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Introduction
As the years pile up, it is frightening how much more quickly they seem to 

pass.  I cannot believe that fully thirty years have passed since my first safari.  I still 
have the photos, of course, and occasionally I even use one in a presentation or 
an article.  But surely that incredibly young, slim, fresh-faced Marine lieutenant 
isn’t me?  It is equally hard to believe that twenty years have passed since I wrote 
my first “ten-year Africa book,” From Mount Kenya to the Cape, or a decade since 
my second, Where Lions Roar.  But so the sands of time have run.

Note, please, that I did not refer to the second book as a sequel to the first, 
and I do not consider this book a “triquel.”  The first book was hardly planned.  
In fact, I intended my first safari to be my one and only, to get Africa out of my 
system once and for all.  Anyone who has hunted in Africa knows that was a 
foolish thought, but I didn’t know it at the time.  I soon learned better:  All one 
African safari does—besides providing a lifetime of memories—is to make you 
yearn for another.  The first volume seemed to come at a sensible milestone, but 
I will credit its existence mostly to my old friend and publisher Ludo Wurfbain.

That was a long time ago.  I was still an editor trying to become a writer, 
and Ludo, having been successful at locating and marketing used books and 
reprinting some classic titles, was interested in publishing new titles.  Through 
an accident of timing I had reached a milestone in African hunting that both of 
us, being young and foolish, thought might make a book.  Mount Kenya became 
Ludo’s first new title, and for quite some time I was his only living author.

I must admit that, having done it once, I viewed the second book as obvious 
when the second decade was reached.  Equally, I confess that I eagerly began 
this book a few months—and safaris—before the third decade was completed.  
As sick as it might sound, writing a book is fun.  Writing magazine articles is 
work.  And I have no problem putting aside necessary work to have fun.  I had 
fun writing the first two, and I had even more fun writing this one.  All that 
said, there is little continuity between the three volumes, and what there might 
be is not intended.  Each is simply an accounting, in more or less chronological 
order, of African hunts I have made during a decade of my life.

Now, all that said, as I worked on this particular memoir I did occasionally 
wish that a previous wonderful hunt had fallen into this volume rather than one 
of the others.  More often, however, I wished that I hadn’t written some things 
I wrote previously!  As I will mention a couple of times in the course of this 
book, one of the great traps inherent in African hunting is to consider oneself an 
expert despite limited experience.  Africa is a vast continent with a wide range 
of conditions as well as game, and here is a little-known fact:  There are no 
“African experts.”  There are many people who have extensive experience and real 
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expertise in a few specific areas.  There are quite a few people, perhaps including 
me, who have limited broad-brush experience in quite a few areas.  But there is 
no one who has even limited experience with the entirety of this huge continent.  
Even if there were such a person, his or her knowledge would be of limited value.  
Africa changes so fast that by the time one end of the continent was reached, the 
other end could have changed so much as to render impressions useless, if not 
downright wrong.

I thought I knew these things when I wrote the first two books, and, thinking 
I understood them, I believed myself cautious in my interpretations.  I recognize 
now that I was not cautious enough.  In my third decade of African hunting 
I have continued to learn, and now that I have a good background (if not an 
altogether open mind), I must admit that the learning curve remains steep.  Now 
I fully recognize that I will never see it all, will never understand it all, and what 
I thought I understood might well have changed utterly since I last saw it.  But, 
after all, that’s part of the magic of Africa:  She is too big to completely grasp, no 
matter how you try.

But my intent in writing this book was not to correct misinterpretations of 
the past or to update findings, and certainly not to regale you, my readers and 
friends, with tales of my derring-do.  I’ve had good moments and bad.  You can 
apply whatever superlatives you like to either, and I think you’ll find that I have 
related them as equally and honestly as I am able.  Obviously, this last is a caveat.  
I really try to be honest, but my memory is no less selective than yours!

