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Foreword

STEVE CHRISTENSON CALLED one afternoon 
to say he had written a book on African hunting.  
This came as no surprise.  Steve has penned dozens 

of hunting accounts for magazines and anthologies.  He’s 
a gifted writer, and no one spins a tale more colorfully.  
Yeah, the guy is a fair country-shot and some say he’s a 
decent hunter.  But this you can take to the bank:  After 
thirty years of friendship and campfires shared from 
Texas to Sudan, I know Christenson to be one of those 
characters you never forget!

Steve’s first book, From the Okavango to the Plains 
of East Africa, was a breath of fresh air, so different 

from the mundane one often finds in his library.  His 
accounts are far from the whack ’em and stack ’em, we’re 
so tired of reading.  Not since Death in the Long Grass 
by Peter Capstick have I read such spellbinding accounts 
of leopard maulings, lion charges, and nasty encounters 
with mbogo.  I mean it:  Once you crack open From the 
Okavango to the Plains of East Africa you’re committed to 
the exciting conclusion.

His latest epic, From the Congo Basin to the Highlands 
of Ethiopia, is a similar must-read saga of African hunting 
as it should be practiced.  The quest is for Africa’s most 
difficult and challenging trophies; the settings are the 

Tommy Caruthers has hunted throughout the world for decades, amassing a substantial and diverse collection of difficult 
trophies including the Grand Slam of North American sheep, the African Big Four, and most European mountain species.  
His unselfish and dedicated work with major conservation and hunting organizations is unprecedented, earning him several 
distinguished honors:  Dallas Safari Club Award of Excellence 2004 for twenty-five years of service; Dallas Ecological 
Foundation Outstanding Trustee Award 1997; FNAWS Gordon Eastman Grass Roots Award 2003, Special Achievement 
and Recognition Award 2004; Texas Bighorn Society President’s Award 2007; and Boone and Crockett Club Presidential 
Recognition Award 2002, Emeritus Membership awarded 2007.  Tommy Caruthers lives with his charming wife, Pat, in 
Denton, Texas.
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most exotic and potentially dangerous countries.  When I 
began reading the manuscript I was stunned by its depth 
and proportions.  These forays into the wildest African 
lands are not the traditional East African safaris featured 
in his previous volume.  Rather, they are adventures into 
areas with no form of structured hunting.  Indeed, these 
hunts are incredibly demanding, conducted under the 
harshest conditions—near-impenetrable rain forests, 
high-altitude mountains, and blazing deserts.  Without 
exception, these are regions of fleeting political stability 
and bereft of tourist facilities.  Some of the hunts 
occurred in war zones, embroiled in civil conflicts where 
the slaughter of indigenous people was and is a daily 
occurrence.  Steve’s hunts—indeed, his safari accounts—
are not for the squeamish or faint-of-heart.  

From the Congo Basin to the Highlands of Ethiopia 
is a masterfully crafted canvas of disparate landscapes, 
historical struggles, ethnic and religious battles, and 
the conflicts raging amongst men and against wildlife.  
This book merits reading if for no other reason than the 
chapters dealing with ivory poaching from a Sudanese 
perspective, the genesis of the Darfur genocide, and the 
incidence of Sudanese slave trading.  From the Congo 
Basin to the Highlands of Ethiopia is destined to become 
a classic rendering on par with James Mellon’s African 

Hunter, Ernest Hemingway’s Green Hills of Africa, and 
Robert Ruark’s Horn of the Hunter.

The book is lavishly illustrated, providing an 
intimate glimpse of each country, the people, and the 
wildlife.  Christenson contrasts this natural beauty with 
the shocking cruelty of Africa, the endemic poverty 
suffered by so many, and the diabolical treachery of ruling 
despots.  To be sure, readers will plumb the horrors still 
prevalent in Africa, but the book is mostly about the day-
to-day pleasures of expeditionary safaris, the challenge 
of Africa’s supreme hunts, and the experiences, often 
hilarious, that accentuate survival in the bush. 

From the Congo Basin to the Highlands of Ethiopia 
will rivet your attention; you’ll be tempted to skip ahead, 
reading faster and faster, while peeking at the conclusion 
to each chapter.  Personally, I felt as though I was in a 
surround-sound setting, experiencing the adventures in 
real-time with all the joy and excitement of each day’s 
hunt, laughing at the stories, and sometimes shocked by 
the revelations of political intrigue. 

From the Congo Basin to the Highlands of Ethiopia is 
a brilliant, entertaining literary work you’ll want in your 
library.  Together with From the Okavango to the Plains of 
East Africa they form the defining chronicle of African 
hunting during the latter part of the twentieth century.

Tommy Caruthers
Denton, Texas
Summer 2011
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THERE’S A WATERING hole in Arizona, 
secretly nestled in the Sonoran Desert near 
the outskirts of Cave Creek.  It blends perfectly 

into the background of a sandy hill covered in saguaro 
cactus.  I never understood how the shanty weathered 
the first August monsoon, but there it was, a ramshackle 
settlement infested with scorpions, tarantulas, and 
Mojave rattlesnakes.  It looked like a movie set from 
Tombstone.  I mean, you could see through the slats 
of fractured siding, and the back of the tavern was 
completely open.  In fact, I don’t think there was a front 
door because if there was, a sign would have surely 
forewarned:  Hatari!

This was no ordinary saloon, certainly not for tour-
ists or the faint-of-heart.  Fact is, if you didn’t know this 
place, you’d never find it.  The owners liked it that way.  
I never saw Sheriff Joe’s deputies in the vicinity and as-
sumed the proprietors handled trouble their own way.  
Cowboys were welcomed and horses were occasion-
ally tethered in shade.  Nope, this wasn’t a nineteenth 
hole for geriatric retirees coming off a round at the TPC 
[Tournament of Players Club].  But if you rode . . . you 
know, rode low on a Harley or a vintage Indian, this was 
your spot. 

I came to the Gear Box for two reasons:  the best 
hamburger west of the Mississippi and a panoramic view 
of the desert that is second to none.  I enjoyed many 
evenings on the dusty porch, captivated by the setting 
sun while sipping an icy sundowner.  The characters 
were different, but the sunsets were a vicarious interlude, 
magically transporting me to Africa. 

The owner hunkered at the cash register, scribbling 
food orders.  Oh, and when I say cash register I mean 
cash only—forget the plastic.

“Yeah?”
“Uh . . . uh . . . We’ll have . . .”
“Get the hell outta here.  Don’t come up here till you 

know what you want.”
Hook was a tad intimidating.  He soared to six-five 

and comfortably tipped the scales around three hundred.  
The overlord wore tattered jeans, an oil-stained muscle 
shirt, and boots with toes capped in metal.  His head 
was shaved, but he sported a black mustache and beard 

Introduction
“And after Tanzania, go somewhere else.  Steve, do every country in Africa.  It won’t  

last forever, I promise you!”
Willie Engelbrecht

From the Okavango to the Plains of East Africa

sprinkled with gray.  I guessed him at fifty but wasn’t sure.  
He was tattooed so heavily his arms and shoulders were a 
montage of horrifying ink, though the image on his neck 
was starkly prominent—an iron cross.  Hook’s moniker 
evolved from his weapon of choice, a meat hook.

“You back, dumb ass?”
“Yeah, Hook, I’m back.”
“Well, what’s it gonna be?”
“We’ll each have a burger, with everything, and . . .”
“That’s the only way we make ’em.  You want 

somethin’ special, ask Cinnamon.  Got it?”
“Yep.  And French fries and two beers, uh, two 

Buds.”
“Draft or bottles?”
“Bottles.  Ice cold . . .”
“You know, just when I think you’ve finally got it, 

you say crap like that.  All we got is cold beer.”
“Sorry.”
Hook shook his head, glanced at Pops and smirked.  

