reports of the day, and in a few cases when primary sources were scanty (or unreliable), I’ve drawn on biographies.ii Readers may also notice that some names of people and places adhere to the original, or old spelling, since this is how the adventurer referred to them in their writings.

However, the past comes with a few caveats.

Some of these narratives include outdated cultural depictions, beliefs, words and actions that readers may find offensive. I haven’t shied away from depicting these, but they can leave a distasteful impression of the individuals in question, particularly today. For the purpose of this book, it may be necessary on occasion to separate the achievement from the individual. Don’t let their outdated thinking diminish their accomplishments. They’re still worth our consideration.

John J. Geoghegan

Marin County, California

July 2026



i Well, maybe not General William Walker (see Chapter 6 for details).

ii You’ll find all my sources in the Notes section.




1

Bryan Dempster:
The Original Croc Hunter

Bryan Dempster risked his life every time he hunted crocodiles … in Africa … at night … from a small boat just to keep European women in fashionable handbags. But nothing was more dangerous than Dempster’s disregard of his own limitations.


[image: ]



[image: ]


River of Eyes cover, which promised a harrowing adventure story.
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Bryan Dempster with hippopotamus skull used to bait crocodiles.



Contrary to popular belief, the original croc hunter wasn’t Steve Irwin, the Australian television personality. It was Bryan Herbert Dempster, a nobody from South Africa.

A terrific book written by Lawrence Earl tells the story of Dempster’s life. Earl was a Canadian author and photojournalist who reported on the European theatre during the Second World War. His book about Dempster, originally titled Crocodile Fever when published in 1954, was renamed River of Eyes when it was issued in paperback one year later. Both versions recount the true but long-forgotten story of Dempster’s amazing adventures hunting man-eating crocs along the Zambezi River during the late 1940s and early ’50s.

Once a bestseller, but now long out of print,i the cover of the mass-market paperback features an illustration of a man standing in a small wooden rowing boat pointing a rifle at a giant croc close enough to do him harm. It doesn’t hurt that two comely women sit in the bow looking petrified. The painting continues on the back cover, showing a shirtless African in the stern calmly operating a small outboard motor while a second giant croc closes in on the boat. If the illustration wasn’t enough to grab you, the cover line, ‘The greatest adventure epic since “Kon-Tiki!”’, surely did. Whoever claimed you can’t judge a book by its cover was dead wrong.

Having said this, it’s no spoiler to reveal that the paperback cover was misleading. Women only make the briefest appearance in the story, and never accompanied Dempster on his hunts. But I didn’t mind these inaccuracies, nor the fact that most of us find croc hunting objectionable today, because the story inside promised to be a tale of pure adventure.

Early Years

You’re not going to find a whole lot of information about Bryan Dempster even if you Google him. Most of what we know, right or wrong, can be attributed to Earl’s book. But it’s not always clear what is true in Earl’s book and what might be exaggerated. More on that later.

Bryan Dempster was born in 1924 on the family farm in South Africa. South Africans are made of sterner stuff than most men, especially when they grow up in the Zulu homeland of Natal. Bryan was no exception. Descended from five generations of South Africans, his family was originally English. But when Bryan’s great-great-grandfather MacKenzie was shipwrecked off the South African coast in the late nineteenth century, he became one of the first settlers of the town of Richmond in Natal. Since then, the family had earned the nickname, ‘the mad MacKenzies’,1 which tells you something about their pedigree.

Bryan’s father, Jack Dempster, was a small, deeply tanned farmer who owned a beef and dairy operation near Botha’s Hill. Since the farm sat above the Nkobeni River, it was named Lookout Farm.2

While Bryan was still an infant, the Dempsters found a young boy from the local kraalii to look after their son. Joseph, the son of their cook, was a Zulu warrior only seven years older than Bryan. The two would grow inseparable, which explains why Bryan spoke Zulu before he spoke English. In fact, his first word was mfaan, meaning child, which is how Joseph referred to him.

Although Bryan eventually learned English, his Zulu caretaker had a profound influence on him. When Bryan was 4, Joseph made him a bow and arrow so they could hunt field rats together. When he was 5, the two built a canoe out of corrugated tin, spending most of their time on the Nkobeni River hunting 6ft-long monitor lizards with the rifle his mother had lent him.3 By then, Joseph was calling Bryan, ‘nkosaan’, or ‘little master’.4

Bryan’s upbringing wasn’t all paradise. Although Earl claims Dempster held his mother in great respect, she openly preferred his older brother, Blake. Three years Bryan’s senior, Blake was the studious one who excelled at school. Bryan not only didn’t care about school, he was the temperamental opposite of Blake.5

Kills First Croc

Bryan Dempster was 8 when he killed his first crocodile. Father and son were hunting along the Zambezi River during the dry season. The Zambezi divided Northern Rhodesia (now Zambia) from Southern Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe). A local man told them of a crocodile that had used its tail to knock his wife and child into the river before eating them. That’s when Bryan suggested to his father they begin hunting crocs.6

The traditional method of killing a crocodile involved baiting the riverbank with a bloody carcass to lure the reptiles within firing range. Bryan’s father shot a hippo, leaving it half in the river. Then they went to sleep 20 yards away.

