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Dedication

To the great professional hunters and trackers who have led me 
on the spoor and taught me so much.  At the start, I was much younger 
than they and badly needed their guidance.  Today, I am often much 
older . . . and I still have so much to learn from them.
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This is a good bull, which I took with Andrew Dawson in the Zambezi Valley in 2004.  
This one is exactly 40 inches wide, old and heavy-horned, a great trophy.  Buffalo bulls 
vary considerably in body size, but I have seen few as large as this one.  He won’t weigh 
a ton, but he’s probably pushing 1,800 pounds.



Why Hunt Buffalo?
Chapter 1



We had spent the morning hunting on foot, high on the  
slopes of Mount Kenya, where the tall forest of ancient trees 

gave way to bamboo.  We had seen little and were headed back 
down, following a finger of clear, green meadow between the trees.  
A steep-sided waterway cut laterally across the meadow, unseen 
until we almost stepped into it.  Cool mud lined the bottom, and in 
that cool mud wallowed the first Cape buffalo bull I’d ever seen.  He 
came out literally under our feet, scrambled up the far bank, then 
turned and faced us at just a few yards.

Robert Ruark wrote that the Cape buffalo “looks at you like you 
owe him money.”  Nobody ever said it better, neither in a century of 
great African writing before Ruark, nor in the half century since.  
I doubt anyone ever will, and I’m not going to try:  That buffalo 
looked at me like I owed him a lot of money!  He was coal black 
and covered with glistening mud.  An old bull, his heavy helmet of 
a boss was corrugated and nearly grown together in the center.  
The horns were well formed, but narrow.  My rifle had come up 
before he cleared the top of the far bank, but professional hunter 
Willem van Dyk stayed me with a hand on my arm.  “Let him go,” 
he said.  “We’ll do better.”

So we stared each other down for several more seconds, that 
first buffalo and I.  Then he turned and trotted out of the meadow 
and into the tall trees.  I can honestly say that I wasn’t frightened 
despite all the reading I’d done that described the buffalo with 
words such as “vindictive,” “aggressive,” “fearsome,” and worse.  But 
he had my undivided attention and my utmost respect.  Whether 
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I feared him or not, it was clear that he didn’t fear me!  I stood 
there with my PH a while longer, wishing that his horns were 
just a wee bit bigger, and I looked forward to further encounters 
with his kind.

That was twenty-seven years ago, and there have been 
many encounters with buffaloes since then.  On that cool, well-
remembered morning in Kenya, I did not imagine that I would be 
so incredibly fortunate to have hunted in Africa as much as I have.  
As I look back, I’m somewhat bemused that my life has taken such 
a course.  Or, perhaps better put, that I have driven my life along 
such a path.  As I have written before, my intent on that first safari 
was to get Africa out of my system once and for all.  Its result was 
the opposite:  I have been smitten by Africa and her wildlife ever 
since, and I have returned every chance I’ve had.

In truth, I love it all.  There are quite a few out-of-the-way 
corners I still hope to penetrate, and there are many places I 
would like to see “just one more time.”  To me, hunts are best 
remembered and trophies most appreciated when serious effort, 
whether mental, physical, or both, was expended, so I have a great 

Nobody said it better than Robert Ruark, when he wrote that a buffalo “looks at you 
like you owe him money.”  This is an exceptionally good bull, and whatever I owe him, 
I’m willing to pay!
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fondness for Africa’s more difficult prizes.  These would include 
all the spiral-horned antelope; both great cats, the lion and the 
leopard; certainly elephant; and a few others that come to mind.  
If I can swing it, I will probably spend time on future safaris in 
all these pursuits.  Regardless, one thing I know for certain:  I will 
never tire of hunting buffalo.