“Get outta here.  Be about ten minutes.”

******
Pops was my friend and bodyguard.  Well, not 

exactly a bodyguard; chaperone is more descriptive. 
“Whatever you do, Steve, don’t touch the bikes on 

our way in.  Don’t stare at anyone you can’t whup and 
don’t ask questions about the brothers.”

Not in my wildest dreams would I have gone into 
the Gear Box alone.  Pops did his best to clue me in.  
“For gawd’s sake, don’t wear those pony-shirts and forget 
shorts, just jeans and a tee shirt.” 

I did my best; if I knew in advance I didn’t shave 
for three or four days, anything to scruff up a little.  
It really didn’t matter, though.  Patrons of the Gear 
Box were well beyond anything I could mimic to 
blend unnoticed.  But Pops was special.  He was my 
generation and old school, all the way to the Scorpions 
in Detroit.  He introduced me to Hook and the guys 
around the bar, telling them I was a brother (a very 
good thing) and part of his family.  His blessing earned 
me a hall pass from beasts like Bardahl and Chains.  
Thank gawd I wasn’t a weekend wannabe driving up 
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from Scottsdale on the most expensive Harley money 
could buy or on a glitzy chopper.

Pops’ first name was Norman; at least that’s what 
it said on his driver’s license.  I first met him on a hot 
August afternoon when I returned home, finding him 
with my wife . . . sharing hot English tea on our veranda, 
watching the antics of our brightly colored Anna’s 
hummingbirds. 

“This is Pops, Honey.  He’s Turtle’s dad.”
I shook his hand, although I’ve got to admit the 

sight of a tattooed-up biker dude was, at first, a little 
disconcerting.  But, you kinda have to know my wife and 
her eclectic assortment of friends.

“I prayed for an angel and I got one.”
“What?”
“You know, Steve, an angel.  As in when I lived in 

Manteca and Stockton in the sixties and seventies.”
“Ohhh, that kind of angel.”
“Yeahhh . . .”
Pops and I hit it off from the get-go.  He was 

interested in my African stories, and I sat spellbound 
as he recounted raids into Mexico, cross-country biker 
caravans, eluding the law, dancing in the desert, and the 
early days in Oakland. 

“You kiddin’ me, Pops?  You actually know him?”
“Know him?  We’re brothers till the end.  You wanna 

meet him?  He lives just down the road.”
“Hmmm.  Is it safe?” I asked.  Sonny was a biker 

icon, a notorious celebrity in the desert community 
north of Phoenix. 

“Sure . . .  That is if you’re with me.  He hangs at the 
Buffalo Chip.”

“Yeah, I guess.  I mean the guy’s sold more books 
than I can dream of.  Heck, my son’s got two in his 
personal library.”

******
Cinnamon served our meal and icy brews as we sat on 

elevated stools beneath a swirling fan.  Periodically, music 
blared from two Bose speakers, masking clandestine 
conversations and deals being made around the bar.

“Get you boys anything else?”
“Thanks, ma’am, I think we’re fine.”
“Ma’am?  It’s Cinnamon.  I know that’s real hard for 

you to remember.”
Of course the well-endowed waitress was draped in 

long, bleached hair to her waist.  What else would you 
expect from a committed biker chick?  Tats ran across 
the small of her back and down her calves.  She’d seen 
her best days in the eighties but still knew how to work 
a crowd.  Cinnamon flirted with Pops because he was 

a celebrity.  Fortunately, she ignored me, and I avoided 
confrontation with any suitor skulking in the shadows.

Hook’s crew perfected the art of cooking ground 
beef only one way—rare.  Crimson juice gushed down 
our chins as we devoured the road-warrior delight.  If 
you were a well-done-kind-of-guy, you could forfeit 
your life trying to return an entrée:  “That’s the only 
way we make ’em!”

Pops was pontificating about handguns and why 
he preferred a .357 over the .45 and 9mm.  His personal 
favorite was a Smith & Wesson he always kept close.

“Old habit.  Can’t seem to break it.  When I was 
sergeant-at-arms I slept with it.  Wanna see it?” 

“Here?  This is a bar.  It’s against the law.  Wait, you 
said you were sergeant. . . .”

Pops skillfully eluded my question.  AB, his other 
nom de plume which was short for Abnormal, did not 
intend to violate his secrecy oath.  He moved quickly to 
his Harley Springer and pulled the strictly prohibited 
firearm from a leather bag and stuck it in his belt.  He 
strolled nonchalantly back to our table.  Hook and the 
boys never blinked. 

“Law?  What law?” he said while laying the notched 
revolver on the table.

We moved to picnic tables arrayed next to parked 
bikes in a shady grove of Palo Verde trees.  The tables 
overlooked an enormous valley, now resplendent in 
colors of a fiery sunset.  Pops paused from recounting 
the pain he endured returning from Viet Nam.  We 
both gazed in awe at what was surely a spectacular 
canvas of nature’s purest yellows, oranges, reds, and 
purples. The evening was particularly stunning; 
dramatic hues were reflected off parallel banks of 
rolling cumulus clouds.

Pops was not healthy, and he sensed his time was 
short.  He spoke nostalgically as he gazed to the heavens, 
“Tell me about Africa, brother.  You have sunsets like 
this in Africa?”

“I know a hangout, Pops.  It reminds me of this 
place.  Same guy must’ve built both, short on paint, long 
on cerveza.  It’s out from town, along the Thamalakane.”

“The what?”
“It’s a river in Botswana, near the town of Maun.
“Back of the shack opens up to tables under a huge 

shade tree.  The patio is above the river, and we can 
see for miles into the desert.  The sunsets are beautiful 
from that spot, not fiery but golden with soft oranges.  
The light is how I always imagined heaven.  Come to 
think of it, people in the bar are a lot like your brothers.  
They’re rough hombres, mostly professional hunters, 
ranchers, and mechanics.  They’re all independent as 
hell, carry guns, and aren’t shy of a scuffle.”
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“Now that’s a place I’d like to see.  Might be the 
closest I ever get to heaven.  How’d you find it?”

“Well, I had a brother, of sorts.  We adopted each 
other over the years.  He was a hardcore professional 
hunter named Willie Engelbrecht.  Looked a helluva lot 
like Crocodile Dundee.  Willie took me under his wing.  
He was the mentor; I was his protégé.  One afternoon 
we were killin’ time, waitin’ to leave for the Kalahari 
when Willie asked, ‘How ’bout a cold one?  I know a 
place where they keep Castles on ice.  It’s our private 
watering hole.’

“Pops, the spot was downright pleasant, a cool shade 
and soft breeze drifted across the river.  Really, it seemed 
more like a hunting camp than a bar.  Willie didn’t 
exaggerate, the lagers were chilled to perfection.  We 
talked lion hunting, downed a couple, and smoked too 
many cigarettes.  Just as we were fixin’ to push off, another 
professional hunter roars up in an open Land Cruiser.

“ ‘Look what the hyenas just dragged in,’ Willie 
exclaimed while raising his beer to Dougie Wright.’

“ ‘Hoped I’d find you guys.  I’ve been looking 
everywhere.’

“What’s up, Dougie?” I asked.
“ ‘You’ve got to see these photos.  You’re bloody well 

not going to believe ’em.’
“They were photographs of a desert lion hunt 

guided by Lionel Palmer.  Pops, he’s another famous 
hunter.  Apparently, they tracked a lion for hours; 
pushed him over the top.  The crazed cat charged past 
the trackers.  He smashed through the Land Cruiser 
windshield, hell-bent on killin’ Lionel.  In one photo 
the steering wheel was bent at a forty-five-degree 
angle.  Dougie explained that Lionel jumped from the 
truck and slammed the door shut.  He fired through 
the door, killing the lion in the front seat.  The pictures 
showed bullet holes into the steel door and where the 
slugs exited the opposite side. 