Bryan was awakened at 2 a.m. by the sound of crocs tearing off mouthfuls of flesh. Together with his father, they crept so close to the crocs that had lined up to feed that Bryan could have touched one with the barrel of his rifle. When he fired into the feeding frenzy, Bryan bagged his first croc.7

The boy was tall for his age.iii Thin, with startlingly blue eyes, dark, wavy hair and a cleft chin, his face tended to freeze into a grimace when he was under stress. That’s why Joseph sometimes called him ‘Mathegesa’, meaning ‘the one who smiles’, though never to his face.8

When he was 12, Bryan’s parents enrolled him in Kearsney College near Durban. He instantly hated it. Although he enjoyed the tennis, cricket and pole vaulting it offered, academics and authoritarianism were not a good fit with his personality.9

When he was 13, Bryan decided to flee the school. Instead of returning after the holidays, he found work as an apprentice to a manufacturer of billiard tables in Durban. Neglecting to tell his parents, he informed his school he was at home recovering from a severe illness. Shortly thereafter, his plan went awry.

When Bryan’s aunt spotted the boy in Durban, she told his father. In the meantime, the school had written the Dempsters expressing sympathy over his illness. The jig now up, Bryan was forced to return to school.10

The Second World War

In 1940, Dempster convinced his parents to allow him to volunteer for the South African Air Force. He was only 16 at the time, but the Second World War had broken out the year before and he wanted to become a pilot. Unfortunately, he failed the physical exam twice, which is surprising given how hearty he’d later prove to be. Sent for training as an aviation mechanic, Bryan soon found himself back in school.11

He tried explaining to his commanding officer that he lacked the aptitude to become a mechanic, but his CO was unsympathetic, telling him to tough it out. That’s when Bryan’s temper got the better of him. The result was that his CO confined him to barracks for fourteen days.12

That night, Bryan used one of the few skills he’d learned at Kearsney College, pole vaulting over the camp’s barbed wire fence. Now AWOL, broke and with few prospects, Bryan returned home with his tail between his legs.

Determined to join the military, Bryan enlisted in the South African artillery under his brother’s name. Whatever you want to say about Bryan Dempster, he always did what he wanted.13

Bryan turned out to be a better soldier than student. The Sixth South African Division, in which he served, was sent to Egypt in 1942. In early 1944, Bryan’s unit was sent to Italy just after the invasion at Anzio. There, he fought in the Battle of Monte Cassino, one of the bloodiest battles of the Italian campaign. Promoted to gun sergeant, Bryan was wounded by a German 88, one of the war’s most feared artillery pieces, and hospitalised for a month. In December, he was selected for officer training, but six months later the war was over and Bryan was demobilised.14

Origin Story

Like a lot of young soldiers, Bryan stewed over what to do next. Returning home to Botha’s Hill, he had nothing but time on his hands. During the war, he’d corresponded with a local girl, an attractive brunette named Peggy Milne. His parents had encouraged the relationship and the two began seeing each other after Bryan returned.15

But Bryan, who had a strong, independent streak, resisted his father’s attempts to turn him into a farmer. He knew he needed a career, but what he really wanted was to spend his life roaming the bush. Unfortunately, that didn’t pay the bills. As time went on, he grew despondent over what to do with his life.

One day, while shopping with Peggy in Durban, Dempster passed a leather goods store displaying crocodile handbags. Noting they were priced at the exorbitant sum of £30 each, what transpired next comes directly from Earl’s book, Crocodile Fever.

‘What lovely bags, Pegs!’

‘Yes, but look at the price,’ his more practical girlfriend responded.

‘Don’t you see?’ Bryan explained. ‘That only proves that there can’t be many crocodiles killed.’16

This was his ‘Eureka!’ moment. When Bryan got home, he was practically bursting at the seams with his new idea.

‘I’ve decided what I’m going to do, Dad … I’m going to the Zambezi to hunt crocodiles.’

His mother’s reaction was predictable. ‘Oh, Bryan, why don’t you be like everybody else and get an ordinary job?’17

The problem with adventurers like Bryan Dempster is that they don’t want, or can’t do, an ‘ordinary job’. This is why he stubbornly insisted he’d found his calling.

‘Suit yourself, Bryan,’ his mother responded. ‘You will in the end, I’ve no doubt.’18

Naturally, Bryan turned to his girlfriend for support.

‘What do you think, Pegs?’

‘Well, I don’t know anything about crocodile hunting,’ she said,19 hardly the ringing endorsement he’d hoped for.

As it turned out, Bryan’s relatives thought his idea was ridiculous.

‘Don’t be a damn fool,’ his aunt told him.

His uncle agreed. ‘It’s a harebrained scheme.’20

Soon, the townsfolk of Botha’s Hill were making fun of Bryan and his crackpot idea.

Adventurers like Dempster have one thing in common. They’re determined to follow their path despite opposition. As Thoreau noted, people like Bryan march to their own drummer, but it’s not a beat most people can hear.