I can say with complete honesty that neither of the previous two “ten-
year Africa books” was planned, at least not until the milestone was reached 
and suddenly it seemed time to have some fun.  Fun, by the way, has changed.  
Twenty years ago it was notebook, typewriter, and black-and-white prints.  Ten 
years ago it was floppy disk and mostly color slides.  In 2006 it was laptop—
much of this book was actually written in camp in Africa, or on airplanes to and 
from.  I noted, too, with some amusement, that there was a sharp delineation in 
photograph medium.  Chapters one through nine were illustrated entirely with 
slides, excepting three lonely prints.  At this writing I have no idea what photos 
will be selected for publication, but for chapter ten I submitted to the publisher 
seventeen slides and three digital images.  How quickly things change:  Chapters 
eleven through twenty-one were digital images only.  I still have dozens of rolls of 
slide film that I now know I will probably never use!

So, as 2006 heralded the end of my third decade of African hunting, it was 
time to have some fun.  Some books require a lot of research and border on work, 
but a book like this is pure fun, requiring only that I relive a lot of wonderful 
experiences and try to put them in logical sequence and context.  The context 
I have chosen here, more so than in the previous two, is what I think I have 
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learned about Africa and African hunting over the past thirty years.  I now fully 
understand (ouch!) that I know a hell of a lot more than I did then . . . and I 
understand equally (double ouch!) that I don’t know as much as I wish I did.  I 
can only hope I’m making progress!

When I wrote Where Lions Roar a decade ago, I would have bet a large sum 
that our present volume would never exist.  It wasn’t that I was tired of African 
hunting—how could anyone ever be?  Rather, I had done almost everything in 
Africa that I ever dreamed I could, and much more than I ever believed I could.  
Truly, in the eighties and early nineties I beggared myself over going to Africa.  
(And, no, a book like this doesn’t pay for it, although I greatly appreciate your 
purchase!)  It was like a sickness, an addiction, and I did far more than my means 
should have allowed.  In the late nineties I managed to slow down.  I made a 
couple of hunts that I really wanted to do, but for the first time since the late 
1970s I skipped years here and there.  This was as much because of military 
commitments as lack of desire, but at the halfway point of the decade I might 
logically have projected that this volume would be exceedingly skimpy!

As I will relate herein, things changed.  Thanks largely to our television show, 
Tracks Across Africa, and thus thanks to my partners, Tim Danklef and Dave 
Fulson, the last few years have been, well, Africa-intensive.  There were times 
when I remembered the  adage, “Be careful what you wish for.”  But I did wish 
for it, and despite the whining I’m grateful for it.  Perhaps the most important 
thing I’ve learned is that I still have so much to learn.  At this point I do not 
project that a fourth “ten-year Africa book” will emerge a decade from now.  That 
seems unlikely, but it’s a long way in the future, and, heck, I might not even be 
here ten years from now.  On the other hand, I wouldn’t rule it out.  I am sure 
now of one thing I wasn’t sure of in 1986 or even in 1996:  In 2016 there will 
still be a great deal of wonderful African hunting.  Some of it will be better than 
it is today, and some will be worse.  Our mosaic of hunting countries will have 
changed, as will the game available.  Some things written herein will remain 
perfectly valid, and other things will have been invalidated by the march of time.  
I know better now than I did back then that I cannot predict the future.  I can 
only report accurately and honestly what I have experienced, and this is what I 
have tried to do.

Craig Boddington
Dallas, Texas
Christmas Day, 2006
     



Sangha River

My third decade of African hunting began in the southwestern 
corner of the Central African Republic, along the Cameroon 

border near the Sangha River.  Honestly, this was a hunt I wanted to 
make but hoped I didn’t have to.  It started in 1994 at a good French 
restaurant in Bangui, the capital of the C.A.R.  Joe Bishop and I had 
just completed a successful hunt for Derby eland, and I was already 
booked for bongo two years later.  A short, sturdy Frenchman joined us, 
and although he was out of practice on his English, his enthusiasm was 
infectious.  It was some time before we learned that his name was Alain 
Lefol, a genuine legend.  As a young man Lefol had represented France in 
the pentathlon, in his middle years he is considered one of France’s best 
mountain climbers, and without question he is one of the best-known 
and most successful professional hunters in Central Africa.

We liked him, and although it would be three years before he and Joe 
had a suitable opening in their schedules, Bishop booked a bongo safari 
on the spot.  I would go with him, of course, but I hoped to already have 
a bongo by then.  This was not to be, however.  In 1996 I had a great 
safari over on the other side of the C.A.R., near Sudan, but we ran out of 
rain.  No rain, no bongo.

