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The African Buffalo
Chapter 1

I was sorely tempted to title this chapter “Black Death” and, 
in fact, did so in my original outline. Sorry, I just can’t bring 
myself to do it. Mark Sullivan used that phrase as the title to his 

first DVD, and it was plenty exciting. Decades earlier John Burger 
used the excellent title Horned Death for his superb book. Kevin 
Robertson went a step further when he entitled his book on buffalo, 
Africa’s Most Dangerous.  

The African buffalo is, indeed, a formidable creature, but I do 
not consider every encounter with buffalo a deadly peril. Hunters 
and innocent bystanders are killed by buffalo every single year, but 
I don’t think the buffalo is Africa’s most dangerous animal. We can 
argue that point, but this is my book, and throughout a long career 
I have not dwelled on the sensational, and I will not do so in this 
volume.  There is enough adventure, danger, derring-do, and blood 
and guts in the simple truth.

More buffaloes are hunted in today’s Africa than all the rest of 
the dangerous game put together, so there are probably more “acci-
dents” with buffaloes than all the rest. I hope we can all accept that 
fire has long proven to be one of mankind’s most useful tools . . . but 
we can also accept the adage that, “If you play with fire, you’re likely 
to get burned.”

So it is with the buffalo. While the African buffalo must not be 
taken lightly, it should not be underrated. Realistically, the buffalo is 
a herd animal that spends its life worrying about lions. In most areas 
they have enough (bad) experience with humans that they worry 
about us, too.  A buffalo bull may stand its ground, and a cow will 
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defend her calf, but their primary response to a threat is to stay to-
gether as a herd and try to get away.  

Unlike the great cats and (most but not all!) elephants, a “mock 
charge” is an unusual tactic.  When a buff alo charges, it is usually deadly 
serious about it. However, actual charges are relatively uncommon 
even with wounded buff alo . . . and with unwounded buff alo, they 
are extremely rare. So if you stay away from fi re and other hot things, 
you can’t get burned, and if you stay away from buff alo, it’s extremely 
unlikely that you can get hurt.  Even if you blunder into a buff alo, 
which can surely happen, fl ight rather than fi ght is the buff alo’s most 
probable reaction.

In a later chapter we will examine some accidents with buff alo—
“train wrecks,” if you will—not for the sensationalism of yellow 
journalism, but with an eye toward fi guring out what went wrong, 
and what actions, if any, might have been taken to prevent tragedy.  
Sometimes there’s simply nothing that could have or should have 
been done diff erently.  

It’s a given that buff alo can be dangerous. You can add in my 
personal theory:  In most cases with potentially dangerous animals 
and situations, human errors, even minor, are what change potential 
danger to genuine hazard . . . and from temporary terror to tragedy.  
But seemingly unprovoked incidents do occur.  Usually, if the buff alo 
is recovered, it is discovered that the animal had an attitude as well 
as a reason for the attitude.

I was hunting with fellow writer Chub Eastman in the Selous 
Reserve in 2000 when a lone buff alo bull came from behind an 
anthill in full charge. Chub stopped him at a matter of feet, and 
it was quickly discovered that the bull had a horrible suppurating 
wound in its groin. It wasn’t a bullet wound, although there are 
plenty of buff aloes wandering around Africa carrying poachers’ 
bullets and grudges. (Snares, horn wounds, diseases, infections are 
just some of the many other things that can befall an animal in 
wild Africa.)  So you don’t really know what you might encounter, 
and let’s hope you don’t test another of my personal theories:  Not 
all charges can be stopped!  

Boddington_Dangerous Game.indb   4 7/10/2015   3:13:42 PM



Deadly Encounters

4

The African Buffalo

5

I also don’t want to suggest that unprovoked charges by perfectly 
healthy buff aloes can’t happen. Yes, they can. It’s rare, but when it hap-
pens, it usually happens in very thick cover when the buff alo is surprised 
and, perhaps, when the threat is perceived as so close that fi ght is a bet-
ter option than fl ight.  Note that it is very diffi  cult to stop a charge when 
it comes unexpectedly from very close range!