Dempster was determined to follow his bliss, but first he needed money to get his crocodile venture off the ground. His mother, having had enough of the Mad MacKenzies, warned Bryan’s father not to give it to him.

Fortunately, Jack Dempster wasn’t as censorious as his wife. He encouraged his son to research the business and make a list of the equipment he’d need as well as its costs. He also urged his son to find out how much croc skins sold for; all practical advice for a boy who tended to ‘barge into things with his eyes closed’.21

What Bryan learned was discouraging. One merchant offered him only 2s per foot for a croc skin – hardly enough to offset the cost of hunting. Worse, he was told that becoming a professional croc hunter was ridiculous. Two men had tried something similar years before and couldn’t make a go of it.22

Bryan was disappointed but undeterred. He had fond memories of hunting crocs with his father, so continued his research. When another merchant offered a far more generous 3s per inch of croc skin, Bryan was encouraged. Next, he made a list of all the items he needed including a rifle, boat, outboard motor, skinning knives and a tent. The total cost came to £200 – money he didn’t have.23

When Bryan presented his findings, his father responded, ‘If I were your age, I’d want to do the same thing. I’m going to lend you 500 pounds to start you off.’24

But the most encouraging thing Bryan’s father said was, ‘I wish I were going with you.’25

The Beginning

Bryan bought a powerful if antiquated Lee–Enfield. 303 bolt-action rifle. It was the perfect weapon for croc hunting, given its simplicity and robustness. To this he added a cartridge belt, a. 32 revolver and a snake bite kit. The rest of his supplies could wait until he reached the town of Livingstone, the capital of Northern Rhodesia.26

But Bryan couldn’t hunt crocs alone. He needed help. Naturally, the first person he turned to was his lifelong companion, Joseph. Joseph didn’t hesitate to join his ward. In turn, Joseph recruited his cousin, Albaan, to round out their hunting party. Chunky, Dempster’s fox terrier, made up the rest of the team.27

In December 1945,iv the three men boarded a train to Livingstone, located on the Zambezi River just above Victoria Falls. There, Bryan bargained for a second-hand rowing boat, a used, two-stroke outboard motor, 40 gallons of fuel, 10 of oil, and 4,000 hard-nosed, steel-jacketed bullets, which he got at a reduced price since they were army surplus. Rounding out his gear, he added a tent as well as two bags of rice and mealie meal for Joseph and Albaan.28

The Zambezi is the longest eastern-flowing river in Africa. Sixteen hundred miles in length, it stretches from its source in Northern Rhodesia’s mountains to the Indian Ocean. It’s brown-silted water varied in width from a few miles during the rainy season to as little as a few hundred yards in some places during the dry.29

Bryan and the three of them plus Chunky took a logging train 70 miles upriver, where they planned on hunting crocs. With Joseph at the outboard, the hunting party set off in a boat so overloaded with gear it had only 8in of freeboard. Joseph, in his khaki shirt, tattered shorts and sandals made from car tyres, soon grew proficient at helming the craft.30 But the outboard was so underpowered it took them a week of fighting the current to reach their destination.

December is peak rainy season, so the Zambezi was full and swift flowing. Additionally, they encountered a storm along the way that nearly sunk them. Nevertheless, Bryan was encouraged by the number of crocs they saw by the river.31 By all appearances, it was the ideal hunting ground.

Crocodiles, being cold-blooded, like to lie on the shore absorbing the sun’s warmth. At times, Bryan spotted as many as ten or fifteen resting in groups on isolated sandbanks.32 But crocs aren’t only hard to kill, they’re dangerous to approach. Twice as large as the American alligator, some African crocs grow up to 20ft long.v Also, their jaws are so large they can snap a man in two or crush him with a flip of their tail. And since crocodiles are covered in skin so thick it’s like armour, bullets bounce right off them.

Crocodiles first appeared during the Late Cretaceous period, more than 90 million years ago. Descended from archosaurs, which means ‘ruling reptiles’, today’s version look similar to their progenitors only smaller. Over time, they evolved into twenty-five different species – far fewer than lizards or birds. This suggests crocs may have reached peak functionality.

Crocodiles, like great white sharks, are well-designed predators. Half tank, half reptile, the only thing they fear are men (when they’re not eating them), and hippos, which are dangerous when enraged. Crocodiles are formidable in the water, but they can also move surprisingly fast on land. And since they fear virtually nothing, they make for a deadly adversary.

Villagers living along the Zambezi River were well aware of the danger crocodiles posed since they devoured as many as 1,000 of them per year. This is why they called crocs ‘nyo-koko’, which means ‘devil’ in Zulu.33

Despite their ugly exterior, crocodile skins were highly prized as fashion accessories. They were made into women’s shoes and handbags, as well as men’s wallets, belts and luggage. But croc skins were hard to come by, as Bryan knew. This is why he set out to find a way to hunt them on a commercial scale. At first, however, he couldn’t even get close.

Trial and Error

Bryan spent many painstaking hours studying the crocs’ behaviour, knowing a single error could cost him his life. He learned that crocs could only remain under water for a few minutes, which is why they were most often found either floating on the surface or basking on shore. They also had no tongue, which meant they had to lift their head into the air if they wanted to swallow anything.