“Willie could barely breathe, he was laughing so 
hard.  ‘Un-bloody rrreal,’ ’’ he said.  (He liked to twirl the 
r’s when he got excited.) 

“ ‘Yeah, Bwana,’ Dougie cackled.  ‘Know what it 
reminds me of?’

“ ‘What’s that?’
“ ‘You know, Willie, the day you broke down in the 

Delta.  You shot your own Toyota with a .458 through 
the radiator, into the engine block.’

“ ‘That wasn’t bloody funny, Dougie. . . .  Cost me 
two months in wages!’

“Dougie continued to howl, now at Engelbrecht.  
“ ‘Well, Stevie my boy, that’s who you’ll be hunting 

with the next month.  When you break down, and 
you will, maybe you should remind your great white 

hunter that not even a Land Cruiser can stand up to a 
well-placed solid!’ ”

Pops smiled when I finished the tale but his 
mind seemed elsewhere.  “So, what happened to your 
brother, Willie?”

“He passed away about ten years ago.  Stomach 
cancer, as I recall.”

Pops murmured a prayer but continued to admire 
the darkening skyline as though he would never see 
another as beautiful.

The Gear Box with its cast of reprobates and wanted 
felons was an exciting place.  I knew I didn’t belong, 
but the sense was intoxicating.  It was like casting a 
fly on the McNeil River during the spawn.  The only 
fishermen who really belong on the McNeil are brown 
bears; everyone else is persona non grata!  With Pops 
I was safe, and I never returned without him.  The 
burgers didn’t justify the risk of Hook without a witness.  
Besides, I was conflicted by Big Earl’s Greasy Eats; the 
name says it all.

There is a special class of African safari that is much 
the same; it’s all about who you know.  My travels to 
exotic lands, those where I really didn’t belong, were the 
most memorable adventures of my life.  Along the way, 
there were lessons learned; some came painfully from 
firsthand encounters while others were offered by those 
with far more experience.  

Mexico was a poignant example: a haunting lesson 
followed by insightful advice.  Charlie and I were terror-
stricken, that paralyzing panic accompanied by gut-
wrenching nausea.  We were being transported to a 
Mexican jail somewhere along the Pacific Coast of the 
Baja Peninsula.  For some inexplicable reason, Speegle’s 
plan to rendezvous on the outskirts of Ensenada had 
gone awry.  Our maven was to deliver the required gun 
permits, documents the policia demanded before our 
arrest.  He never showed.

The local gendarmes ambushed us when we entered 
a filthy, three-sided saloon in a shanty village along a 
dusty thoroughfare.  The cops demanded our passports 
and driver’s licenses, which they refused to return.  
Their search quickly extended to our San Diego-rental 
where they uncovered two shotguns and several boxes 
of ammunition. 

Sergeant Garcia was an enormous creature, so 
rotund he couldn’t fasten his sweat-stained tunic.  The 
stooge was forced to wear it open, draping the tail over 
his bulging waist.  Completing the caricature was a face 
covered in week-old, black stubble and a preposterous 
uniform cap loosely nestled atop a bulbous head.  There 
was nothing amusing about his partner, though.  He was 
a surly man with cold black eyes that reminded me of 
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a mamba’s.  He mumbled orders to Garcia who obeyed 
without hesitation.  It was a relationship not unlike 
Steinbeck’s Lennie and George.  Garcia was the mamba’s 
intimidating muscle, the enforcer.

The sergeant frowned as he glanced from the open 
trunk, “¿Dónde está tu permiso de armas?”

“Officers, we’re supposed to meet our friend 
here with the permits,” I began nervously.  “We have 
permits . . . just not with us.  We should just wait for 
Dr. Speegle.”  I was about to attempt an awkward 
Spanish interpretation when Garcia repeated his 
request a second time.

“No aquí,” I relented.
“Huh, gringos!” the mamba spat derisively.
“Es muy malo,” Garcia added extra punch to the 

moment.
Oh, I realized it was bad; so did Burford.  A moron 

knew you didn’t waltz into Mexico with two shotguns 
and a case of ammunition without proper permits.  We’d 
bought into Speegle’s fool-proof plan and now we were 
certainly the village idiots—caught red-handed!  “Señor, 
could we just wait for the doctor?”

“Usted esta detenido.”
“What?!” Charles blurted.  “Steven, do something.”
“I would if I could, I don’t know. . . .”
“Dame las llaves del coche.”
I handed the steely mamba our car keys.  With that 

act of attrition, our hope for reconciliation evaporated.  
The only glint of optimism was neither Garcia nor 
Mamba unholstered their sidearm nor had we been 
handcuffed.  They ushered us to the passenger side of 
their decrepit, black pickup.  There was no insignia on 
the truck, which caused me to whisper, “Charlie, how do 
we know if these guys are really cops.  Hell, they might 
be kidnapping us.”

“Doesn’t matter now.  They’ve got the guns.”
“Maybe we should try a bribe?”
“They’ve already got our money.  They’ve got 

everything. There’s nothing to negotiate with.”  
Exasperated, Burford threw up his arms, a final gesture 
of surrender. 

******
Mamba followed in the rental car as Sergeant 

Garcia gunned the dilapidated truck down dirt roads 
from the village, climbing higher into the hills, heading 
south toward Santo Tomas Valley.  We nervously 
chain-smoked in the cab while the sergeant continued 
to shake his head and mumble, “Muy malo, muy malo.”  
Garcia was projecting the dire consequences we were 
certain to confront.

“Prisón por diez años.”
“What’d he say, Steven?”
“Ten years in prison!” I murmured. 
“Señor, mi amigo es muy importante,” I implored.
“Bueno.  Bueno.  Cinco años,” five years, Garcia 

sneered sarcastically.
“¿Señor, por favor.  Dinero?”
“Demasiado tarde,” it was too late.
“I can’t do a Mexican jail, let alone ten years in a 

prison.  Hell, I can’t do ten days!”
“I know Charlie, we’ve got to find a telephone,” I said 

as I turned to the sergeant to ask:  “¿Señor, teléfono?”
“Más tarde.  Mucho más tarde.”
“We’re screwed, Charlie.  I mean, we’re seriously 

in trouble.”
“What the hell happened to Speegle?  It’s not 

like Doc.  He should’ve been there.  What if he’s 
been arrested?”

Increasingly introspective, I wondered how we 
would cope with a Mexican prison.  The macabre 
scenes of Midnight Express kept recurring; I was certain 
neither of us would survive such an ordeal.  Without 
warning, Garcia slammed the brakes, stopping in 
front of a gray building fabricated with concrete 
blocks; it was definitely institutional in appearance.  
My heart sank even further as I gazed upon our final 
destination—a Mexican jail.

“Estamos aquí,” Garcia shouted with a chuckle and a 
slap on Burford’s back.

Charlie and I were bewildered by Garcia’s abrupt 
change in demeanor.  We stared blankly at each other.  
Then we saw Bob Speegle and his Mississippi crony, 
Hugh Nichols, approaching with two, well-dressed 
Mexican officials.  I was overwhelmed with relief, as 
though the governor had just called one minute before 
midnight to stay our impending execution.  

When Mamba and Sergeant Garcia described 
details of their ruse in newly found, impeccable English, 
Bob bent over laughing hysterically.  Nichols did the same, 
but he could tell we surpassed our limit of mental stress, 
totally oblivious to the well-orchestrated subterfuge.  
Speegle offered no sympathy.  As far as he was concerned, 
it was a lesson neither of us would forget.