My feelings toward them have changed little since that first 
meeting.  In a close encounter, I am absolutely afraid of lions, and 
after one close brush with a wounded leopard, I can assure you 
that anyone who isn’t very afraid under the same circumstances 
has something wrong upstairs.  Cow elephant herds in thick 
cover are also the stuff of which nightmares are made.  Perhaps 
oddly, though I don’t think insanely, I have never been afraid of 
buffalo—although a couple of scary follow-ups have made my 
palms sweat and my knees a bit weak!  Rather than fear, however, 
I approach them with caution and a respect that has only grown 
over the years.

To me, the African buffalo is the ultimate game animal.  He 
is incredibly strong and wonderfully wary, armed with the full 

Looking for buffalo tracks in a clearing far up on Mount Kenya, elevation something 
over ten thousand feet.  It was in a clearing just like this that I had my first, close-up 
encounter with a Cape buffalo—and I’ll never forget it.
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array of keen senses:  Good eyes, keen hearing, and a wonderfully 
sensitive nose.  He is also armed with sharp horns, his armored 
boss, and perhaps three-quarters of a ton of locomotive power, all 
backed by the skill and, sometimes, the will to use them all.  This, 
to me, is what places him in a different class from a deer or an 
elk or a kudu, all of which have at least equal escape and evasion 
abilities.  The buffalo has the capability to turn the tables!

Of course, the same can be said of the cats and elephant, and 
they are, indeed, fascinating and formidable game.  But as game 
animals, there are differences.  Unlike the cats, which I believe are 
very difficult to justify hunting over and over again, the buffalo 
yields a bountiful supply of tasty meat; he will always be fully 
utilized.  This is also true of elephant, but here in the twenty-first 
century, there’s a certain reality regarding them that must be 
recognized:  While elephant are definitely overpopulated in many 
areas, the sheer costs of hunting them are such that very few of us 
can afford the experience even once, let alone multiple times.  

Of the animals we call Africa’s Big Five—the lion, leopard, 
buffalo, elephant, and rhino—the buffalo is far and away the most 

There he is!  Is he big enough?  Am I close enough?  Can I place the shot where I must?  
The adrenaline is pumping now, and it just doesn’t get any better.
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numerous and most available for hunting.  He is also the most 
affordable.  Buffalo hunting is no longer the great bargain that it 
was just twenty years ago (what is?), but buffalo remain available 
on relatively short hunts that are within the financial reach of 
those who want to hunt them badly enough.  

It is extremely unlikely that I will ever shoot another rhino.  
I will almost certainly hunt leopard again, and if I can possibly 
find a way to afford it, I would like to hunt lion and elephant 
just once more.  But I will almost certainly return to Africa to 
hunt buffalo—perhaps many more times.  In large part, this is 
not only because I consider the buffalo such a wonderful game 
animal.  It is also because they offer one of the greatest hunting 
experiences in the world.  

The only way to hunt buffalo is to do so properly, on foot.  If you 
do this, you will garner a lifetime’s worth of memories—and if you 
do it repeatedly, you will only add to the treasure.  Hunting buffalo 
is a classic piece of Africana, unchanged since the beginning of 
safari.  You will find the tracks, and you will follow them wherever 
they lead.  Sometimes you will catch up to the buffalo, and 

Art Wheaton and I pose with a nicely shaped, but very average, buffalo.  So long as the 
bull is mature, size doesn’t matter nearly as much as it does with some animals.  What 
matters is hunting him right, on foot and face to face.



 � 

sometimes you won’t, but you will see the magic of great African 
trackers pursuing their craft.  Often you will catch up, but you will 
fail to get a shot.  Then you will do it again, sweating through miles 
on the spoor and sweating more on the seemingly endless miles 
back to the truck.  Sooner or later, with just a wee bit of luck, you 
will get a shot at your great, black, buffalo bull.

Although I have never been a record-book hunter, many 
animals need to be of a certain quality standard to be worthy.  I do 
not feel this way about buffalo.  A bull must be fully mature, with 
a good, hard boss, in order to be a trophy, but beyond that it really 
doesn’t matter.  The experience is all the same, and with buffalo, 
it’s the experience, the close encounter, and the moment of truth, 
that matter.  It is true that I have spent much time searching for 
really big buffaloes (not always with success), but this is more by 
way of stretching out the experience than because I want my bull 
to be bigger than anyone else’s.  