So as the plane descended to a red-mud strip in the green forest, 
I still wanted a bongo desperately, and I thought of this safari as a 
reprieve.  Bishop, being Bishop, really didn’t care.  He had taken 
a fine bongo some years before and was going back only because 
he liked Alain Lefol.  His attitude was far better than mine, and 
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far more generous.  He would hunt with Alain while I would hunt 
with Alain’s nephew, Jean-Christophe Lefol.  But Joe made it clear 
that it was far more important for me to get a bongo than for him 
to do so.  There would come a day when this would be tested, and 
it would be true.

The southwestern corner of the C.A.R. is true tall-tree climax 
forest rising from significant hills.  Logging activity has opened a 
network of red-clay roads—treacherous when it rains, but providing 
more access than ever before.  I suppose this is good in some ways.  
The forest roads are ideal for picking up tracks, and a safari can go 
deeper into the forest than was ever possible before the roads existed.  
Certainly bongo hunting is more productive today than was the case 
just twenty years ago.  This is not because there are more bongo but 
because of the improved access, and also because, with elephant 
hunting now very limited throughout the forest zone, bongo is the 
great prize.  Modern outfitters like Lefol concentrate on bongo because 
that is their primary draw in the region.  Over time, of course, they’ve 
learned more about bongo and how to hunt them more effectively.

The view across the Ubangi River from Bangui, Central African Republic.  That’s 
the Congo on the far side of the river, with fishermen trading back and forth 
pretty much at will.
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The same roads offer access to poachers, and as the human 
population burgeons, meat poaching is the true scourge of Africa’s 
wildlife.  But the forest roads were there and we would use them, at 
least as a starting point.  On that first day they led us to Lefol’s camp, 
an amazingly beautiful cluster of well-thatched huts sitting high on a 
hill among the great trees.  It was June and the rainy season was well 
along, heavy showers every two or three days creating ideal conditions 
for hunting bongo.  All game seems to move well after a rain, but 
forest game is a bit different.  Not just the bongo but also the elephant, 
forest buffalo, and all the rest like to move when the forest is wet and 
quiet—and move very little when it’s dry and the ground is noisy.  We 
were getting plenty of rain, and were sure we would find tracks.

We did, but even then it isn’t so easy.  My previous experience had 
come in what is truly transition forest, similar to the great bongo hunting 
that southwestern Sudan used to offer.  There we tracked without dogs, 

A swampy area or bai is a good place to look for sitatunga.  There were fresh 
tracks in this bai, so we built a machan and waited endless hours, but we never 
saw a living creature.
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and although it was thick beyond anything I had ever seen, it wasn’t 
hopelessly so.  Day and again we tracked bongo and heard them move 
ahead of us, and once, just once, I saw the briefest flash of red hide.  This 
was frustrating, but I never considered it impossible.  To this day I believe 
we would have taken a bongo had it kept raining.  It did not; the rains 
passed us by the last ten days of the hunt, and with every day that passed 
we saw fewer and fewer fresh tracks—of anything.  No rain, no bongo.

Now, a year and a month later and several hundred miles west, 
closer to the heart of the forest, we had rain.  We also had an altogether 
different situation.  The general denseness of the vegetation was beyond 
my imagination as well as my experience—the stuff was a wall of green.  
There are those who believe the use of dogs for hunting bongo is somehow 
less sporting than “pure” tracking, but I wonder how many of those 
hunters are of (or influenced by) a previous generation fortunate enough 
to have hunted bongo in transition or finger forest?  The true forest starts 
in southwestern C.A.R., a blanket of green extending west into southern 
Cameroon, then another thousand miles west and a thousand miles 
south, across the bulge of West Africa and down through the Congos.  It 
is daunting and it is not for everyone—a place where average visibility is 
just a few feet, and fifteen yards is long range.