“These guys are friends . . . amigos.  They’re with the 
Wildlife Department and help manage this property.  
They had your permits, all along.  You were perfectly 
legal.  Come on, let’s get you guys a drink.  You both look 
like you could use one.”

Speegle and his Wildlife entourage strolled to the 
lodge, cackling like hyenas recounting the most profound 
practical joke ever perpetrated.  Charlie and I remained 
in the truck, still in shock.
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“Burf, I don’t know what to say.  I’ve seen some 
practical jokes, but this one . . .”

“I’m gonna kill him.  I mean it.  I think that stunt 
took ten years off my life.”

A few minutes passed before I could recompose.  
“Come on, amigo, let’s have a drink and forget about it.  
I’m so happy it was a joke and we’re not going to jail I can’t 
seem to get too angry.  Besides, his day’ll come.” 

******
The secluded enclave was situated between the 

Sierra Juarez and Sierra San Pedro ranges and the 
Pacific Coast.  While we shot doves in the valley during 
evenings, our primary quarry was the difficult mountain 
quail (Oreortyx pictus).  We hunted these elusive birds 
in the morning scouring mountaintops and ridges in 
search of scattered coveys at the direction of the local 
bird boys.  The hunts were rigorous, resembling a desert 
bighorn hunt more than a fall quail outing.

The charge up the hillside was always led by Dr. 
Speegle, dubbed Barracuda by Hugh Nichols.  Nick 
was more accustomed to bobwhite hunts with pointers.  
Speegle’s mountain quail sorties more closely resembled 
a feeding frenzy of swarming tiger sharks.  There was 
nothing genteel about these hunts or the gathering of 
international hunters in attendance.  There were no 
dainty 28-gauge quail doubles.  In fact, only Charlie 
Burford brought a 20-gauge over-and-under the first 
year, a naïve mistake corrected the following year.  The 
others carried 12-gauge automatics with modified 
chokes.  Shots of fifty yards were not uncommon 
as the wild coveys exploded like shrapnel in every 
direction.  Owing to the personalities involved, the 
affair was highly competitive; a six-bird morning could 
easily win gratuitous drinks during the evening’s  
raucous festivities. 

Iron Man Bob’s hunting strategy was simple:  
First to the lofty covey meant the first to shoot, and 
no one matched Speegle’s climbing stamina.  He also 
embraced the belief that when there’s lead in the air, 
there’s hope.  If he could see a quail, he emptied his 
ragtag Browning automatic.  

“I didn’t bring this ammo to Mexico to haul it back 
to Texas,” he would say.  

Stragglers were left clutching fully-loaded shotguns, 
and if you couldn’t sprint to hilltops you returned to the 
lodge empty-handed.

There were casualties caused by the heat and sun, 
but most injuries were meted out by a particularly nasty 
form of cholla spreading along the ground, concealed 
under grass.  They were Baja’s landmines; the spikes 

were long and sharp, hard enough to penetrate the 
toe of a leather boot or even through the sole.  Speegle 
begrudgingly performed field surgery with needle-nosed 
pliers, inconveniently delaying his crusade to the next 
mountain and new birds. 

Oh, there was another, formidable impediment:  
red diamond rattlesnakes.  Personally, I found the 
colorful vipers interesting, though some were afflicted 
with reptile psychoses.  After a rather close encounter, 
one invited guest refused to return to the mountains. 

“What’s the big deal?” Speegle queried in a 
demeaning bedside manner.  “You never saw rattlers 
in Texas?” 

But no amount of cajoling could shame the man back 
to the quail hunt.  Naturally, he forfeited his annual spot, 
which always began the Friday following Thanksgiving.

We normally returned to the lodge around one 
o’clock for fried quail and a siesta before the evening dove 
hunt.  Paloma swarmed fields like locusts; our shooting 
was only tempered to conserve American ammunition.  
The Mexican shells, while sufficiently lethal, often 
jammed in our assortment of automatics.

Following an evening shower, we hustled to 
the great room for cocktails and the next round 
of competition:  darts.  Of course, these weren’t 
traditional, pub-style darts.  We tossed them from 
one end of the room to the other for pesos piled like 
Monopoly money.  Some could not throw hard enough 
to avoid hitting the ceiling (an elevated trajectory), and 
at least two glass-encased photos were shattered.  The 
wildlife supervisor, Manuel, always hurried his chefs 
to serve the evening meal, hoping to preserve the 
room’s fragile décor.  One evening we were treated to a 
unanimous favorite, fresh abalone and lobster.  Lodge 
cooks prepared extraordinary seafood, as fine as any I 
have sampled.

Speegle asked me to join him for dinner, for there 
was something we needed to discuss.  I expected a 
contrite apology for his devious practical joke, a naïve, 
childlike assumption on my part.

He began somewhat paternally as he doused 
his black beans and rice with a dose of Baja’s 
smoldering peppers. “Steverino, seems you could use 
a little direction . . . with your hunting plans, sort  
of a strategy.”

“Sure.  I’d appreciate any suggestions.”
“You’ve done a ton of African hunting . . . but most 

of it has been in Botswana and Tanzania.  You’ve got the 
dangerous game, and you’ve done it quite well.  It’s time 
you moved on.”

“I agree.  I’ve got six of the spiral-horns, but I need 
the tough ones.”
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“There you go.  There’s nothing easy about bongo, 
mountain nyala, and giant eland.  They’re the ones . . . the 
ones that separate the men from the boys.”

One of our companions, a highly accomplished 
international sheep hunter with all major African 
species, stepped in.  “Bongo’s the most difficult animal 
you’ll ever hunt.  Guaranteed.  I was lucky as all get out.  
I hope you can get into Sudan ’cause you don’t want any 
part of those buggers in Central Africa.”

“That’s for damn sure,” Burford added emphasis 
concerning his personal nemesis, the bongo.

Speegle concurred with a devilish grin, “You need a 
plan, Steve.”

“I got one, of sorts.  In January I’m going for giant 
eland in Central Africa.”

“Who you huntin’ with?”
“SAFECA.  My PH is Eric Stockenstroom.”
“Good outfit.  I hunted with Stockenstroom.  You 

should get an eland.  Expect a lot of walking.  It’s a bit 
warm that time of year, but you’ll be fine.”

“I’m in the middle of booking a safari next year to 
Ethiopia for mountain nyala.”

“Now you’re talkin’.  Who with?”
“Thomas Mattanovich.”
“Tom would be my choice for Ethiopia.  He’s great,” 

the sheep hunter added.
“Steve, you do realize these hunts aren’t like mixed-

bag safaris in East Africa.  They’re safaris for only one or 
two animals.  There’s nothin’ mixed-bag about ’em.  They 
can be rough as hell, the countries are a bit dicey, and it 
can get hairy.”

“Hairy?”
“Dangerous!  You can get away with a second-

class professional hunter or outfitter in South Africa or 
Botswana.  You make a mistake in Sudan or Ethiopia, 
and you’ll pay for it.  It’s all about who you know and who 
you’re going with.”

To most hunters, the mere utterance of safari 
evokes images of teeming wildlife, lurking dangerous 
beasts, a seemingly endless shooting license, mighty 
express rifles, manyara-style camps, spreading acacias, 
a snowcapped Kilimanjaro. . . .  These preconceptions 
may be somewhat justified, but only for the portion 
of sub-Saharan Africa from Tanzania and Zambia 
southward.  Hunting destinations for specialty 
safaris—mountain nyala, Nubian ibex, bongo, giant 
eland, and ultra-rare rain forest species—extend in a 

belt from Ethiopia in the east, continuing westward 
through Sudan, the Central African Republic, 
Cameroon, and to Liberia along the Atlantic Ocean.  
With the exception of Cameroon, these countries are 
considered unstable; in certain instances U.S. State 
Department travel warnings indicate extreme risk.  
Most surrounding countries are even less stable, some 
being the most dangerous states in the world.