I don’t believe in shooting young bulls, because they need 
a chance to grow up and breed; however, in some areas, cow 

Looking for fresh buffalo spoor in the gorge of the Chewore River, in Zimbabwe’s Zambezi 
Valley.  Buffalo hunting can be as physical as you wish to make it, but most of the time 
there is a lot of walking involved.
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buffaloes are on license, usually at a much-reduced cost from 
bulls.  The experience is absolutely equal, and the “trophy” selection 
much the same as you comb the herds for a particularly wide-
horned cow.

Not all the African hunters I know are as silly over buffalo 
hunting as I am, but most continue to hunt buffalo on successive 
safaris.  Among all my acquaintances who have hunted Africa, 
I know just one man who has taken exactly one buffalo and 
has no desire to ever take another.  I’ve always been too polite 
to ask, but my suspicion is that they came across a herd either 
crossing or alongside a road and his professional hunter allowed 
(or coerced) him into shooting a bull from the vehicle.  Buffaloes 
are wary enough that the opportunity to actually do this is rare, 
but it does happen, and it is legal in some areas.  I feel sorry for 
the unsuspecting client who does this, and, legal or not, I have 
absolutely no respect for any professional hunter who would 
allow an able-bodied client to shoot a buffalo from a vehicle.  The 
client, often new to Africa and not knowing any better, has been 

None of these three bulls was quite what we were looking for, so we let them go.  But 
that doesn’t matter at all.  What does matter is getting close to buffalo, and no other 
experience can match it.
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Dave and Janice Fulson with Janice’s first buffalo.  Unlike so many game animals, a 
buffalo doesn’t have to be huge to be a wonderful trophy.  Buffalo hunting is really all 
about the experience.  (Photo by Dave Fulson)

cheated out of the great experience of a real buffalo hunt.  He can 
never have the memories he should have every time he looks at 
his mounted trophy, regardless of the size of the bull.

Over the years, I have had very few opportunities to be 
tempted by such a scenario, and I can honestly say I have never 
shot one even in proximity to a vehicle.  Most of the buffaloes 
I’ve seen from a road have been fading into the brush.  The easy 
solution is to simply let them get completely out of sight, then 
get the wind right and proceed on foot.  This I have done many 
times.  But, once in a while a great bull will stand f latfooted and 
look at you.  

This happened to my buddy Cameron Hopkins in Tanzania.  
Apparently, it was a great bull, far better than any he has ever 
taken to this day.  He refused to shoot, which, as the scene 
developed, turned into a resolute and courageous stand.  His 
professional hunter was so furious that, after the bull finally 
turned and crashed off into the brush, he refused to follow and 
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didn’t speak for the rest of the day.  I don’t think there are many 
so-called professional hunters in Africa who would behave in 
this fashion, but when you plan a buffalo hunt, tell your PH that 
you want to hunt buffalo.  You’ll be glad you did!

Elsewhere in this book, we will deal specifically with the 
subject of following a wounded buffalo and the inherent perils 
of this activity.  Right now, up front, as it were, I want to touch 
on the raw danger of hunting buffalo, or at least my opinion of 
it.  Again, I have the utmost respect for buffalo and am always 
cautious around them.  That said, I sincerely believe buffalo are 
rarely dangerous unless serious mistakes are made, usually in shot 
placement or follow-up.  Unprovoked charges are truly extremely 
rare, and I have never seen anything close to such an event.