Big clearings like this aren’t common in the forest, but they do occur and are 
always prime places to look for tracks.
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This wall of green is home to the Pygmy hunters, who consider 
it paradise because it holds everything they might want.  There aren’t 
many Pygmies, so I suppose their impact on the forest is minimal.  The 
majority live in small villages along the rivers, at least on a part-time 
basis, but they roam widely and freely throughout the forest zone, one 
of the last groups of true hunter-gatherer peoples on this planet.  This 
month might find them hunting and camping in Gabon; next month 
they might be deep in the Congo.  In the countries of the forest zone 
the Pygmies have a unique political status.  Officially, they are “citizens 
of the forest,” able to come and go as they please without regard for 
international borders and without passports or paperwork.

The Pygmies are distinctly short in stature, rarely more than five feet 
tall and often a few inches less.  Their coloring seems to me a bit lighter 
than that of most Africans, and their front teeth are often filed to sharp 
points.  This sounds like it would give them a fierce visage, but it does 
not because Pygmies are among the happiest, most carefree people I have 
ever been around.  I’m not sure if it’s innate or part of their culture, but 
they are blessed with good humor, always smiling and laughing.  They 
are also among the world’s greatest hunters.  Their ability to track in the 
forest is legendary—and the legend is fact, not fiction.

To the Pygmies, anything that walks or crawls in the forest is food, 
and there is a humorous side to almost anything.  One morning we were 
cruising down a forest road when one of our “famous fourteen” banged on 
the roof and said something to Jean-Christophe.  He stopped and reached 
for the Benelli he kept behind the seat, and as he did I noticed an unrolled 
inner tube over on the shoulder of the road.  It was a huge forest cobra, 
and the Pygmies wanted it for lunch.  Thinking to also save the skin, Jean-
Christophe carefully aimed the shotgun so as to “fringe” the huge snake.  
When we walked up to it I noticed only two or three pellet holes in the 
head, and I think I politely suggested that it might be a good idea to remove 
said head before stowing their lunch in the back of the truck.

This was a bad idea because beheading would ruin the skin.  So 
we headed on down the road with fourteen Pygmies and a ten-foot 
cobra in the back of the truck.  I doubt we’d gone two miles before the 
cobra came back to life.  I heard a commotion behind me and turned 
to look just about the time the Pygmies made their exit.  Imagine, 
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Like eland and kudu, bongo will reach up with their horns and break off 
branches while feeding.  We found this fresh break while tracking, telling 
us we were getting close.
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if you will, a black volcano erupting from the bed of the truck.  We 
must have been doing forty miles per hour at the time, and before the 
Toyota finally came to a halt we had bruised and battered Pygmies—
all laughing hysterically—scattered for two hundred yards.  The 
cobra, though very much alive, was still groggy.  I got a loop of him 
around my rifle barrel and pulled him out of the truck, then shot him 
in the back of the head with my .416.  That seemed to quiet the snake 
down, but our trackers laughed for the rest of the day.

The Pygmies can follow the bongo, but getting a shot at one in that 
green hell is an altogether different story.  This is where the dogs come 
in.  In this area we used not a pack of dogs but just one small terrier.  
He hunted with us unleashed, ranging out just a few yards ahead of the 
trackers like a good flushing dog.  It was explained to me that when a 
bongo was tracked up, the dog would distract it, hopefully long enough 
for the hunters to slip in, see the horns, and take the shot.  There are no 
wild canines at all in the forest, so a bongo bull has no idea what this 
yapping thing at his feet is all about.  Even so, results are not consistent.  
Some bongo will stop and try to kill the dog, but others will simply walk 
away, paying no attention at all.

Remember, I had already invested one expensive bongo safari 
in “pure” tracking, meaning without canine assistance.  Rather than 
convincing me that dogs were the way to go, that safari had the opposite 
effect.  I’d started without dogs, and I wanted to finish without dogs—at 
least until I actually saw the forest.  Then I understood.  If the dog would 
give me a better chance, not only to get a bongo but to actually see it and 
judge the horns before I shot, I was all for it.  So we went forth with fully 
fourteen Pygmies and one little dog—and even then it wasn’t so easy.

The year before, Jacques Lemaux had told me he believed a typical bongo 
hunt proceeded in distinct phases.  First we would track fruitlessly.  During 
this initial phase we would form a team with the trackers and I would learn 
how to be quiet enough and how to see better in the thick stuff.  Then we 
would “make contact”—we would hear the bongo move ahead of us, and 
possibly even catch a flash of red hide.  Then we would actually see a bongo, 
or enough of a bongo to call it a bongo.  Finally we would get a shot.