A single, well-aimed bullet could kill a croc instantly, but an inch off to the left or right and all you did was succeed in giving it a headache. Additionally, Bryan only had one chance to bag a croc before the sound of his gunshot scared off the rest. And since there was only one spot where a bullet could penetrate, it meant he had to get close enough not to miss.

The problem was the croc’s scabrous skin was impenetrable to most bullets. The best way to kill one was to shoot it in the ear, two small slits located directly behind its eyes where its skin and bone were thinnest. It goes without saying, it was an impossibly small target to hit.34

Bryan had tried stalking crocodiles on land but the nearest he got was 200 yards before they fled. Firing from 200 yards was just too far away. A bullet at that range simply ricocheted off a croc’s armour-plated skin. Soft-nosed bullets would have been more effective since they expanded on impact, but Bryan was trying to be frugal. Soft-nosed bullets cost ten times more than the ammunition he was using.

After five days of hunting, Bryan had shot only five crocs, four of which escaped. It was hardly the high-volume business he’d hope for.35

The traditional method of attracting crocs was to stake out a freshly killed carcass on shore and shoot them as they came to feast. But Bryan decided to hunt crocs from a boat, a highly unconventional method. As he soon learned, however, he couldn’t get close enough to shoot one before it submerged.

The difficulty stemmed from a harmless-looking bird called the African plover. The plover is small with stilt legs and black and white colouring. As it turns out, plovers enjoy a symbiotic relationship with crocodiles. In addition to picking the remains of food from between a croc’s teeth, the plover consumes the leeches in their mouth. Crocs tolerate this because in addition to providing excellent dental hygiene, the plover serves as an early warning system. Hence, every time Bryan approached, the bird would shriek, alerting the reptile to trouble. To complicate matters, each croc was accompanied by a mating pair of plovers. This meant they had not just one but two guardians. In other words, a pair of lovebirds proved Bryan’s biggest obstacle to croc hunting.36

Bryan tried numerous ways to trick the birds. He covered his boat with branches to get nearer, but the birds still warned its croc of his arrival before he could get off a shot. Desperate, he even tried shooting the plovers off the crocs’ backs, but it was too laborious a process to make it worthwhile.37

‘It’s no good,’ Joseph told him. ‘The birds have beaten us.’38

One day, Bryan realised the plovers had become acclimatised to the local women who washed clothes down by the shore. This meant they didn’t alert their croc when the women appeared. Taking advantage of this habituation, Bryan hid in a spot early one morning near where the washerwomen usually worked. He managed to shoot one croc, but the rest scattered before he could get off another shot.

It was time to change his strategy.

Bryan killed at least 100 crocs that first month, but he was unable to recover most of them before they sank or the current washed them downriver. As a result, he only had fifteen skins to show for his trouble; not nearly enough to make a profit.39

Bryan certainly had the necessary courage to be a professional hunter, including a stubbornness that wouldn’t quit. He was also used to discomfort. He didn’t mind getting wet every day, even though it aggravated his rheumatism. Still, hunting during the rainy season was miserable. The brutal heat and humidity and annoying gnats were a constant plague, not to mention a plethora of diseases. When he was not hunting crocs, Bryan lay in his tent with Chunky, smoking his pipe and reading back issues of Reader’s Digest. It was the only way he knew to relax.40

Providence sometimes has a way of masquerading its good intentions. Conditions were so rough that Bryan contracted typhoid, requiring two weeks of hospitalisation. This gave him plenty of time to consider what to do next.41

After thinking it over, he decided the only way to outwit the African plover’s alarm bell was to hunt crocodiles at night when the birds were nesting on the shore. After he left the hospital, he bought soft-nosed bullets, a larger gaff and a headlamp. The bullets and headlamp were instrumental to Bryan’s new strategy: hunting crocs by boat at night!42

Imagine taking a small boat on the Zambezi River, knowing that a single flip of a croc’s tail could capsize your craft and turn you into a tasty entrée. In other words, Bryan’s hunting technique called for maximum nerve. Naturally, Bryan’s helpers thought the idea was crazy.

No one had ever hunted crocodiles from a boat at night before. Just the idea was alarming. But Bryan could be bull-headed. He was convinced his new headlamp could be used to stun the crocs until he got close enough to shoot them in the ear. Determined to prove his new technique would work, he ignored Joseph and Albaan’s concerns.

Their first night was nerve-wracking. The boat kept running aground on sandbars hidden by the darkness. This in turn caused the shearing pin, which held the propeller to the shaft, to break, rendering the outboard useless. Even Bryan knew you didn’t want to be drifting in darkness with crocs all around.43

They must have run aground a dozen times that first night, five of which necessitated replacing the shearing pin. Fortunately, no one had to go into the water to effect repairs. But it still meant leaning out of the boat where a croc might grab you.44

The good news was there were plenty of crocs that night. Bryan’s headlamp illuminated countless pairs of glowing red eyes on the surface. Importantly, the crocs seemed mesmerized by the light, so they didn’t scatter or submerge.