This doesn’t mean bad things can’t happen.  In 2004, just a 
few months ago as I write these lines, a buffalo in Tanzania’s 
Masailand killed Bob Fontana, a great British Columbia outfitter.  
He and his professional hunter—who is a very good friend of 
mine and a really fine PH—went into some cover early one 
morning, looking for a big lesser kudu they had glimpsed earlier 
in the hunt.  A buffalo came out of nowhere and killed Fontana 
almost instantly.  The buffalo apparently took a bullet, but was 
neither stopped nor recovered, so why the buffalo attacked is 
anybody’s guess.

In 2000, when we were hunting in the Selous Reserve, my old 
buddy Chub Eastman took an absolutely unprovoked charge.  Chub 
had one leg in a cast, hip to toe, from a recent motorcycle crash 
(this was one of those situations when shooting from a vehicle 
is just fine!).  The trackers actually carried him on several stalks, 
and he got his buffalo on foot ( just not his feet).  Except for this 
one.  Chub was in the open truck bed, his PH negotiating the Land 
Cruiser around a big termite mound, when a buffalo bull launched 
a charge from very close range, headed like a torpedo aimed 
straight amidships and right toward the PH, who had taken the 
doors off the truck.  Somehow or other, Chub managed to grab his 
.375 and spine the beast from above; it slid forward as it crashed 
until its nose was almost under the truck.

As I said, charges usually result from mistakes—but the 
mistakes don’t have to be your own.  In the case of the buffalo 
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that killed Fontana we will never know, but chances are pretty 
good that it was carrying a poacher’s bullet, had caught a foot 
in a snare, had a close brush with a lion, or perhaps had simply 
lost a fight with another bull and had an attitude.  As rare as 
unprovoked charges are, it is almost inconceivable for one to 
come from a perfectly healthy animal.  In Eastman’s case, this 
bull had a really nasty, festering wound high on the inside of a 
hind leg.  It could have been from a horn, or it could have been 
from some strange accident out in the bush, but this animal was 
clearly suffering and was probably mad at the world.

Provoked charges are far more common, though still relatively 
rare; but that depends a lot on how bad you screw up.  In July of 
2004, I was sitting around a campfire in the Sapi concession of 
the Zambezi Valley, surrounded by a bunch of really experienced 
hunters—professional hunters Andrew Dawson and Paul Smith; 
Tim Danklef and Dave Fulson, producers of the Boddington on 
Buffalo film; and Richard Harlan, also a professional hunter and 
a truly legendary Zimbabwe hunter with incredible experience.  
That experience came from hunting many hundreds of buffaloes, 
and we were trying to put a number on how many wounded 
buffaloes will actually charge:  It is absolutely true that a 
wounded buffalo will lie in ambush for his tormentors, at least 
sometimes.  No one can say, but our consensus was that it’s 
something like one in ten.  

We did note that the first mistake, poor shot placement, 
had already been made.  What happens from there depends on 
a lot of things:  How thick the brush, how serious the wound, 
the individual character of that buffalo, and, perhaps above all, 
how careful the follow-up.  It is quite possible to increase that 
percentage of charges by following carelessly, by failing to shoot or 
only further wounding when the wounded bull is again sighted, or 
by approaching a downed but not dead animal so as to allow the 
buffalo to see you.  I have no patience with this.  Enough mistakes 
will be made without making them on purpose.

A buffalo is a dangerous animal, and people can get hurt.  It’s 
as simple as that.  On the other hand, I think the buffalo gets a 
bad rap, to some degree.  All he really wants to do is graze, chew 
his cud, roll in mud, drink water, and breed, resting peacefully in 
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the shade when he’s had his fill of all these things.  I can hardly 
blame a wounded buffalo that lies in wait for something that 
has hurt him, and he is certainly cunning enough to do that.  
But he is not demonic, he is not normally “vindictive,” and under 
most circumstances, he is not even aggressive.  Ah, but he has the 
capability, and that makes him magnificent!  He requires hard, 
serious hunting, on his own turf and terms.  He is incredibly 
strong, requiring powerful rif les and good bullets to bring him 
down, and he deserves to be taken with well-placed shots.  Some 
writers have called him ugly, but I will not.  With his heavy boss 
and the graceful sweep of his horns, I think he is beautiful, and 
I hope I get to hunt his tribe many more times.