That safari never progressed past the “making contact” phase.  This 
one did.  In fact, in the first half we got all the way to “seeing bongo”—
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and, being a bit of a pessimist, I was convinced we’d never get to the 
final stage.

Even though we had good rains, it took a couple of days to find a 
fresh bull track, but eventually we turned up a beautiful bongo track 
sunk deep in the mud along the verge of a forest road.  We followed 
it for just an hour or so and were crossing a rare clearing when the 
dog went mad in a thick patch just ahead of us.  Jean-Christophe and 
I moved in, and were very close before we realized we were looking at 
the slender horns of a big female.  In fact, we were too close!  The cow 
saw us and charged, scattering me to the right and Jean-Christophe 
to the left.  She passed close enough to touch and kept going into the 
clearing behind us.  Our little dog caught her again there, and I even 
managed to take a few pictures.

Exactly what happened was never clear.  She was very big, so it’s 
possible my team misread the tracks from the start.  It’s equally possible 
that we started on a bull, but her tracks wandered over the top of his and 
that’s where we finished.  It is also possible that we never had her tracks 

I was at the midpoint of my second 21-day bongo hunt when I took this beautiful 
bull, easily one of my very best trophies.
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at all, but the dog simply stumbled across her.  One thing I do know:  
Without the dog, we would have made a horrible mistake in either of the 
first two scenarios, because we would never have seen the horns.  Based on 
the tracks, we would have assumed it was a bull and would have fired into 
the first spot of red hide we saw.

In that initial period Joe and Alain also made considerable progress.  
I think it was no later than the second day of the hunt when they tracked 
up a youngish bull with twenty-eight-inch horns . . . and passed him 
up.  Of course I gnashed my teeth at this, but Joe had a nice bongo and 
wanted a better one or nothing.

A couple more days passed without a fresh track, and I learned some 
things.  After consultation with our Pygmies (in French, the common 
language throughout central Africa), Jean-Christophe elected to take 
a day-old spoor.  They didn’t expect to catch up, but Jean-Christophe 
explained that bongo bulls are quite territorial.  This bull hadn’t wandered 
out onto the road, but there was a good chance this old track would lead 
us to fresh spoor.  We followed for a couple of hours, and it was nearly 
noon when we stopped for a break.  By this time it seemed hopeless, 
and I was ready to give it up.  Our Pygmies wouldn’t hear of it, though, 
so we compromised.  Another half-hour and we’d turn around.  Ten 
minutes later our old track led us to a smoking fresh spoor, made well 
after daylight according to the Pygmies.

The second thing I learned that day was an object lesson in something 
I’d been told:  Not all bongo stop for dogs.  The track must have been very 
fresh, because we had him within the hour—except we had nothing but a 
few frantic barks and, when we approached, tracks that just kept going.

I don’t know the percentage of bongo that will stop for one dog, but it 
must be low.  A decade later I hunted over on the Cameroon side, where 
our Pygmies used a half-dozen small dogs.  They told me that only one 
bongo in maybe two or even three could be stopped by the whole pack, 
so the percentage must be lower with just one dog.  Certainly it seemed so 
to me.  The following day we found very fresh tracks during a soft, gentle 
rain.  This made for wonderfully quiet tracking conditions, provided we 
could catch the bongo before the rain wiped out the tracks.

We could, and we did.  We were in heavy fern, no visibility at all, 
when our dog went crazy on the far side of a fallen log.  Jean-Christophe 
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Alain Lefol’s forest camp was a beautiful cluster of thatched huts sitting on a tall 
ridge.  I am always amazed at a good African outfitter’s ability to create such 
pleasant surroundings in the middle of nowhere.
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and I got around it in time to see ferns waving gently from the passage 
of a large animal.  It’s interesting to note that on both of these occasions 
there were no running tracks.  The bongo is supremely confident in his 
forest habitat, and in my experience he will rarely run.  He doesn’t have 
to; he can simply walk away from the few dangers he might encounter.