Bryan had just directed the boat to be steered toward a pair of croc eyes when Joseph called out, ‘Look out, nkosaan! Hippo!’ But the warning was too late.45

Hippos may look roly-poly, but they are one of the most feared animals in Africa. Although they’re vegetarians, they rank as the animal kingdom’s third-greatest killer of humans. Crocs may kill twice as many people, but hippos are easily angered, especially if a bull feels his cows are threatened. They’re also alarmingly fast in the water and have the strongest bite of any land animal – all good reasons why hippos are feared. Even crocs steer clear of them.

Bryan heard the boat splintering as the hippo swung it 90 degrees in the air before letting it drop. When the hippo was done, Joseph cut the motor, filling the night with a deafening silence. As Bryan sat with his head in his hands, Joseph whispered, ‘Nkosaan, I am afraid.’ Bryan responded, ‘Me, too!’46

After that, the three men needed a break. They made camp on a sandy island, where Joseph brewed tea and Bryan smoked his pipe while having a good think. Meanwhile, dozens of crocs floated just off shore as if tempting him. After a while, Bryan told Joseph, ‘I am not giving up!’ It could have been his family motto.47

Bryan returned to the boat later that night, commanding Joseph to steer towards a channel off the main river. There, he spotted a croc only 10 yards away. The animal seemed entranced by the light, allowing the boat to approach within kissing distance. At 3 yards, Dempster fired the perfect shot. Jumping into calf-deep water, he quickly retrieved the corpse before pulling it on board.48

‘Nkosaan!’ Joseph shouted. ‘We have found the way!’49

Indeed, they had.

After that, Bryan rarely failed to bag at least two or three crocs a night. As Earl describes in his book, Bryan would charge full speed into a congregation of crocs, the only visible part being their glowing eyes on the river’s surface. Waiting until he was close enough to fire at point-blank range, he rarely missed. This meant a tidy profit if he could keep up the pace.

As Bryan’s kills began to mount, he hired local villagers to skin his crocs. Only the smooth underbelly was valuable to the fashion trade. The rest was thrown away. But the free croc meat kept the villagers happy. They were also glad to have their river rid of the demons. Any way you looked, it was progress.50

The only bad news was that Dempster’s fox terrier, Chunky, had gone missing. Bryan worried he’d been eaten by a croc, but when local villagers reported hearing barking, they led him to a rock crevice where Chunky had chased an animal.

Chunky was wedged so deep inside he was unable to escape. Bryan tried rescuing him, but when he realised his dog was near death, he made the torturous decision to put Chunky out of his misery.51

The Zambezi River rose 8in during the rainy season, which made the backwaters where crocs lurked in the shallows more accessible. It was easier to kill crocs when they had less room to manoeuvre. Plus, the lack of current made the boat easier to handle.52

After three months, Bryan had accumulated more than 400lb of croc skins, giving him a profit of £104. This didn’t seem commensurate with the risks he’d taken, but Bryan was optimistic. He felt sure he’d found the right technique for hunting crocs. If he just kept at it, the money would follow.53

One night, after shooting three crocs, Bryan’s boat was suddenly lifted into the air without warning. All three men were thrown into the river as a hippo, its mouth agape, crushed their boat into splinters.

Bryan couldn’t shoot the hippo since he’d lost his rifle in the water.54 He also had to be careful not to make a disturbance as it would attract crocs – that is, if the hippo didn’t get him first.

Albaan, who could not swim, was not so mindful. As he thrashed in the water calling for help, the hippo’s toothsome jaws clamped down upon him, silencing his screams.55

Bryan and Joseph barely made it to safety. When they reached shore, Joseph confessed, ‘I think it would be better if you stopped this work.’56

At that moment, it was hard to disagree with Joseph’s suggestion.


[image: ]


Bryan was determined to carry on. But if he did, he’d have to start from scratch as most of his hunting equipment now lay at the bottom of the Zambezi River. Using what little money he had, he bought an aluminium boat that was lighter, stronger and had a shallower draft than the wooden one the hippo had destroyed. He also bought a more powerful outboard motor and a more deadly hunting rifle, the Brno 8X60.57

By then, Bryan had decided that hunting during the rainy season was a mistake. Conditions were just too difficult. Instead, he resolved to hunt in May, after the wet season ended. He’d also heard about an area where crocs were said to proliferate. It was a 300-mile stretch of the Zambezi below Victoria Falls.58

But Bryan had difficulty finding a helper to replace Albaan. Local villagers were sane enough to know that only a crazy white man would hunt crocodiles from a boat at night. Fortunately, Joseph persuaded another person to join them. The new man would gaff the crocs Dempster shot while Joseph steered the boat.59

The Motherlode

Hunting crocs during the dry season proved far easier. For one, the river receded, leaving less water for crocs to hide in. Additionally, there were more sandbars and beaches against which their dark skin was easier to spot. Soon, Bryan was bagging as many as five crocs a night.60 But that was nothing compared to what came next.