Buff aloes don’t like lions, and this goes back to the dawn of both 
species, which probably predates mankind. Buff aloes also don’t like 
people, and this goes back innumerable bovine generations. Th at’s 
understood, but their preferred reaction is avoidance: Even in close 
quarters, genuinely unprovoked charges from unwounded, healthy 
buff alo are rare. 

Even so, the African buff alo is the stuff  of legends, and well 
he should be! He remains plentiful enough, available enough, 
and aff ordable enough that a large percentage of the hunting 
population can dream of hunting him, and while the literature 
of buff alo hunting is rich and varied, his imposing appearance, 
malevolent stare, and the black gun muzzles of his nose have led to 
some of the best one-liners in the literature of Africana. I don’t like 
to repeat myself, and I should admit right now that I have written 
a previous volume just about buff alo. Even so, I don’t think it’s a 
great sin to remind ourselves of just two of the best descriptions of 
African buff alo ever penned:  Robert Ruark wrote that a buff alo 
“looks at you like you owe him money.” Yes, indeed he does.  John 
Wootters called him “the gunfi ghter of the African bush, dressed 
all in black.”

Both descriptions are exactly, precisely correct . . . and both come 
from a form of bluff :  Th e creditor tries to face down the unwilling 
debtor; the gunfi ghter hopes to face down his foe. Th e former may 
have the will of law behind him; the latter has his gun. Both generally 
prefer a peaceful resolution.  So it is with the buff alo . . . at least until 
you hurt him.  

Th e buff alo bull is big, black, and imposing. In the way of all 
bovines, he typically steps to the front or van of the herd and faces 
danger head-on. Th is is when he delivers his justly famous stare . . . but 
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if he is of bovinely sound mind and body, he is extremely unlikely to 
launch from the herd to try to kill you. Even if hurt, whether mortally 
or not, he is unlikely to do so. Sure, it happens.  Murphy’s Law always 
applies, and there are no absolutes in animal behavior. However, upon 
receiving a bullet, the buff alo’s most likely reaction is to try to get 
away. If in a herd or a bachelor group, he will usually run with the 
group as long as he is able. Th en the game starts to change.

Obviously, if you go up against a buff alo and shoot him poorly, all 
bets are off .  You have just played with fi re, and the chances to get 
burned have increased signifi cantly. But by how much?  Surprisingly, 
not by as much as you might think. Th e legend is that a wounded 
buff alo will go with the group, weaken and break off  on his own, 
stop and develop hate for his tormentors, and, when his revenge is 
planned, circle on his back trail and lie in ambush so he can kill his 
persecutors.  Th e fi rst half is absolutely true.  Although the thought 
process is a bit too anthropomorphic, the actions in the second half 
are also true, but only for a relatively small sampling of buff aloes.

During the several years I was involved with the Tracks across 
Africa television series, I was spending as much as four months 
a year in Africa, much of it with Chifuti Safaris in Zimbabwe’s 
Zambezi Valley.  Th is started about the time I wrote Buff alo! so it’s 
fair to say that I know a bit more about hunting buff alo now than I 
did when I wrote that book. (Further admissions later!)  Mind you, 
I wasn’t hunting all that time, but I was accompanying hunters and 
sponsors and taking notes.  

One of my notes concludes with the following: In that part 
of the Zambezi Valley—rough country, heavy jesse bush, thick 
mopane scrub—a minimum of one buff alo in ten was wounded 
and lost.  At that time that outfi t, together with freelancers and 
other companies sharing the quota, were taking as many as a 
hundred and twenty buff alo bulls and a much smaller quota of 
buff alo cows annually.  Th at means at least a dozen buff aloes were 
wounded and lost every season for seven years.

In that same period, in that same area, there were no more than 
one or two genuine buff alo charges every year. To my recollection, 
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but not certain knowledge, no professional hunters, clients, trackers, 
or game scouts were injured by a buff alo during that time (2004–
2011). Well, it’s always a matter of rolling the dice: Th e odds are 
the same every time you roll them, but sooner or later, despite the 
laws of logic, there must be a cumulative eff ect.  

Th is came after I left the television series in 2011, and despite all 
the great friends and marvelous slice of wild Africa left behind, I 
have not returned to the lower Zambezi. But when that cumulative 
eff ect hit, it was disastrous indeed.  We’ll talk about that later.  