Africa’s Cape Buffalo
Chapter �



T here are several races of African buffalo, species Syncerus  
 caffer,  but the one most often referred to is the southern, or 

Cape, buffalo.  He is the largest in both body and horn.  He is also 
the most numerous and widespread, occurring across a huge 
chunk of the continent, north to south from Kenya to South 
Africa, and in southern Africa, east to west from Mozambique 
to Angola.

He is not continuous throughout this vast range.  While 
buffalo are extremely adaptable animals, but they must have 
water.  I’ve hunted them in swampy country in the Okavango 
and Bangweulu, in the forests far up on Mount Kenya, and in 
more typical thornbush, mopane forest, and miombo forest in a 
half-dozen countries.  Common to all is water.  I’ve followed herds 
that, by the tracks, seemed to have skipped a day, but generally 
speaking, they must have the resource daily.  So you won’t find 
buffalo in Africa’s great deserts, but, naturally, at one time they 
occurred almost everywhere else.

Man changed that.  Buffalo carry a number of bovine diseases 
that can be transmitted to cattle, so during the last two centuries, 
buffalo have been eradicated from vast areas to make room for 
livestock.  In some areas, this process continues to this day, but in 
others, the pendulum has swung back.  Back in the late 1970s, I was 
one of the first sportsmen to hunt on Roger Whittall’s Humani 
Ranch in the southeastern lowveld, in the Sabi River valley.  Only 
a couple of years earlier, Roger had finally “beaten” the buffalo 
problem.  Then, with the long Rhodesian bush war starting to 



 1� 

wind down, he decided to go into the safari business.  Of course, 
I wanted to hunt buffalo, but after years of intensive shooting 
to make way for cattle, there were only a few incredibly spooky 
survivors along the Sabi.  

Twenty years passed, and the wildlife business was still good.  
Roger and his neighbors got together and formed the Sabi Valley 
Conservancy and, at great cost, brought back the buffalo.  I didn’t 
get one “way back then,” but, in 1996, I shot a nice bull out of a 
healthy, undisturbed herd.

B u f fa lo  h ave  b e e n  re i n t ro d u ce d  o n  s eve ra l  p r ivat e 
conservancies in Zimbabwe, but their neighbors to the south 
have encountered problems with their efforts to do the same.  
South Africa has a huge game-ranching industry, with as many 
as nine thousand game ranches in that country alone.  Many are 
neither large enough for buffalo nor have suitable habitat—but 
many are ideal.  The problem in South Africa is that buffalo 
reintroduced into ranch country (much of which is former 
buffalo range), must be certified disease-free.  Most “clean” buffalo 
herds have their origins from remnant herds in the almost 
impenetrable Addo bush not far from Port Elizabeth, those herds 

Buffaloes are herd animals, and in areas where the animals are plentiful, herds can run 
to 500 or more.  This massive herd was photographed on the flood plains in Botswana’s 
Chobe region.  (Photograph by Debra Bradbury)
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separated from all other buffalo populations for generations.  
Availability of breeding stock for reintroduction is very limited, 
and the prices are frightful.  Buffalo are fairly prolific, and it 
doesn’t take long for herds to expand exponentially, but that, of 
course, depends on the size of the “starter herd.”  There is also 
ongoing experimentation in breeding programs that may, over 
time, expedite things.  

Over time, I predict we will see a lot more buffaloes in South 
Africa.  But it takes a long time—about a decade—to grow a 
trophy bull.  So, for the time being, unlike so many antelope 
species, the best hunting opportunities are found in natural 
populations.  The good news is that although the Cape buffalo’s 
range has shrunk dramatically from what it once was, there 
are still plenty of animals.  No one really knows how many, 
but they still roam across East and southern Africa in many 
hundreds of thousands.