Specialty safaris are quests for Africa’s most difficult 
and rarest trophies.  Not surprisingly, these highly 
coveted creatures inhabit primitive and risky domains.  
These quests are not the glorious spectacles graphically 
depicted by Ernest Hemingway, Jack O’Connor, and 
Robert Ruark.  They more closely resemble a well-
organized expedition into primitive lands.  Fortunately, 
professional hunters operating in countries like Central 
African Republic and Ethiopia are not the dime-store 
cowboys cropping up these days—guys with glitzy 
Web sites, satellite phones, GPS navigation, and who 
knows what other technological contrivances.  For the 
most part, these are proven warriors:  men operating in 
the most difficult countries, under extreme conditions.  
They made their trek up the Congo for one reason:  
These backward countries represent the final bastion 
where they can honestly ply their trade as professional 
hunters in a primal wilderness.

It is fitting that the living conditions are often as 
crude and as difficult as the hunt itself.  There are no icy 
gimlets served in Sudan, palm nut butter is the table fare 
in Liberia, and the gaboon viper rules with impunity in 
the rain forest.  Every aspect of a specialty safari is a test of 
perseverance—a worthy mental and physical challenge. 

These are safaris only taken up by the most passionate 
and experienced.  Just like the Gear Box, these safaris 
are not intended for the faint-of-heart.  As Bob Speegle 
succinctly pronounced, “Dudes need not apply.”  Yet, for 
the inveterate African hunter they represent the supreme 
challenges.  They are so intense that it is impossible 
to undertake such adventures and not be profoundly 
impacted.  I know these safaris altered my perspective on life, 
itself, and appreciation for the sport of big-game hunting. 

My fervent advice for the contemporary hunter 
contemplating such an undertaking is to accept the 
safari for its essence:  the paramount adventure of a 
lifetime.  Win, lose, or draw, embrace the experience 
and not the prospect of a kill.  These are special safaris 
and their flame flickers with an uncertain future. 



Part I

Egypt and Sudan



This African map illustrates traditional mixed-bag safari countries and the geographic location of most specialty safaris.  
Each country is shown with the respective Global Peace Index, a relative ruling by the Institute of Economics and Peace.  The 
lower the numerical score, the safer the country.



The Warrior Priests
Chapter 1

THE MODERN HISTORY of Sudan and 
Egypt is manifest in three significant events.  
In 1820, Ottoman forces conquered and 

unified northern Sudan, creating a de facto Egyptian 
province.  When the Suez Canal opened in 1869, it 
became Britain’s economic lifeline to India and the 
Far East.  The British quickly realized the strategic 
significance of the Sudanese coastline and began to take 
a proactive stance on Sudan.  Then in the 1870s Britain 
set itself on a course to abolish slavery in Africa.  Sir 
Samuel Baker and General Charles Gordon were given 
the British mandate to abolish slave trading in Sudan.  
The backlash was calamitous, and hatred of the foreign 
occupiers spread throughout the land.

In 1881, resentment of the rulers in the faraway Ot-
toman and British Empires came to a head.  An ascetic, 
yet charismatic, religious leader, Muhammad ibn Ah-
mad al-Sayyid Abdullah preached that Sudan must be 
purged of its oppressors, and he called for the creation 
of an Islamic state.  Proclaiming himself the Mahdi, the 
Guided One of the Prophet, he led his primitive forces 
in victory after victory against three Egyptian/Turkish 
armies.  His most dramatic was the annihilation of an 
overwhelming force led by Col. William Hicks, com-
mander-in-chief of the Sudan Field Force.

Who was this Mahdi?  Muhammad Ahmad ibn 
al-Sayyid Abdullah was born in Dongola, northern 
Sudan in 1844.  As he matured, he was recognized 
for his intractable Islamic beliefs.  Muhammad 
Abdullah quickly developed exceptional oratory 
skills that enabled him to influence large gatherings 
with charismatic speeches.  He offered religious 
interpretations and guidance for the righteous 

conduct of the faithful.  Muhammad Abdullah 
was not only a priest of Islam; he was also one of its 
greatest warriors.

As Muhammad Abdullah’s influence spread, he 
preached that a descendant of Mohammed the Prophet 
would emerge to re-animate the Islamic faith.  Abdullah 
claimed to be the one prophesied, and he pledged to correct 
injustice and restore Islamic ideals throughout Sudan.  
With unshakable conviction, Muhammad Abdullah 
declared himself the reincarnation of the Prophet:  The 
Mahdi had arrived to lead his people.

Support for the Mahdi’s cause spread like wildfire.  
The rebellion became a jihad, the dreaded Islamic holy 
war.  Alliances were created with major tribes:  the Beja 
in eastern Sudan, ferocious Dongola horsemen, and 
camel-mounted Baggara from the Western Desert.  Even 
remote Darfur warriors swarmed to enlist in the frenzy.  
The Mahdi’s supporters became known as the Ansar, 
and his emirs ranged far and wide, enveloping Sudan.

Two theaters of battle emerged:  eastern Sudan and 
the Western Desert.  While the jihad was declared in 
the name of Islam and piety, eastern conflicts were less 
altruistic.  The Beja, the dominant tribe along the Red 
Sea, fought to resurrect their traditional slave trade 
abolished by Gordon.  This is not to imply the Beja were 
not pious.  In fact, they are predominately Sufi Muslims 
(Dervishes).  Like their Afar cousins in Eritrea and 
Ethiopia, the Beja do not practice strict Sharia, a trait 
distinguishing them from the Baggara, who formed the 
nucleus of the Mahdi’s armed forces.

The Beja are composed of regional tribes such as the 
Hadendowa and Beni-Amer; these tribes are made up 
of closely knit clans like the Gemilab and Nurab.  Most 

I am the Mahdi, the Successor of the Prophet of God.  Cease to pay taxes to the infidel Turks, and let 
everyone who finds a Turk kill him, for the Turks are infidels.  

Muhammad Ahmad ibn al-Sayyid Abdullah
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Beja, certainly the Hadendowa, are nomadic pastoralists, 
raising a unique breed of camels, goats, and a few sheep.  
This is a bit misleading because the most powerful are 
also skillful traders and merchants.  A man with just 
such a background rose to prominence near Suakin and 
swore allegiance to the rebellion.  

Osman Digna was his name, and he became the 
Mahdi’s most accomplished field commander.  Osman 
Digna obliterated an incompetent regiment of 3,500 
British troops led by Valentine Baker Pasha and fought 
numerous battles against heavily armed British troops, 
thus ensuring victory for the Mahdi across a wide swath 
of Sudan.  Osman Digna was a slave trader as well as 
the undisputed emir of the fierce Hadendowa, so it is 
likely that he had financial incentives as well as religious 
reasons for following the Mahdi.  Osman Digna’s 
captives from Equatoria were shipped over the Red Sea 
to Arabia, Yemen, and Egypt from the port of Suakin, 
later renamed Port of Prince Osman Digna in his honor.  
At the time Suakin was the distribution hub for African 
slaves throughout the Arab world, so Osman Digna had 
much to gain financially from the Mahdi’s ascendancy 

and much to lose if the British gained complete supremacy 
in the region.  

By 1881, Abdullah’s popularity and revolutionary 
ideals were well known.  Fearing a revolution, the British-
Egyptian military command in Cairo dispatched two 
hundred troops to Abba Island, situated one hundred 
and fifty miles upstream from Khartoum.  Abba Island 
was the first of several miscalculations by the British.  The 
Mahdi’s zealous Ansar wiped out the entire contingent, 
raising the cry of jihad.