In the meantime, let’s consider a dozen buff aloes wounded and 
lost annually, and only one or two genuine charges. Th is tracks 
perfectly with what Andrew Dawson, together with Paul Smith, 
partners in Chifuti Safaris, told me:  “My experience is that, while 
buff aloes can and will circle to lie in wait, I doubt that more than 
one in ten will do so.”

I agree. Once again, a buff alo’s initial reaction upon receiving 
a bullet is fl ight. Here is the reality: If the fi rst shot on a buff alo 
is placed poorly and fails to disrupt vital organs, and if follow-up 
shots, if any, fail to either reach the vitals or disrupt locomotion, the 
most likely consequence of a poor fi rst shot is simply that the buff alo 
will never be seen again. If he stays with the herd, the chances of 
sorting him out of alerted buff alo are minimal, and by the next day 
it’s usually too late.  

If the stricken buff alo leaves the herd and the ground is hard, you 
must hope for enough blood to be able to follow him. But buff aloes are 
incredibly strong, and they seem to get an amazing surge of adrenaline 
when injured.  Unless the wound is serious and eventually mortal, by 
far the most likely outcome is that the buff alo will simply keep going. 
Eventually the bleeding will stop and the tracks will be lost.  

Th at, however, will be the buff alo on your license.  Maybe there’s an 
extra buff alo available and you can try again, but in modern Africa this 
is increasingly unlikely as well as extremely expensive.  You opened that 
ball game, so the real consequence is a marvelous animal badly hurt 
that may or may not survive . . . and may bear a grudge toward the next 
human it encounters.
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Some wounded buff alo, whether one in ten or one in fi ve or somewhere 
in between, will indeed circle to lie in wait. I don’t personally attribute 
this to “revenge,” which is a human emotion, but rather to, due to wind 
or sound, the realization that an enemy is behind, and the injury too 
severe for fl ight to continue. So, as instinct dictates, the buff alo circles so 
that it can scent an approaching enemy and waits, patiently but in pain, 
to take care of the problem.  If you have wounded a buff alo, as I have, 
this is what you hope for because if the buff alo keeps going he will be 
lost, and you will bear the shame forever, as I have and as I do.

Of all Africa’s dangerous game, buff alo continue to fascinate me 
the most.  Again, I do not consider them the “most dangerous,” but 
I love them!  I love getting into the middle of the herds, smelling the 
cattle smell, seeing a big bull give that “you-owe-me-money” glare.  
Th e African buff alo is an amazing creature, especially at close range.  
Africa is addictive and as African hunting goes, it is the buff alo hunt 
that attracts me the most.  It has all the elements: tracking, stalking, 
judging, and a hint of danger.  

When I wrote Buff alo! in 2005, I thought I knew a bit about 
buff alo hunting, and I probably did . . . but I now know so much 
more.  Th is is a big problem for a writer. Well, in our world, a poor 
writer thinks he knows everything.  I have never thought that, but 
unless one waits until the end of a career to start writing—and 
that doesn’t make much sense, does it?—then the real problem is 
one doesn’t know what one doesn’t know!  In 2005 I’d done a lot 
of buff alo hunting, but I’d spent little time in the big Coutadas of 
coastal Mozambique, and there the hunting is quite diff erent.  Since 
2005 I’ve been there every year; it’s a diff erent face of buff alo hunting 
that, shame on me, has only passing mention in that book!  

At that time I had attempted to take a forest buff alo—technically 
a dwarf forest buff alo or “DFB”—without success. Today I have tried 
a couple more times, also without success. Steve Hornady, who is 
a friend but someone I hate intensely because he has taken a true 
dwarf forest buff alo and I have not, agrees with me that the “F” 
in “DFB” stands for something quite diff erent from “Forest.” Since 
I wrote Buff alo! I have done more buff alo hunting in Zimbabwe 
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and Tanzania, and in Cameroon, and in Uganda, and a lot more 
in Mozambique. I take back nothing previously written; I add only 
that it’s all wonderful, and while I do not consider the buff alo to be 
Africa’s most dangerous game, I do consider buff alo hunting one of 
Africa’s greatest pursuits!