A really wide-horned cow taken by Mike Campos in an area where buffalo cows were on 
license.  Cow buffaloes can grow huge horns; the primary difference between bulls and 
cows is that females have absolutely no boss.  (Photo by Dave Fulson)
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The Great Black Buffalo

In the north, he is most often called mbogo, his Swahili name.  
In southern Africa, he is most often called nyati, probably Zulu in 
origin, but common to several languages.  His English name, Cape 
buffalo, is taken from South Africa’s Cape of Good Hope, where 
Europeans first encountered him.  By any name, he is a lot of bull!  
I have often read that Cape buffalo “weigh a ton.”  The problem is 
that very few people have ever actually weighed a Cape buffalo 
in the wild.  I’m not one of them, but I don’t believe many (if any) 
Cape buffalo bulls ever weigh a full two thousand pounds.

They vary a lot, but I reckon something like fifteen hundred 
pounds, three-fourths of a ton, is a very normal weight for a 
big-bodied, mature bull.  Some get larger.  The SCI book suggests 
fourteen hundred to eighteen hundred pounds, and I concur, 100 
percent.  I shot a big old bull in the Zambezi Valley, in 2004, and I 
think he was the biggest-bodied buffalo I have ever shot.  I don’t 

Thanks to the great demand for buffalo among international sportsmen, game ranchers 
in southern Africa have reintroduced the buffalo into many areas where they were 
eradicated to make way for livestock.  In both South Africa and Namibia, the critical 
issue is the supply of disease-free breeding stock.  (Photo by Dave Fulson)
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Poling through the reeds in a dugout canoe is an unusual way to hunt buffalo, but it 
works—sometimes all too well.

know what he weighed—not a ton—but he might have been close.  
On the other hand, some buffaloes seem a bit smaller.  I’ve taken 
quite a few bulls in Tanzania’s Selous Reserve.  Most of them, like 
the Selous elephants, have seemed to me to be a fair amount 
smaller than the average Zimbabwe bull.

But that’s all hair splitting.  Whether he weighs fourteen 
hundred pounds or eighteen hundred pounds, he’s still a lot of 
bull!  The Cape buffalo is a blocky, strongly built animal with huge 
shoulders, thick chest, powerful neck, and sturdy legs.  Pound for 
pound he is incredibly strong, and he seems able to command a vast 
surge of adrenaline.  Perhaps this is because, in most buffalo areas, 
in order to grow old, he must fend off lions all his life.  And despite 
the horror stories, Cape buffaloes are not bulletproof.  They can 
be killed very readily with a single, well-placed shot.  Ah, but if that 
first shot isn’t well placed, all bets are off!  Once a buffalo gets the 
adrenaline going, he can seem almost impossible to put down.

Immature animals, and even the occasional mature cow, 
are more brownish than black.  But southern buffaloes are 
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predominantly black, and I have never seen a mature southern bull 
that was anything else.  This is one of several differences between 
Syncerus caffer caffer, the southern or Cape buffalo, and the 
northern and western races.  With Nile buffaloes, one starts to see 
brownish and reddish animals within the herd.  As you move west, 
this becomes more and more prevalent; the dwarf forest buffalo, 
S. c. nanus, is universally red.  The black coloring, by the way, is just 
hair.  Underneath, the skin is predominantly gray.  The length of 
that black hair varies considerably.  Some older bulls are downright 
bald, at least in patches, and thus look very gray.  Other buffaloes 
have a uniform coating of stiff black hair and look extremely black.  
Not too surprisingly, at least in my experience, the coats tend to be 
a bit more luxuriant in cooler areas.