In retaliation, the Egyptians sent a second column 
into Kordofan.  Armed only with spears and primitive 
weapons, the Ansar annihilated the Egyptians.  With 
each victory, the Mahdi grew in strength.  In August 
1882, he laid siege to El Obeid, a town of one hundred 
thousand.  El Obeid fell in January 1883, following 
months of starvation.  A terrible massacre followed 
the surrender.  The Mahdi was able to seize a massive 
cache of arms and vast sums of currency, which provided 
resources for a sweeping revolution.

In the summer of 1883, Cairo ordered a huge 
expeditionary force commanded by Col. William Hicks to 

Two great warrior-priests, the Mahdi and the Khalifa, led the Sudanese to rebel against the British and Egyptians. Both men were devoutly religious and 
accomplished battlefield commanders. The men chose Omdurman as the new capital and military command center. It is fitting that the Mahdi’s rebuilt 
tomb can be seen clearly from the roof of the Khalifa’s house. (Photo courtesy of Tommy Caruthers)
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This map of Sudan and surrounding countries shows the areas where the author hunted in 1983.
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destroy the revolution.  The British-Egyptian command 
no longer considered the Mahdi’s forces to be primitive 
Arabs incapable of waging war.  Hicks’s army consisted 
of 7,000 infantry, 1,000 cavalry, and 5,000 camels loaded 
with supplies, machine guns, and a million rounds  
of ammunition.

Hicks’s campaign was a disaster.  The Mahdi 
quickly cut off Hicks from the Nile, eliminating the 
only source of water.  Within days the expeditionary 
arm was floundering in the desert, dying from thirst 
and virtually defenseless.  On 5 November 1883, 
thirty miles north of El-Obeid, 50,000 Arab warriors 
descended on Hicks.  Only 200 of the men under his 
command survived.

The overwhelming defeat of Hicks created a tidal 
wave of support for the Mahdi.  His popularity swept 
through Sudan.  In Darfur province, Slatin’s garrison 
was forced to surrender as did the command under Frank 
Lupton at Bahr-el-Ghazal.  Only Khartoum remained 
for the Mahdi’s promised conquest to be complete.  

Soon after the arrival of British General Charles 
“Chinese” Gordon at Khartoum, the Mahdi’s army lay 
siege to the city.  The British refused to reinforce General 
Gordon with troops from their Red Sea garrisons, 
feeling that these forces could not be diverted from 
protecting the Suez Canal shipping lanes.  Eight months 
later, the Ansar stormed the gates in the famous Battle 
of Khartoum.  As a result, Khartoum fell, and the Ansar 
beheaded England’s national hero.  

Except for minor British outposts along the Red 
Sea coastline, the Mahdi controlled the largest country 
in Africa.  His reign would endure only six more months, 
abruptly ending when he died suddenly of typhus.  Prior 
to his death, the Mahdi had selected three successors, but 
the ultimate leader became Abdullah ibn-Muhammad, 
also known as the Khalifa.

A Bedouin, Abdullah was born into the fierce Baggara 
of the Ta’aisha tribe in Darfur.  He, too, had trained as a 
holy man.  He first fought in the Battle of El Obeid and 
was commander at the siege of Khartoum.  He invaded 
Ethiopia, sacking Gondar in 1887, and then successfully 
repulsed the Ethiopians at the Battle of Metemma.  It 
was there that the Ethiopian emperor Yohannes IV was 
killed.  The Khalifa was considered devout, intelligent, 
and a skilled general.  He was ultimately captured and 
killed by Sir Reginald Wingate’s Egyptian column at 
Umm Diwaykarat in 1899.

This, then, was a land drenched in blood, where 
honor and religion became bywords for fanaticism.  
It is a land where the modern-day descendants of the 
Ansar maintained an implacable hostility to those 
they perceived as infidels.  Had I known of the blood-
soaked history of the land before I took my first 
safari in Sudan, I would have been better prepared to 
understand the mentality of these people, a mind-set 
that has not changed in the last one hundred and fifty 
years . . . and, more importantly, I would never have 
taken the risks I did.



A Place of War
Chapter �

LIKE A MONET landscape entombed within the 
Louvre, eastern Sudan is cloistered from Western 
civilization between the White Nile and Arabian 

Peninsula.  South of the second Nile cataract, the 
Nubian Desert is buttressed by jagged mountains rising 
dramatically from a spectacular coastline.  These ranges 
tower above the most beautiful body of water on earth, 
the Red Sea.

This alluring canvas belies the savagery perpetrated 
since Egypt invaded in 1500 bc to commandeer the 
source of Nubian gold, Equatorial ivory, and African 
slaves.  As centuries passed, the expanse from the 
ancient Port of Suakin to the border of Eritrea became 
a place of war, perpetually in conflict, and always 
dangerous to outsiders.

I was fortunate to be in eastern Sudan in 1983, 
a land virtually unchanged from the time of these 
historic battles.  We experienced the improbable, 
being mentally transported back in time to 1884.  
These fierce nomads of the Nubian Desert were still 
influenced by the Mahdi’s sermons and the deeds of 
their revered emir, Osman Digna.  In late afternoon 
we came upon a wide valley strewn with burial sites, 
said to be the final resting place of “great warriors.”  
Our Hadendowa guides forbade driving through the 
area; they considered such an act blasphemous and 
disrespectful.  

As we quietly trekked through the valley floor, 
I could practically smell the fog of gunpowder from 
a thousand Martini-Henrys fired in unison and the 
billowing clouds from cannon fire.  The screams of 

warriors, slashing with sword and spear, echoed off 
canyon walls; the most fearless charged at the heart 
of the British Square.  Set against an indigo sky, 
splendid flags and brilliant banners inscribed with 
religious verse bore witness to the struggles.  The 
vaunted Black Watch fought in khaki tunics; the 
Hadendowa donned cotton jibbahs adorned with 
patches of sapphire-blue and crimson, signifying 
allegiance to the Mahdi’s army, the Ansar.  The pitiful 
moans and cries of the dying thousands were mixed 
with the bellows of mortally wounded camels and 
horses that had been raked by Gatling guns.  For the 
Hadendowa, it was a battle for freedom and honor.  
For the British it was a struggle for power and glory 
in the name of Victoria and the Empire.

This was the Sudan Chinese Gordon confronted, 
the deserts where Col. Hicks Pasha and Maj.-Gen. 
Valentine Baker Pasha perished, the land not reconquered 
by Lord Kitchener for sixteen years.  The environment 
was primitive, oppressive, brutal—all attributes clearly 
reflected in the people.  Unlike the Afars in neighboring 
Ethiopia, the Hadendowa in 1983 were only armed with 
heavy swords, daggers, and long spears.  I’m certain the 
most revered weapons were venerated through action on 
battlefields like El Teb, Tamai, and Hashin Wells and 
were passed down from generation to generation.  There 
were no Kalashnikovs for the Beja, only sharp blades and 
tenacious courage.  And even after a century, some of the 
warriors still continued to adorn their tattered clothing 
with the blue patches of the Ansar!  I was amazed by 
how the Beja clung to their heritage, even though four 

The Prophet of God appeared to me [and said], “You are the Mahdi, and if anyone disbelieves in you, he 
disbelieves in God and His Prophet. . . .”  Then, in another vision, he told me that as I prayed in the mosque 
of El Obeid, I should also pray in the mosques[s] of Khartoum, Berber, Mecca, Jerusalem, El Irak (Tehran), 
and El Kufa (Baghdad).  May God grant that we pray in all of these mosques and finally die as martyrs at 
the hands of the infidels.

Muhammad Ahmed ibn al-Sayyid Abdullah
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generations had passed since the Mahdi and the Khalifa 
ruled; little had changed.