So far I have mostly referred to the African buff alo as just 
that:  African buff alo.  Th e temptation, always, is to use the 
more common and familiar term, “Cape buff alo.” Yes, fi ne. At 
least 90 percent of the time when referring to African buff alo, 
we mean “Cape buff alo.”  Th e challenge is that, depending on 
which reference you prefer, there are probably fi ve varieties of 
African buff aloes. My belief is it’s the conditions—vegetation 
and topography—that change the hunting and that the various 
subspecies have much the same actions and reactions; however, 
from top to bottom and East to West Africa, buff alo change 
signifi cantly in their physical appearance.

Th e Cape buff alo that we generally think of is the southern Cape 
buff alo, for it is the most numerous and most widespread.  Th e name 
itself is redundant:  Th e Cape of South Africa is in the south. Th is 
is the wide-horn, heavy-boss buff alo that ranges from southernmost 
Africa northeast to Kenya and Somalia. In Angola and Congo the 
transition is not clearly known, but as you move west from East 
Africa into Sudan, Uganda, and Ethiopia you run into a slightly 
smaller buff alo with less drop in the horn and a less pronounced 
boss.  We call this the Nile buff alo, and while the mature bulls are 
generally black, we start to see more reddish animals among the 
cows and juveniles.

Moving farther west into the Central African Republic, northern 
Democratic Republic of Congo, and Chad, buff aloes are smaller 
yet. Reddish animals are more prominent in the herds, including 
some bulls, and the defi ned “boss” formation is less common.  Safari 
Club International’s record book now calls these buff alo “Central 
African savanna buff alo.”  I do not disagree with this at all because 
the buff alo of C.A.R. (the only place they are currently hunted) are 
clearly bigger than the buff alo to the west.  
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To the west and above the forest zone in northern Cameroon, 
Togo, Benin, and Burkina Faso, the buff aloes are smaller yet:  may-
be a half-ton to the Cape buff alo’s three-quarter ton. In this zone 
the horns are generally separated on the skull without a defi ned boss 
formation, and mature bulls are just as likely to be red as black. Th is 
is a fairly new classifi cation, but although the lines are diffi  cult to 
precisely draw, SCI calls them “West African savanna buff alo.” To 
the south, in the true forest zone, you fi nd the genuine “DFBs.” Th e 
dwarf forest buff alo is widely distributed from southern Cameroon 
into the forest zone of West Africa, southwest through Gabon, and 
south through both Congos into northern Angola.  

Th e transitional lines are hard to draw, and it’s a simple and 
unfortunate fact that some of the “DFBs” in the record books are 
savanna buff alo that happened to live in the forest. Th e true dwarf 
forest buff alo is a little guy, six hundred or maybe seven hundred 
pounds, less than half the size of the Cape buff alo, yet they have 
a reputation for being more aggressive than the southern Cape 
buff alo . . . as do the Central and West African savanna buff alo.  
No one can properly debate this for one side or the other.  

Personally, having hunted buff alo from southern Africa to Kenya 
and westward to the C.A.R., Cameroon, and Burkina Faso, I don’t 
believe African buff aloes change dramatically in behavior. Th e habitat 
and feeding conditions do change, and as a result the western and 
forest buff aloes tend to be found in smaller groups while true dwarf 
buff aloes are rarely found in genuine “herds” but rather in “small 
family groups.”  I haven’t observed them to be more aggressive.

Rather, I think it’s a matter that, because of the much thicker 
cover, they are more frequently encountered at extremely close range.  
Most animals have a “fl ight or fi ght” radius.  I have no idea what this 
might be for any given buff alo, and it might diff er slightly from one 
buff alo to another.  In southern Africa, however, even in very thick 
cover, I have often encountered buff aloes at just a few yards—less than 
ten—that have still been within their “fl ight” radius.

In the forest it’s rare to have that much visibility—you have to 
see how thick it is to really understand this lack of visibility.  I’ve 
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tracked buff aloes for hours and have never seen so much as a scrap 
of red hide, only to hear them get up and see the bushes move 
at no more than ten feet. Th ese encounters have ended without a 
problem, which is great because I know several hunters who have 
had similar experiences, except that they had a buff alo charging 
out of the green hell. In some cases they ended up taking a cow 
because there was no option. Again, the locals consider the western 
buff alo more aggressive. I was in Cameroon in 2004 just after a PH
took a shortcut across some tall weeds, walking fast to retrieve the 
vehicle.  He ran into an unexpected buff alo and was killed.