More days passed, and we were nearing the halfway point of the 
safari when we walked in to a small, hidden spring hoping to find a 
fresh track.  Indeed we did, but this time it took our trackers a long 
while to sort out the proper spoor.  Finally they did, and we took the 
track up out of the valley and along a ridge.  The vegetation broke along 
the crest, creating an unusually open shelf.  We were on this shelf, and 
had been tracking for just an hour, when a bongo bull appeared to our 
right, walking straight toward us.  He must have been forty yards away, 
making this one of the most open places in the entire forest.  I saw him 
so clearly—mahogany chest, white stripes, horns like baseball bats.  

Obviously things were a bit confusing, but I got the rifle up and saw 
him through the cross hairs.  And then Jean-Christophe inadvertently 
stepped in front of me.  I got around him and almost had the rifle up 
again, but that was too much for this bongo.  He turned to our right 
and stepped behind a bush, and that was the last we saw of him.  The 
dog went in, barking, but the quarry never stopped.

In my entire hunting life I don’t think I’ve ever been as angry, 
as disappointed, as frustrated, as petulant.  I barely avoided a major 
tantrum, and simmered slowly for the rest of the day.  All Jean-
Christophe had been trying to do was exactly what he should have 
been doing—trying to see the horns, as his uncle had drilled into 
him.  In the forest just a half-step can change the perspective entirely, 
so in retrospect I suppose my window was clearer than his.  That’s in 
retrospect.  At the time, it seemed to me any idiot could have seen 
this was a huge bull, and I was equally shaken because I could easily 
have blown the man’s head off.

At camp Alain got both sides of the story.  To Jean-Christophe’s 
credit, his story was exactly the same as mine:  He had stepped in front 
of me, his reason being that he couldn’t see the horns from where he 
was standing.  Oh, well.  I tend to cool off as quickly as I heat up, and 
certainly there was nothing to be done about it.  As I said, I have a 
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pessimistic streak.  Between the previous year and this trip I had now 
hunted bongo for thirty days, and I figured I had just seen my last 
bongo for this safari.

Alain and Joe did a very generous thing, probably because, since I 
hadn’t shot Jean-Christophe, they were now afraid I might shoot myself.  
They had discovered a hidden valley that held both water and a mineral 
lick, and it was loaded with bongo tracks.  They had stumbled onto it 
too late in the day to try to follow—and now they gave it to us.

At first I wasn’t sure it was much of a gift at all.  Alain had given pretty 
good directions, but this secret place was far from any road and it proved 
extremely difficult to find.  It was very late in the morning when, following 
old tracks, we finally stumbled into the mineral lick.  There were tracks of 
all ages, and after a bit of casting around our team isolated fresh tracks of 
a bongo bull.  Maybe a quarter-hour along the track we ran smack into a 
troop of chimpanzees.  The dog went wild, as did the chimpanzees, and I 
was certain any bongo within miles would be long gone.

With some difficulty we got the dog back and proceeded.  Just a few 
hundred yards later the dog went nuts again, but this time it was not a 
chimpanzee.  Jean-Christophe knew immediately.  “He’s got him.  Let’s go!”

Ignoring vines and thorns, we tore through the underbrush toward 
the shrill barking.  We made the last few yards on hands and knees, ending 
up looking into a low-ceilinged “room” with sapling walls.  I could see the 
dog, darting and yapping.  And then I could see the four legs of a much 
taller creature, a creature that was black and white and red.  I had the shot, 
but we couldn’t see the horns.  Then the bongo broke contact, moving 
swiftly off to the right.  As he exited we saw that his horns were long and 
thick, a wonderful animal—but it was too late to shoot.

I was too busy kicking myself to understand what was happening.  
“He’s stopped again,” hissed Jean-Christophe.  “Now we know what he 
is, so we don’t have to look again.  Just shoot him!”

The dog had stopped him one more time maybe a hundred yards 
down the ridge.  It was horribly thick, and we ignored rips in clothing and 
skin as we clawed our way toward the insistent barking.  As we neared I 
couldn’t see the dog, but I could see an ellipse of orange through a window 
in the leaves.  That orange spot was bisected by a vertical white stripe—and 
that’s all I could see.  I had no sense of distance, but somehow I knew that 
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I was looking at the bongo’s shoulder.  I raised the heavy Rigby, centered 
that strange patch of orange, and squeezed the trigger.  Perhaps I could see 
more than I realized, because now I saw the bull take the bullet hard, turn 
to run, and collapse completely out of view.

