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By: John W. McCoy


I saw the death charge of the Cape Buffalo from the corner of my eye just seconds after I heard the bellow and snort of the charge. His rage at the intrusion on his territory was evident as the dust flew behind his hoofs, the hot breath bounced from his nostrils as he charged with his head down. 


We had just completed a five day canoe safari down the Zambezi River in Northern Zimbabwe We had paddled that entire trip in the midst of hippopotamus and crocodiles and we were at Mana Pools National Park at the end of an exciting safari. Waiting for the truck to take us back to the main base, I wandered down the river to take some photos of elephants in the distance.


My only real concern during the entire canoe safari was with a Cape Buffalo, during and after his charge. The only thing that separated us was a meter and a half-tall anthill. I heard the noise tumbling on me and saw at a glance the charge. I dove and rolled behind the anthill where the buffalo lost sight of me. The anthill became a temporary barrier between us. I stood up slowly wondering what's next. The wind from the Zambezi River was coming from my back giving him the full scent of a human intruder. He was furious and continued to paw the ground and snort. He would move to the left and I to the right, always keeping the anthill between us. The riverbank was about a meter behind me, but there were two big crocodiles on the edge of the water about ten meters away. At that point, I decided to take a few photos and not panic. Above all, don't move from the anthill. My hands shook when I adjusted the camera. It was hot with the wind blowing my scent in his direction. He was angry and wanted revenge for my intrusion on his territory. I was thirsty, and had no water. So much for the Boy Scout. How long was I going to be stuck behind an anthill eye balling a big Cape Buffalo before one of us gave up? He was huge and seemed larger as he kept looking for ways around the anthill. Would I be rescued? Was my insurance paid? Did I have film in the camera? What a stupid thing to think about. Many things went through my mind like ‘where’s the guide with his rifle.’ The adrenaline pumped in my veins as we stared at each other. The sweat poured down my face and it was hot.


We eye balled each other for about forty minutes before he lost interest in me. He only lost interest as a 100 meters away another Cape Buffalo came into sight. What was I supposed to do now with two buffaloes and a river full of Crocodiles. I would become a sandwich if they charged me from opposite directions. I don't believe that he lost his nerve, but I was close to losing mine. My only escape route was the river behind me and taking my chances with the Crocodiles. Fortunately the Buffalo decided to leave me in peace, or in one piece. The other buffalo became more important to him than me. 


I now know that the Cape Buffalos are totally unpredictable and extremely dangerous. They have been known to charge cars and trucks, and to kill people. There is one story of a Buffalo charging a train at full speed. The combined speed against the immovable train left the Buffalo scattered over the countryside.  


Two meters and an anthill separated us for that fourty minutes. When the two buffaloes were safely out of range, I walked a long slow circle always keeping my eyes on them, and my distance. One adventure for the day was enough. I made it back to camp happy to be alive and told my story to our guide. He only smiled calmly and without emotions telling me that one tourist had been killed last month by a charging Cape Buffalo in the same area. It was a good thing that I only learned about this after my encounter. The only options available to me during that forty minutes were to hope, pray and don't move, if possible. The anthill was my safe haven.


Our guide was happy. He didn't have to organize a rescue party nor fill out paper work. He told me later, "I would have taken my chances with Crocodiles". No one had missed me during that African adventure. 


I'll go back next year but without the deadly charge of the Cape Buffalo.