Obviously I have only a fraction of the experience with the 
northern buff alo as the southern, so it isn’t my place to confi rm or 
deny their aggression.  My opinion—and it’s only that—is that as the 
cover gets thicker, close encounters become closer, and when you get 
inside the fl ight radius and reach the fi ght radius, you’re in trouble.  
Well, you can’t do much about a hidden buff alo that you don’t know 
anything about until you step on it. You can, however, try to stay 
out of areas where buff alo might be hidden . . . and if you’re hunting 
buff alo, just shoot straight the fi rst time.  Th at is the best way I know 
to eliminate potential problems!

Th e importance of that fi rst shot cannot be understated, especially 
if the buff alo is relaxed and unaware.  In that case, the fi rst shot 
off ers the best chance to get him down without incident.  Also, it 
may be the only shot you get!  With lone buff alo or bachelor groups 
it isn’t so bad, but in a herd things happen very quickly; it’s more 
likely than not that your animal will get mixed up in the group 
before another shot can be fi red.  So that fi rst shot must be placed 
with great care, and if you aren’t sure, it is genuinely foolish to take 
the shot. Given an adequate caliber and a good bullet, the fi rst shot 
should be enough, and usually will be if it’s properly placed in the 
chest cavity.

Th at said, if there’s an opportunity to get a second shot (and a 
third!) into a buff alo, then it’s equally foolish to admire that fi rst 
shot and wait for things to develop!  Believe it or not, your shot may 
not be placed exactly where you thought it was, and the performance 
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of your bullet may not always be what you think it is. Although 
illegal in most jurisdictions, it is perfectly possible to kill a buff alo 
with a fairly light caliber and a deep-penetrating bullet. However, 
the buff alo is an extremely strong creature. He is not bullet proof, 
but if that fi rst shot isn’t exactly where it needs to be, he will get a 
massive surge of adrenaline and he will withstand a huge amount of 
punishment before giving up.

In my experience, pure one-shot kills are relatively unusual, and 
they generally happen simply because there was no chance for a second 
shot!  Your bull mixes with the herd, and the herd stampedes a bit, 
mills, and then moves off , leaving your buff alo lying still in its wake.  
Or, your bull vanishes into the thorns or other thick vegetation, and 
after an agonizing wait you take the track.  

Buff aloes are no diff erent from anything else:  Give a buff alo a 
good heart or double-lung shot, and you should fi nd him dead in 
a hundred yards. Sometimes he will go a bit farther, but if that is 
the case, you’ve got a diff erent situation on your hands. By the time 
you’ve followed the track two hundred yards, you are now tracking a 
wounded buff alo rather than looking for a dead one!  You now have 
reason to worry.  

Second and subsequent shots on buff aloes are usually not as well-
placed as the fi rst. However, even if they are not vital, they may well 
prevent the loss of a wounded buff alo, so try to get in those subse-
quent shots. Once the ball game is opened, I believe all bets are off , 
and the insurance should be paid.  Fairly normal is a fi rst shot placed 
as well as possible, then one or two bad-angle shots as the buff alo 
tries to escape, and then a fi nal shot (or two) when you track and fi nd 
him standing or lying down.  

By then he has plenty of adrenaline coursing through his system, 
and there really is no limit to the punishment he will take.  Nearly 
sixty years ago Jack O’Connor wrote about a buff alo that took 
fourteen hits from large-caliber rifl es before succumbing. I think the 
most I have ever seen is a dozen, but I’ve seen several that required 
nine or ten shots. Th e buff alo that killed PH Owain Lewis took 
eighteen bullets before he succumbed—you will read about that 
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tragedy in chapter 2. Obviously, in these scenarios not all the shots 
were vital, or even well placed. One perfect shot will always do the 
job, but if that one shot isn’t perfect, you may find out just how 
strong and strong-willed the African buffalo really is!
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