Jean-Christophe and I ran forward and found the bull down in a 
tiny clearing.  The burnt-orange body and brilliant white stripes were 
amazing—but the horns were shocking.  Heavy, perfectly matched, 
ending in polished ivory tips, this was a bongo worth waiting for.  We 
took a few pictures, and then our crew set to work.  First the bull was 
skillfully skinned, then the meat and most of the entrails were cut up and 
divided into loads.  When we left, little more than a wet patch remained 
in the leaves to mark the passing of a great creature.

It started to rain just before we shrugged into our loads, a gentle rain 
at first that kept getting harder as the afternoon passed.  The game trails 
became a boggy nightmare, and we were still several ridges from the road 
when dark caught us.  We continued on, by flashlight in pouring rain, 
finally stumbling onto the forest road about midnight.  That was just 
the beginning.  We had parked at the bottom of a cul de sac, and got 
hopelessly stuck.  Well, not quite hopelessly, because we had a winch.  
The next obstacles were great trees that had fallen across the road, their 
root systems weakened by the downpour.  Jean-Christophe was prepared 
for almost anything, and his big chainsaw provided the answer.

It stopped raining shortly before we arrived in camp in a gray, soggy 
dawn.  Joe and Alain were waiting, ready to launch search efforts if 
needed.  We admired the beautiful bongo, and then I went to bed while 
Joe and Alain began their hunting day.  In the Marines I’d often heard 
the phrase, “No good deed goes unpunished.”  Joe and Alain gave me 
the spot that yielded my bongo, and in return they never got one at all.  
In Alain’s defense, they turned down a couple more bulls looking for 
something special.  On future trips with Alain, both Joe and his wife, 
Sara, took fine bongo.  But on this particular safari, totaling forty-two 
hunting days between Joe and me, we had one bongo between us, and 
nothing else at all.  I still refer to it as “our” bongo—especially when Joe 
Bishop is within earshot.



Kenya and Kariba

In the late 1990s I would have bet a lot of money that this book would 
never exist.  After I finally got my bongo, I had done pretty much 

everything in Africa that I’d ever set out to do or expected to do.  I didn’t 
appreciate the strength of the grip Africa had on me, though, and of 
course I couldn’t envision the opportunities that would come along after 
the turn of the millennium.  In my mind I would spend more time at 
home during the next few years, and spend more of my hunting budget 
climbing sheep mountains while I still could.  But I couldn’t seem to stay 
out of Africa.

For me, 1998 was largely a nonhunting year, mostly spent on 
active duty with the Marines.  That spring I was part of a lengthy 
military mission to Kenya, part training and part humanitarian 
operations.  We off-loaded our ships in Mombasa, then worked our 
way up the coast to the little town of Malindi, which served as our 
base.  Our engineers improved roads and built a couple of schools 
and clinics, while our medical contingent held sick call in outlying 
villages and inoculated both people and livestock into the thousands.  
Once these operations were up and running, key members of the 
Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda military joined us, and we staff weenies 
conducted training in peacekeeping operations, in which all three 
countries regularly participate under the United Nations flag.

It was a hectic period and also a bit nerve-racking.  This was after 
the bombings of our embassies in Kenya and Tanzania but of course 
before “9-11.”  Coastal Kenya was known to be an Al Qaeda hotbed 
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and also, for generations, a favorite spot for Somali gangs to raid.  We 
had extensive security at all times, possibly overkill, but we had troops in 
there for more than three months without any serious problems.  That 
deal was also a lot of fun.  Rather than bringing in all the logistic support 
necessary for a peak of 1,500 troops, we leased the old Blue Marlin hotel 
in Malindi, visited in better days by Zane Grey and Ernest Hemingway.  
Rather than attempting to run a dining facility, we used a local caterer, 
whose menu often included buffalo, giraffe, and even zebra.