He was working the area between Nyangombe Island and Chirundu when he reached the great Kariba Gorge. The gorge, an untamed part of the river, was a narrow canyon 16 miles long. There, in its deep pools, Bryan saw more crocs than he’d seen in his entire life.61

Up to 100 crocs, none less than 15ft long and many more than 20ft, could be found at one time. Better yet, the crocs were unfamiliar with either man or the sound of an outboard motor. Put another way, Bryan had found the motherlode.62

That night, he set out with Joseph and their new gaff man to hunt crocodiles in the gorge. Using his headlamp, it was hard to count all the glowing red eyes, there were so many. Although just one flip of a giant croc’s tail could overturn their boat, Bryan was enthusiastic. He ordered Joseph to steer into the middle of a large gathering of crocs before firing his rifle. Within five minutes, two crocs were dead, followed by two more shortly thereafter. By 1 a.m. he’d bagged twenty-three crocs – nearly four times better than his best night.63

It didn’t take the crocs long to figure out Bryan’s boat was life threatening. Nevertheless, by 4.15 that morning he’d killed twelve more crocs, making him feel he’d soon be swimming in money.64

In spite of his success, Bryan was eager to improve his hunting technique, so he continued to experiment. When he found a narrow strip of beach loaded with crocs, he dug a trench to hide in at night. When the crocs came ashore to bask in the morning sun, Bryan was waiting.

Crocs open their mouths when resting to cool themselves off. This makes for a perfect down-the-throat shot. Bryan killed one 15-footer whose mouth was agape. In short order, he bagged a total of six before the rest got wise. To his knowledge, it was the most crocodiles anyone had ever shot in daylight.65

At one point, Bryan returned to shooting hippos for bait since it saved time and the cost of petrol. One day, while on the river, he and his companions were chased by an enraged hippo defending his harem. Each time the bull got close to the boat, Dempster yelled for Joseph to gun the outboard, hoping to stay out of reach until the hippo tired. But when the outboard misfired the hippo got so close they could see right down the throat of its gaping mouth. That’s when Bryan decided to fire.66

That night, Dempster lay in a trench listening to crocs tear off a piece of the hippo meat. He managed to kill five of them before the rest scattered. It was almost too easy.67

Bryan grew so confident he began getting reckless. When one of the crocs he shot slunk back into the river, Bryan waded in after him. The water was thigh level when Bryan grabbed the carcass and began dragging it ashore. It was crazy to wade into the river when crocs were in a feeding frenzy. Joseph recognised his friend’s foolishness and tried convincing him to stop but Bryan wouldn’t listen. He was determined to kill as many crocs as possible, regardless of the danger.68

Joseph had good reason to be concerned. When local villagers skinning his catch slit open the stomach of one croc, they found two metal bracelets inside: one traditionally worn by a woman, the other by a baby. This should have reminded Dempster of the danger crocs posed, but he seemed oblivious.69

During the three weeks Bryan hunted in Kariba Gorge he killed 162 crocs. There were so many to be skinned that twenty spoiled when he ran out of salt to preserve them. Still, the sale of skins allowed him to finish the dry season with a £3,000 profit.vi, 70

It must have felt like proof of concept. Not only had Bryan learned how to hunt crocs in the wild, he was making money from it. But Bryan paid for his success in other ways. He lost so much weight his cheeks were hollow and he had black circles under his eyes. Nor did his ratty beard improve his looks.71

Peggy

After the hunting season was over, Bryan returned to Botha’s Hill. When he arrived home, his parents were so shocked to see how poor he looked that Bryan’s mother baked him his favourite chocolate cake.72

Dempster’s parents were happy their son had returned safely, but they wanted him to quit the croc-hunting business. His father even offered him a half interest in the farm as an incentive.73

‘I can’t settle down,’ Bryan told his dad. ‘Farming isn’t the life I want.’74

But his father reminded him he couldn’t keep his girlfriend, Peggy Milne, waiting.

‘Dad, how on earth can I get married now? I’ve just begun to have success at my hunting.’75

Earl describes Bryan Dempster as ‘A man of great tenacity and unreasonable stubbornness’.76 This is an important key to Dempster’s personality. But what happens when a man like Bryan runs up against society’s conventions?

Many of us are taught from an early age to conform. Those who do are rewarded. But society inflicts a price on its outliers. Dempster was no exception.

Bryan felt the pressure to marry Peggy and become a farmer. Additionally, Peggy’s father didn’t approve of Bryan’s hunting. They wanted stability and a steady income for their daughter. But though Bryan loved her, or so he thought, he wasn’t ready to make such a commitment.77

After a while, Bryan’s father suggested a compromise. Why didn’t Bryan become a tobacco farmer? That way he could buy a farm somewhere near the Zambezi, grow tobacco and hunt crocodiles in the dry season. Bryan thought it was a compromise he could live with.78

The second step in the hero’s journey is refusal of the quest. You might say that’s what Bryan was doing when he married Margaret ‘Peggy’ Natalie Milne in Durban in May 1946.

Earl doesn’t write much about the next two years in Bryan’s life. They’re basically a blank. What we do know is that by April 1948, the married couple had bought 1,000 acres of land not far from Lusaka, the capital of Northern Rhodesia. There they began developing a tobacco farm.79

Soon, Dempster had 150 local people working to clear and plant 70 acres of tobacco.80 He also persuaded Joseph to join him.