That being said, I don’t know anyone who has hunted buffalo 
for the quality of his cape!  Southern buffaloes have, by far, the 
largest horns, and they are spectacular.  Note that I said “buffaloes,” 
not “bulls.”  Both sexes have horns, and buffalo cows can, and 
sometimes do, grow incredible horns.  In fact, some of the widest-

The defining characteristic of a buffalo bull is its boss—a hard, helmetlike horn that 
on a mature bull appears as if the two horns have grown together.  This bull, taken by 
PH Andrew Dawson and hunter Mike Campos, is not wide, but has a super boss and 
deep curl and is fully mature.  In my view, and that of most experienced, professional 
hunters, this is what to look for.
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horned buffaloes known have been cows, not bulls.  In Zambia, 
in 1984, Russ Broom and I spent an entire afternoon working a 
huge herd of buffaloes.  Lord, there must have been more than 
five hundred.  There was one huge cow that we must have seen a 
half-dozen times, once from an antheap at no more than twenty 
yards.  Her horns dropped way down and swept out forever—she 
must have had a spread of at least fifty inches!

 During one’s first few experiences with buffalo, it can be very, 
very difficult to tell the bulls from the cows, but the signs are fairly 
clear once you know what to look for.  Bulls are generally larger in 
the body, though not always.  In short grass, the bull’s penis sheath 
will be obvious.  After you’ve looked at a few bulls, so will his deep 
masculine neck and massive shoulders.  Cows are simply not as 
powerfully built, ever.

Most important, however, is the boss.  Cow horns develop more 
from the side of the head than from the top, and the forehead will 
always be covered with at least a sparse covering of hair.  A young 
bull may look much the same, but that’s OK because you aren’t 
looking for a young bull.  A mature bull will have developed that 
thick, helmetlike growth of horn that we call the “boss.”  It takes at 
least seven or eight years for that boss to develop fully, and even 
then, the inner edges will likely be soft and lightly covered with 
hair.  By the age of nine, perhaps ten, the boss will be completely 
formed into hard horn.  The inner edges will usually be close 
together, often so close that only a thin line distinguishes one 
horn from the other.

It is probably at this point that a bull’s horns will be at their 
very best, fully formed and with sharp tips.  If not taken by a 
lion or a bullet, a Cape buffalo in the wild might live fifteen or 
sixteen years, depending on tooth wear, but in later years, horn 
wear will outpace horn growth.  His tips will wear down or 
break off, and once in a while you will encounter an ancient old, 
outcast bull that has no horns at all, only the football-helmet 
covering of his boss.

Bosses vary considerably.  Some are much wider than others, 
and some buffalo bulls will always have a gap of a couple of 
inches between the horns.  Whatever, the issue is that the boss 
be comprised of fully hard horn, and for most serious buffalo 
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Africa’s Cape Buffalo
hunters, this is the defining mark of a completely mature and, 
thus, shootable bull.

The boss is, of course, just one aspect of a buffalo’s horns.  
Just like mule deer hunters speak in terms of spread, the most 
commonly quoted feature of a buffalo’s horns is the outside 
spread.  A decent, average, mature bull will have a spread of 
something like thirty-six to thirty-eight inches.  Always and 
forever, forty is considered very good.  Up into the mid-forties 
is fabulous, and hunters speak in hushed tones of the very few 
buffaloes that have reached fifty inches.  

Perhaps more important than spread, though, is the 
configuration of the horns.  Ideally, you want the horns to drop 
well down and then curve into the tips in a beautiful arc.  A 
very wide bull may have extremely flat horns that simply come 
straight out and are not attractive at all; a somewhat narrower 
bull with a deep curve may be both more beautiful and more 
impressive.  And a bull that has a very wide spread and perfect 

Back at the skinning shed with a buffalo carcass.  Absent refrigeration, meat that cannot 
be quickly utilized will be cut into thin strips and dried as biltong, African jerky.
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Buffalo!
configuration—but still has soft, hair-covered bosses—is not a 
trophy at all.  I’ll discuss this in greater detail later on.