We were hidden amongst boulders atop the 
highest summit of a north-south range.  Sunset 
approached and the vistas were spectacular; golden 
sun rays, pulsating in a vivid burnt-orange, highlighted 
mountains and desert.  The sun was at our backs and 
before us we could discern the Red Sea along a distant 
horizon.  Our lofty vantage allowed us to spy upon a 
modern conflict unfolding.  Two thousand feet below, 
on a road snaking between the Red Sea and the jutting 
mountains, a convoy of military vehicles headed toward 
the Eritrean border.  

“For God’s sake, don’t anybody stand up,” Googie 
admonished.  “If those guys spot us, we’re in big trouble.  
They might start shooting.”

“Dang, Googie, they can’t see us.  We’re too far,” 
Caruthers responded.

“You never know.  Their spotters might pick up a 
reflection.  Please, we must be careful.”

“Who are they, Googie?” I asked.
“Military.”
“Sudanese?”
“Probably.  Might be Eritrean rebels.  Maybe 

Russians.  Doesn’t matter.  Whoever they are, they’re 
dangerous.”

“What’s the big deal?”
“The big deal is they’re headed into Eritrea.”
“What?”
“Steve, you see those tall mountains?  The ones near 

the end of the range?”
“Yeah . . .”
“That’s Ethiopia.”
“No kiddin’?  That’s pretty close, Googie.”
“That area’s hot.  Real hot.  Sudan’s supplying rebels 

with arms, and who knows what else.  If word got out, 
it would be a real problem. . . . .  It’s like a declaration 
of war.”

 “Googie, is this why we ran into those generals 
comin’ outta the hotel?”

Ibex Camp was situated in a dry riverbed or wadi coursing through a long valley separating several peaks in the Red Sea Hills of eastern Sudan. This was 
Beja land, home of the fierce Hadendowa clan, the Gemilab.
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“I’d bet on it.  This is a huge convoy by African 
standards; needed approval from the very top.”

******
I cringed recalling the confrontation with the 

generals.  Our luck passing through Port Sudan had 
been horrendous, one calamitous event after the 
other.  Then again, maybe our luck was spectacular 
since we did avoid incarceration . . . or worse.  The 
day began when our Sudan Airways jet touched 
down on the runway and the pilot immediately lost 
control.  The jet skidded and spun off the tarmac into 
the desert at high speed.  The plane nearly flipped, 
and I remember the left wing tip skimming through 
desert sand before the craft miraculously regained its 
upright position.  

“Any landing you can walk away from is a good 
one. . . .”  Luckily, the spinout was unexpected, over 
before we succumbed to cardiac arrest.  I leaned 
across the aisle to Tommy and Herman, “And you 

boys thought those Super Cubs in Alaska were scary.  
Welcome to Africa.” 

Neither could speak.  I don’t think they breathed 
until we scurried down a ladder to discover our 
luggage tossed carelessly in the sand by chortling 
baggage handlers.

Fortunately, Googie and Tin-Tim swooped in 
with their pickups and crews.  They knew we were 
shaken after witnessing the nearly disastrous landing.  
When the PHs offered assistance, we suggested the 
nearest watering hole.  Googie reminded us Sudan was 
Islamic and the sale of alcohol was strictly prohibited.  
We rummaged our duffel bags for Johnny Walker and 
Jack Daniels, definitely medicinal circumstances.  Tin-
Tim laughed at our audacity for bringing liquor into 
Sudan.  Googie suggested a meal in a hotel restaurant, 
so we drove to a large colonial building overlooking 
the Red Sea. 

Just as we were about to enter the hotel, four AK-
toting army personnel burst through the front door 
and pushed us with their slung weapons away from the 

The hunters came upon a wide valley that appeared to be covered with graves and meticulously constructed rock tombs. The Gemilab trackers refused to 
allow the professional hunter, S. A. Wahib more commonly called Googie, to drive into the valley as it is considered hallowed ground. The valley is the burial 
site of their ancestor warriors who had fought the British one hundred years earlier.
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entrance.  They continued to stare bullet holes through 
our faces—a warning not to twitch a muscle.  No one 
did, including our stunned professional hunters.  Two 
rotund Arabs decked out in dark-green uniforms 
covered in medals with accents of garish gold and red 
emerged.  Dark sunglasses enhanced their intimidating 
appearance.  In fact, they were downright scary.  The 
generals boarded separate black limousines and the 
guards climbed into the bed of a troop transport.  They 
sped off in a billowing cloud of dust.  This was our first 
hour in Port Sudan.

What followed was the predictable testosterone-
amped ramblings between shaken men pledging to kick 
the crap out of the next Sudanese recklessly brandishing 
a Kalashnikov.  Of course, we were only venting the 
stress of a helpless encounter.  Tin-Tim recommended 
we forgo the meal and head to the docks, quickly load 
our trucks, and leave Port Sudan before something else 

happened.  We all laughed.  “What else could possibly 
go wrong?”

******
“I count twelve heavy trucks, half-a-dozen armored 

vehicles, and covered trailers.  Hmm, I’m thinkin’ 
artillery.”

“That’s about right.”
“Tommy, now you see why you got called to task in 

Port Sudan?  These guys aren’t playing games.”

******
Tommy Caruthers would never forget the third 

incident.  I’m sure that I never will.  At the time, 
it all seemed so innocent.  We waited at the docks 
for our Land Cruisers to be packed with fuel, food 

Hunting in the Red Sea Hills in 1983 was like being transformed a hundred years back in time—very little had changed. The land was dominated by the 
Gemilab clan of the fierce Beja Hadendowa. They were immortalized by Rudyard Kipling in his poem “Fuzzy Wuzzy.”  Even in 1983 the Hadendowa 
retained the teachings of the Mahdi and their great commander Osman Digna. Note the blue patch on the jibbah, which is the insignia of the Ansar.



A Place of War

≈  � ≈

supplies, and water.  We were trying to repress 
images of the terrifying landing and being roughed 
up by the generals’ bodyguards.  Tommy found 
solace by documenting his first safari with photos of 
Port Sudan and a sinister-looking ship moored to an 
adjacent berth.  

He was spotted by lookouts manning the ship’s 
heavy machine gun.  Fortunately, the sailors only 
reacted with a barrage of Russian obscenities.  Googie 
grabbed the Texan’s 35mm, and he and Tin-Tim 
quickly responded with apologies all around.  But it 
was too late; heavily armed military guards surrounded 
our position.  Googie calmly explained the harmless 
intent of his ignorant clients, ultimately negotiating 
our release after surrendering Tommy’s film.  

Googie proceeded to lecture us like school children 
in front of the principal regarding the prohibition of 
cameras in restricted locations such as ocean ports.  
He threatened to confiscate our cameras for our own 
protection.  Tommy and I apologized and acquiesced 
to the scolding.  Half-a-dozen AKs in the hands of 

deadly serious troops is guaranteed to leave an indelible 
impression.  Caruthers and I adhered to Googie’s 
warning for at least two days!

Sudan barred its fangs, slapped us in the face, 
and seized our attention.  A sense of relief swelled in 
my stomach as I watched the town disappear behind 
our speeding Land Cruiser.  This place is different, I 
thought.  It’s nothing like Botswana or Tanzania.  We’ll 
need to be very careful.  No more mistakes.  Even with 
those precursors and our newfound knowledge of the 
place, we again found ourselves in a tricky situation:  
involuntarily spying upon a clandestine military 
operation moving into Eritrea.  Once again, Googie was 
warning us to be careful.

“Why is Sudan supporting the rebels, Googie?”
“Bad blood with Ethiopia for years.  Besides, the 

rebels are Arabs, just like these chaps.  Look at ’em.” 
Our Beja guides were smiling, acknowledging their 

Ethiopian brothers-in-arms would be the benefactors of 
modern firepower.