‘The crocodiles are glad we are not hunting,’ Joseph said with a trace of humour.81

But the farm required all of Bryan’s attention. That meant he got no hunting done in 1948. That same year, Peggy gave birth to their son, Myles.

Life on the farm wasn’t easy. There was no running water or modern plumbing, and the heat and flies exacerbated Bryan’s short temper. By March 1949, his first tobacco crop was ready to be harvested. But political unrest caused Bryan’s labourers to quit, leaving his crops to rot in the field. Bryan had used all of his profits from croc hunting to buy the farm. He’d also gone deeply in debt to purchase the equipment to grow tobacco. Now he was left with no crop and a debt worth thousands of pounds.82

When Peggy told him she was pregnant again, Bryan was driven to despair. Feeling his present circumstances offered little hope, he returned to the only thing he knew, croc hunting.83

What’s interesting is that Bryan took an honest shot at becoming a tobacco farmer. One bad break, however, was enough to derail him. Yet, he’d overcome many bad breaks while hunting crocs, so determined was he not to give up. That’s because Bryan was convinced croc hunting was something he was meant to do. He was never meant to be a farmer, which is why one turn of admittedly very bad luck was enough to defeat him.

Next, Bryan moved his rapidly growing family to a rented house in Nairobi, Kenya. After that, he proceeded to Lake Victoria 200 miles away to hunt crocs. Peggy, unhappy about the move as well as his hunting, grew cool towards him. In response, Bryan began drinking. Heavily.84

Croc hunting in Lake Victoria turned out to be so different from the Zambezi River that Bryan was forced to change his approach. It also didn’t help that he couldn’t speak Swahili. Unable to communicate clearly with his hired men, he only bagged four crocs in his first week, followed by six in the second. When he returned to Nairobi for a weekend of rest, he found his rented house empty. Peggy had left him, taking their son with her back to South Africa.85

With only £6 10s in his pocket (less than $20), Bryan began hitchhiking the 3,000 miles south to reclaim his family in Botha’s Hill. When he arrived, Peggy refused to see him. Past breaking point, Bryan was hospitalised for twelve weeks fighting depression. When he finally recovered, Peggy asked for a divorce.86

Dempster spent the next few months helping on his father’s farm, something he’d swore he’d never do. He needed the time to get back on his feet, but prospects looked bleak. The only good news was that he was reunited with Joseph, who was also working there.87

‘Sawubona!’ Bryan said to Joseph, using the Zulu greeting.vii

‘Sawubona!’ Joseph responded.

It didn’t take long for Bryan to go back to what he did best, taking Joseph with him. Since his father had finally accepted that making his son a farmer was a waste of time, he once again funded Bryan in his quest.88

Bryan and Joseph returned to Livingstone, where they bought the equipment they needed to resume croc hunting. By May 1950, they were on the Zambezi, near the border with Mozambique. This time, Bryan used hippos as bait. That first night he shot five crocs, making him happier than he’d been in a long time. But when he waded in midstream to shoot a nearby croc, Joseph warned him it was reckless. Never before had Bryan faced so many man-eating crocodiles that far from shore. It was foolhardy to say the least; more like suicidal.89

Later that night, Bryan again jumped into shallow water, edging within 2 yards of an 8ft croc before shooting it dead. Meanwhile, a 10-footer surfaced 5 yards away, which Bryan also killed before dragging both to the boat.90

‘What is going to happen the night you step on one?’ Joseph asked.91

Still, nothing could dampen Bryan’s spirits. He was doing what he loved.

‘Everything would have been all right if I had never left off hunting,’ he told himself.92

That Bryan was throwing caution to the wind was worrisome. Besides the danger of being eaten by a croc, the river bottom was like quicksand. That same night, he stepped in a soft spot and began sinking. As the water rose to chest level, he had to hold his rifle over his head to keep it from getting wet. Bryan couldn’t see the crocs circling beneath him, but he could feel them brush against his leg. Even when he found solid footing, he was too far from shore to make it back safely. It wasn’t until Joseph jumped in the water and led him back to the boat that the two men breathed a sigh of relief.93

A few weeks later, a fellow hunter named Harry Race watched Bryan wade into the Zambezi to shoot crocs. Shocked by his recklessness, Race proclaimed, ‘Dempster, you’re not going to last long if you keep this up. Take my advice old man quit while the quitting’s good.’ But Bryan just laughed at him.94

Dempster was making good money by this point and would soon have enough to pay off his debts. In fact, things were going so well that he kept hunting right through the 1950 dry season. During this time, Bryan had a brainstorm when he accidentally discovered a nest of croc eggs buried in the mud. He knew there were alligator farms in Florida. Why not a croc farm in Africa? If he could collect enough eggs and hatch them, he could start his own. It would be a whole lot easier, not to mention safer, farming crocodiles than hunting them.95

The idea had a certain appeal, but Bryan didn’t have enough money to fund it yet. Importantly, he believed himself a hunter not a farmer, so he set the idea aside and continued hunting.96

The Japanese have a concept called ikigai (pronounced Ee-Kee-Guy). It refers to a sense of purpose that provides a reason for living. Bryan had clearly found his ikigai. He was not only passionate about croc hunting, he was good at it. It also earned him a living. But croc hunting wasn’t just a vocation, it was Bryan’s overriding mission. In other words, he’d found his life’s purpose.
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Bryan knocked off hunting during the 1950–51 rainy season. Instead, he headed to the ocean resort of Lourenço Marques in Mozambique for a little R&R. There he met two ‘good-time girls’ named Joyce and Helen, who were on holiday. Helen was a shapely brunette who expressed more interest in Dempster than he did in her. In fact, Dempster found her attention off-putting.97

When the 1951 dry season began, Bryan and Joseph returned to hunting. One local villager had told him how plentiful crocs were in the Portuguese colony of Mozambique.