The buffalo has wide, sensitive ears covered with soft hair 
on the inner surfaces.  There is nothing at all wrong with these 
ears.  When buffaloes are moving and feeding, you have a wee bit 
of latitude, but when they’re resting, all senses are on high alert, 
and a careless footstep will be the end of that stalk.  The eyes are 
black and fairly keen.  I do not think they see nearly as well as some 
of the antelope species—or perhaps don’t place as much reliance 
on their vision—but, when stalking a herd slowly and carefully 
and with good cover, I have often been amazed at the distances 
at which a watchful cow will suddenly fix all her attention on me.  
Like most game animals, however, the buffalo’s shotgun-muzzle 
nose is the first line of defense.  You might get away with snapping 
a dry twig, and, if you’re careful, stealthy movement is possible, at 
least to within shooting range.  But one whiff of human scent, and 
the jig is up.  It doesn’t take much, just a puff of swirling breeze.

Typically, unless they have a place they must get to, buffaloes 
will move more or less into the wind so that they know what’s in 
front of them.  They might continue to move this way when spooked 
once, but you won’t push them more than a time or two before 
they’ll move with a following wind.  Then, it’s all over for that day.  
Of course, this is a typical tactic for a wounded buffalo—except that 
he won’t always run away!

Habits and Habitat

Buffaloes are primarily a grazing ruminant.  They will also 
browse their way along, but grass is their staple diet.  This means 
that they must come into relatively open country to graze, but 
they prefer heavy cover for daytime resting.  Let’s start their day 
at noon, in the thickest, nastiest cover available in the area.

They will rest there through the heat of the day, spread out, 
lying down, chewing their cuds some of the time and sleeping 
intermittently, but always with some buffaloes paying attention.  
They will normally get up late in the afternoon, perhaps two 
hours before dusk, and begin grazing their way along.  Depending 
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on where their shady cover is in relation to good grazing and 
water (and also depending on the moonlight), they may water in 
the early evening, during the night, or first thing in the morning.  
They will graze through the night, but they will also spend some 
of this time resting and ruminating.  Their night vision is just 
fine, but I don’t believe they generally move great distances at 
night.  Certainly they feel secure at night, provided lions leave 
them alone, and will often spend several nighttime hours resting 
in open country.

In the early morning, they do the reverse, feeding their way 
slowly back into heavy cover.  They are not on any schedule, but 
they don’t move much during the heat of the day.  Usually they 
will reach bedding cover and lie down by about eleven o’clock, but 
I have noticed that during a full moon, they are likely to lie down 
earlier.  This suggests that they move and feed more on moonlit 
nights, which shouldn’t come as rocket science.

They are fairly random in their movements.  They might stay 
in an area with really good grass for a few days, and they will often 
water at the same point for successive days, but this depends a lot 

Buffalo need water almost every day, usually coming to water some time between late 
afternoon and early morning.
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When I first hunted on Roger Whittall’s Humani Ranch in the ’70s, buffalo were almost 
gone, eradicated over concerns about hoof-and-mouth disease.  Twenty years later, after 
much effort, the buffalo were back, and I finally got one along Zimbabwe’s Sabi River.  
This, by the way, is the only “freak” buffalo I have ever taken, with a right horn like 
an upside down eland horn.

on how many options are available.  Lions will move them around, 
and, of course, we hunters do, but their movements are primarily 
dictated by grass, water, and security cover.  Depending on these 
and their own bovine whims, they may move several miles in the 
course of a night’s feeding—or only a few hundred yards.  Many 
cattle ranchers around the world, including my part of central 
California, regard Zimbabwean Alan Savory as a guru in livestock 
range management.  His theories on rotational grazing, what he 
calls “holistic range management,” are based on his observations 
of the effect of the random movement of Cape buffalo herds on 
the bushveld of his native land.

They are herd animals, mostly.  A mixed herd of cows and 
calves may have as few as a dozen or twenty animals, or as many 
as five hundred and more.  If there is an average size, then I think 
it depends on the local population.  Obviously, if you keep running 
into big herds in the hundreds, then there are lots and lots of 