“I still don’t get it. . . .”

The author was accompanied to Sudan by two experienced hunters, although it was their first safari to Africa. Herman Lawrence from Dallas had 
collected the North American 27. Herman was allowed to inspect what appears to be an ancient tomb after we told the Beja he was an American general 
who wanted to pay his respects to their ancestors. The trackers appreciated the gesture of one warrior to the other.
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“Simple, really.  Control Sudan’s ports, Eritrea, and 
Somalia, and you’ve got a lock on the Horn.  The only 
thing standing in Nimeiry’s way is Ethiopia.”

“So what?”
“So what!  It’s the Suez Canal, Steve.  You control 

the canal, you control the bloody oil!”
“Jeezzuss.”
“That’s right, Tom.  You’re witnessing the ultimate 

power play.”
After the convoy disappeared, we scurried 

down the mountain and followed the valley to our 
Land Cruiser parked beyond the burial site.  Our 
retinue was large: three clients, one professional 
hunter, a journalist from the British Broadcasting 
Company, two Beja guides, and Googie’s Sudanese 
trackers.  Tin-Tim, our second professional hunter, 
remained in camp repairing his pickup.  The desert 
and rocky terrain were exacting a severe toll on the 
well-worn Toyotas.  

While spying on the convoy was exhilarating, we 
found no ibex in the range near Tokar.  It was a major 

disappointment.  During lunch, Googie and Tin-Tim 
discussed moving the camp inland, toward higher peaks 
southwest of Erkowit.  As we drove to camp, Googie said 
we would sort out our strategy with Tin-Tim around the 
evening campfire.  

We were reticent to move as Herman had brought 
in two fine ibexes on our first day in the area.  He and 
Tin-Tim stalked along high ridges in the late afternoon, 
spotting two resting males on a lower ledge.  His two- 
hundred-yard shots were perfect, anchoring our first 
trophies with ease.  Their horns swept back beautifully, 
and both measured nearly forty inches.  As we admired 
our first Nubian ibexes taken from Sudan’s Red Sea 
Hills, it all seemed so easy.  

We reached camp as the curtain of darkness fell.  
It was cold in the hills when the sun vanished.  The 
weather in February was mild; the sun did not bake 
like it did Khartoum or Cairo.  However, temperatures 
did rise to the mid-eighties, which made steep climbs 
grueling.  All in all, we were quite comfortable in the 
Nubian Desert.  

The hunters’ arrival in Port Sudan was not an auspicious beginning to the safari. The flight from Khartoum nearly crashed on touchdown; they were 
accosted at gunpoint by hostile bodyguards; and they were nearly arrested by port guards after Tommy Caruthers photographed a Russian warship. Googie 
tries to calm Tommy after disciplining him and the author for careless photos—a ploy to assuage the agitated military guards.
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We huddled around the campfire in warm jackets 
and down vests.  There were no stragglers coming from 
evening showers since such amenities did not exist in 
the Spartan camp.  Water was precious, rationed for 
cooking and drinking with only a small amount allotted 
for shaving and hand washing.  Showers awaited when we 
changed camps for the Eritrean gazelle and Salt dik-dik.  

It was a subtle reward for completing the mountain 
challenge:  Kill your ibex, and you get a cool, refreshing 
shower.  Pass a trophy head or miss a shot, and you 
remain grimy.  We did not suffer, far from it.  The 
experience was thoroughly enjoyable; the entertaining 
personalities more than compensated for washbowl 
and hand towel hygiene.  This was a hunting camp, far 
superior to a sheep camp, less opulent than a Ker & 
Downey Serengeti camp.  It was old school Africa in 
every sense.

When we recounted the military sighting to Tin-
Tim, he sucked a final drag on his eighty-third cigarette 
of the day and threw it into the fire with disgust.  “Great, 
Googie.  Just what I wanted to hear!”

“It’s OK, Tin-Tim.  They didn’t see us,” I interjected.
“It’s not that, Steve.  It means we’ll be out of a job.”
“Why?”
“Are you kidding?  With everything we saw in 

Port Sudan and now this, they’ll have to close this 
area.  The military won’t tolerate foreigners witnessing 
such things.  Hell, man, we’ve got a BBC journalist in 
our camp!”

“Don’t worry about it, Tin-Tim.”
“Yeah?  We’ll see what you’ve got to say when an 

Ethiopian MiG flies up your backside on the road to 
Port Sudan.”

Herman spit his Scotch across the fire and gasped, 
“You serious, Tin-Tim?”

Googie tried to calm Herman’s increasing concern, 
“Not to worry, Herman.  You guys will be long gone 
before anything like that happens.”

“I like it here,” Tin-Tim continued.  “I really 
do.  I thought I’d finally found a good place to hunt.  
Something always seems to go wrong.  I can already tell:  
This is going to be Mozambique all over again.”

Tommy Caruthers and Amanda, a journalist from the BBC, take a break during their climb to the top of a mountain. The lady accompanied the hunters 
during most of the ibex portion of the safari. She had convinced John Kaikati, the managing partner of Nile Safaris Sudan, that her interest was ibex 
conservation and the role of hunting. Amanda witnessed and photographed the military convoy descending upon Eritrea and told the author she needed 
to file the story while the news was still hot.
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I glanced away from the PHs as a waiter served a 
tray of hors d’oeuvres.  I noticed Amanda, the BBC 
journalist, writing furiously in a journal, but she dared 
not interrupt the conversation.  I could tell she wanted 
Tin-Tim to continue his tirade, but he didn’t.  Suddenly, 
everyone’s attention turned to food.

Sundowners in this camp consisted of passing a 
Scotch bottle;  water was optional.  The waiter, who 
spoke zero English, offered a platter of dates.  These, 
however, resembled the slimy entrails of a gutted fish.  
“Just a minute, fellas.  I can’t do this crap.  I’ve got a can of 
peanuts in my duffel; seems more appetizing than dates.”

When I returned with the salty offerings, the blue 
Mr. Peanut can was gobbled up in one pass around the 
circle of safari chairs.  

Returning to our previous conversation, I offered a 
solution.  “Tin-Tim, you’ve got an area in the south.  It’s 
more your style with bongo, elephant, and giant eland.  
Heck, I’ll tell Kaikati (the managing partner of Nile 

Safaris Sudan) we want you guys next year.  That’s four 
weeks you’ll have booked.  We love huntin’ with you 
guys.  We’ll have a great time.  You know that.”

Tin-Tim and Googie laughed loudly as did Tommy 
and Herman.  We toasted the bongo hunt, but then Tin-
Tim became somber once again.  “I wouldn’t count on 
that, Steve.  I’m being told the south is finished.”

“Finished?!  You kiddin’ me, Tin-Tim?”
“Man, I wish I was.  Nile Safaris is folding up their 

camps.  It’s the rebels.  Looks like there could be another 
civil war.”

“Tin-Tim, are you drunk?”
“No.  But I’m gonna be.”
“You’re wrong.  John told me. . . .”
“And I’m tellin’ you, you won’t be hunting bongo in 

1984, not in Sudan anyway.  Hell, it looks like I’ll have to 
find a job with my dad (Adelino Pires) if he comes back 
to Africa.  Why can’t they get it right.  Just once, I wish 
they would get it right and quit fighting.”

Herman Lawrence and his Gemilab tracker proudly pose with two outstanding Nubian ibex taken the first afternoon of the safari. The billys were spotted 
on a lower ridge which afforded Lawrence an easy, 200-yard shot at the unsuspecting ibex. Although eastern Sudan was Herman’s first safari, his previous 
hunting career was highly accomplished. He had successfully completed the collection of all North American species. He would return to Texas with a new 
appreciation for African hunting.  (Photo courtesy of Tommy Caruthers)