‘We’d be very happy if you killed all these devils which eat our people,’ the villager explained. Bryan hardly needed convincing.98

However, Dempster needed permission to hunt in Mozambique. When he inquired about getting a licence, the country’s Minister of Game and Forests told him, ‘We are allowing no more fishing or hunting … Shooting any creature in vast numbers upsets the balance of nature.’99

Not one to be put off by authority, Bryan stopped at the border town of Tete in Mozambique, where he again applied for a hunting licence. He hoped the local authorities might be more tolerant, but Portuguese officials said he would have to pay a ridiculously high fee for only a one-month licence. He’d also have to pay a 25 per cent duty on the full value of his equipment.100

Bryan was angry to say the least. There was still plenty of bad feeling between the UK and Portugal after the war because of the latter’s neutrality. Nor did it help that Bryan got into a bar fight after disparaging the Portuguese.101 Grumbling, he paid the exorbitant fee to obtain the licence and was soon staking out hippo carcasses along the Zambezi with Joseph.102

The good news was that Dempster never shot fewer than three crocs a night. As the skins began piling up, he felt sure it would be a profitable season. One morning, just before dawn, he was hunting from his boat when he spotted the biggest croc he’d ever seen. Over 20ft long, it was asleep on a small island in the middle of the river with nary an African plover in sight. When Bryan was 6ft distant, he took the shot. Incredibly, he missed, causing the monster to do a mid-air somersault before falling on top of Bryan, knocking him unconscious.103

When Dempster awoke, the Zambezi’s swift current had carried him downriver. Bryan was relieved to find Joseph floating nearby, but their boat was nowhere in sight. Since there were still plenty of crocs around, the two quickly made their way to shore.104

‘We were lucky to get out … alive,’ Joseph said. Bryan merely grunted.105

Even though they’d nearly lost their lives, not to mention most of their equipment, Bryan failed to heed the warning. Determined to press on, he drove to Salisbury, where he replaced his boat, outboard motor, hunting rifle and anything else he needed to continue hunting.106

But Bryan’s nerves were wearing thin. His right shoulder ached all the time, making it painful to fire his rifle, and rheumatism had so swollen his knuckles it was difficult to use his hands. On top of that, he was limping from an old war wound. In other words, the thrill of the hunt had gone, leaving him chronically short-tempered.107 A brief experiment building a giant metal cage to catch feasting crocs failed miserably, but even then, Bryan refused to give up.108

The villagers had warned Dempster to keep an eye out for an 18ft croc named E’msele for its broken tail. The giant croc had terrorised villagers for generations, eating women as they did their laundry by the riverside. One day, while hunting on an island, Bryan suddenly came face to face with E’msele, promptly killing the beast. Joseph reckoned the croc was at least 200 years old and as big as a hippo. It may have been an exaggeration, but Bryan felt better than he had in weeks.109

Dempster got an even bigger surprise when Helen and Joyce, who he’d met on holiday, showed up unexpectedly at his camp. He was annoyed by their intrusion and wanted to send them packing, but Helen begged him to let them stay a few days.110

Bryan relented, much to his regret. He thought a hunting camp no place for a woman, especially two girls thrilled by the risk without understanding the danger.

To say that Helen and Joyce made Bryan uncomfortable is putting it lightly. But despite the upset to his routine, he took them sightseeing in the bush. This is how they came to be depicted on the cover of River with Eyes, although he never took them hunting.

Put out by their arrival, Bryan wanted to kill crocs, not entertain uninvited guests. Making things worse, Helen was not coy in making known her interest in Bryan.

Dempster wasn’t blessed with many social graces. He had a particular knack of communicating his uncomfortableness to others. Nevertheless, Helen and Joyce ignored the signals. One night, when Helen crept into bed with Bryan, he reluctantly made love to her. When Joyce appeared the following night, he’d had enough.111

‘I don’t want to see either of you here in the morning,’ he told them.112

Once the distraction was gone, Bryan resumed hunting.

By now, things were going swimmingly. He was sending at least ninety croc skins a month to a buyer in Mozambique. Confident of paying off his debt, Bryan expected to end the season with a profit.113

Things took a turn for the worse when two Portuguese policemen showed up at Bryan’s camp asking questions. After seeing his twenty barrels filled with croc skins, the two men left. Nevertheless, Bryan could tell something was up.114

Less than a month later, the police returned, informing Bryan that since he was hunting without a licence, they would
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