I hadn’t visited Kenya in the two decades since hunting there had 
closed, and I was appalled at the obviously exponential growth in human 
population and also by the apparent near-complete loss of wildlife.  
There were a few hippo and crocs in the river, and the local papers 
occasionally reported incidents with problem elephant and buffalo, but 
in their ramblings through the countryside none of our troops saw any 
wildlife at all, save for baboons and monkeys.  Since 1977 there have been 
occasional rumors of Kenya reopening hunting, and these persist to this 
day—but my opinion was then, and remains today, that Kenya no longer 
has enough wildlife outside her parks to support a safari industry.

The parks, on the other hand, remain magnificent.  We did the 
best we could to arrange short tours to nearby Tsavo and as far as 
Masai Mara, and tried equally hard to make sure our troops had a 
few days off to take advantage of them.  I was operations officer and 
nominally “2-I-C” (second in charge) for this shindig, so I couldn’t 
get away as much as I would have liked, but I did manage to spend a 
couple of days in Tsavo, not far from where I’d hunted in 1977.  Gone 
were the great elephant herds that had roamed the open plains, but 
there were some elephant, clearly a young herd on its way to recovery.  
There were lion, the classic maneless Tsavo lion, and I caught a quick 
glimpse of one of Tsavo’s few surviving black rhino.  But it was the 
buffalo that got me really excited.

We overnighted at a nice lodge set high on a ridge, with a lighted 
water hole right below.  In late afternoon a few buffalo came to drink, 
but after dark a great herd came.  A long staircase descended from the 
veranda, opening into a tunnel that ended in a bulletproof glass window 
a stone’s throw from the water hole.  We ran down the stairs when the 
herd approached out of the dark, and when we reached the window a 
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great mass of buffalo milled before us, most just beyond the reach of the 
water hole’s spotlights.  These were descendants of buffalo I had hunted 
twenty years before and just a few miles east, but they hadn’t been trophy 
hunted in bovine generations.

Harsh, dry Tsavo was never known for producing Kenya’s best 
buffalo—but you wouldn’t have known it from looking at this herd.  I 
never saw the entire herd, a teeming mass of several hundred buffalo, but 
at a distance of mere feet I saw bulls measuring in the high forties, with 
the classic drop and sweeping hooks of East African Cape buffalo.  I was 
enthralled, and stood there long after most of my companions returned 
to the lodge.  I think it was there that I realized—and accepted—that I 
hadn’t yet beaten the hold Africa had on me. . . .

It was a year later when the charter plane dropped Jim Morey and 
me at Russ Broom’s camp overlooking Lake Kariba’s flood plain in 
Zimbabwe’s Zambezi Valley.  Jim was looking for his first buffalo, and 
I was there to continue my African obsession.  Initially we both hunted 
with Rory Muil, with the plan that after Jim took his buffalo I would stay 
with Rory while Russ took Jim east to Douma to look for a sable.

A young elephant on the Tsavo plains.  Poachers ravaged these elephant in the 
late 1970s.  Today they have recovered considerably, but what you will find is 
still a very young herd with a few older bulls.
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We followed a couple of bulls with negative results, and I think it 
was the third day when we found the spoor of a good herd crossing the 
two-track in front of us.  They led us over a low ridge and then up a 
long valley, and in that dry year we saw the dust long before we saw or 
heard buffalo.  The valley itself was choked with thick bush, and this 
was one of the few times I’ve stalked buffalo by their dust alone.  We 
checked the wind and crossed the valley behind the herd, then climbed 
far enough up the next ridge so that we could see down into the valley.  
Then we simply kept pace with them, monitoring their progress by dust 
and bovine bellows without ever actually seeing buffalo.

Rory hoped the animals would reach an opening that would offer 
us a shot or at least allow us to see if there were any good bulls, and 
after several hundred yards it almost worked.  The valley fanned out 
and opened up a bit, and the traveling dust cloud thinned to reveal 
black forms and swishing tails moving along slowly.  Rory led us to a 
tall termite mound on the edge of the valley, a good vantage point with 
buffalo just below us.  But they were still too packed for a shot, and they 

I didn’t have a lot of time off during my military mission to coastal Kenya, but 
there was a local snake park in Malindi that we visited.  You’d never get me this 
close to a snake unless other Marines were watching!




