KALAHARI SAFARI
Come with me on a “Kalahari dessert safari”.

Before you begin spell checking my subtitle, please consider that I have learned the correct spelling for desert (a dry arid region).  I also know that dessert is a nice way to end a meal.  

Now, on with our “Kalahari dessert safari”.  

My brother, Gary & I had been planning this trip for some time.  Try as we might, we were unable to solicit other family hunters to join us.  Undaunted, we both proceeded full speed ahead.  After some really busy days, the morning finally arrived and Connie took me to the airport to meet Gary at 5:00 am on September, 2007.  Gary was waiting, already checked in and ready to go.  He had stayed awake the entire night before, packing and making last minute preparations for the trip.  I had opted for a good nights rest.  Final arrangements for my absence would be completed during our first layover in Chicago.  Our flight across American went quickly and we found ourselves boarding the airline for the long trip to Johannesburg, South Africa.  Even though strong winds caused our flight to last an extra hour we were soon on South African soil.  By 6:30 pm (what day is it anyway!!) we were settled in our motel for the evening.  The motel was a fenced and secured compound complete with a pool and small restaurant.  The ordering procedure began at the front desk.  The meals were paid for and we moved to the small restaurant seating area to wait…. And wait…. And wait for our meals.  Occasionally we noticed motel staff returning from the market with sacks of groceries.  This establishment obviously kept a small food inventory!!  We finally, after only 1 ½ hour got our meals.  Our flight to Uppington was scheduled early the next morning.  We were both a bit nervous about our shuttle connection from the motel based on their performances of the previous day. 1 hour wait for shuttle at the and long wait for dinner.

September 5

We were ready early for our shuttle to the airport.  It was still dark and there was no evidence of anyone being awake to deliver us to meet our flight.  Just as I was ready to start banging on doors to wake someone up, the driver walked briskly around a corner and led us to the vehicle.  As our small plane flew closer to Uppington and farther away from Johannesburg the tracts of land became larger and larger.  We were greeted by our PH, Andy Kockett and Jacques, a PH on staff from Thuru Lodge. 
We were properly greeted with chilled juice at the Thuru Lodge by Frans, the manager and Anya, another staff PH.  Everyone on staff wore uniforms, which seemed fitting for such a spectacular facility.  It took only a few minutes to arrange our things in a very comfortable room; then off to the dining room for a wonderful lunch.  

We took a little time in shooting our bows to ensure they were sighted in correctly and by 3:00 we were in the blinds enjoying our first hunting session.   Jacques accompanied me to my blind and in a short time African ground squirrels were scampering about in front of my blind.  One of them ventured just a little to close and became the first casualty of my hunt.  Jacques suggested I leave him instead of leaving the blind to retrieve him.  I am not sure he realized just how significant this little trophy was to me.  Oh well, it surely wouldn’t hurt to leave him until later when we were picked up.  At 4:30 the doves began arriving for their afternoon drink.  They produced a nice S African melody to welcome me to the hunt.  While I was enjoying the late afternoon song, a rhinoceros trio nervously approached to water hole.  A mature bull and cow with a nearly grown calf entertained me only a few feet from where I stood, securely hidden (I hoped) in my blind.  During the first act of this play a light red mongoose with a white ring around its tail ran in front of my blind.  Jacques, assuming since I shot a squirrel, that anything must be fair game, encouraged me to shoot it.  Reluctant at first, I finally drew my bow just as my shot opportunity disappeared.  As I let down my bow the little mongoose discovered my squirrel.  Before my eyes he picked it up and carried it away!  I knew I should have shot the little bugger!!!!  A small contingent of kudu joined us around 5:15, followed by a herd of Kalahari springbok.  Jacque pointed out a nice ram and expressed to me that he was a real “shooter”.  Before I could get a chance everything spooked away from the blind.  Jacque called for a pickup.  It seemed early to me since there was still an hour of shooting light remaining.  It was just as well.  The trackers were able to locate my squirrel about 40 yards away where the mongoose had abandoned it.

Back at the lodge we enjoyed some cool refreshments.  Then we were treated to another spectacular meal.  This evening’s meal was served on the veranda of Andy and Sharon’s suite where we could enjoy the food and watch a host of animals feeding as close as 30 yards under the flood lights shining across this spectacular night scene.  
September 6, hunt day number 1

An early wake up call found Gary & me already up and preparing for the day.  Breakfast  behind us, we were in the blinds by 8:30.   A roan came to water followed by a host of small wart hogs.  Yonnie, one of the staff trackers spent the morning with me in the blind.  Lots of sand grouse and doves came and went as well as a couple of steenbok which didn’t come in close enough for a shot.  The roan drifted in and out of view and by 9:00 I spotted a white springbok about ½ mile from the blind.  A grey mongoose came to water about 9:40.  I did not waste any time getting ready for a shot, but this mongoose wouldn’t hold still.  Before leaving, it ran up to the window of my blind and peeked in to see what was going on in there!!  These blinds were set in the ground several feet, so it was my first eye-to-eye encounter with a mongoose.  Cute little fellow!  More warthogs and another mongoose preceded the white springbok around 10:20.  It was a nice ram but he was at 35 yards and not giving any real great shot options.  A small kudu bull (40” +/-) came in for a brief drink at 11:15, and then leisurely strolled away shortly before another white springbok began coming in.  It got to about 45 yards but more warthogs came and spooked it away.  With another visit from the grey mongoose it was time for lunch at the lodge, where I learned that Gary had killed Big Bird (an ostrich).  It was a beautiful male with full plumage.  

At 3:00 I was back in the blind.  Gary & I had both decided we preferred being in the blind without company.  It just provided an experience with a little more freedom of movement.  My afternoon went quickly with springbok in and out.  The mongoose still didn’t offer a shot but kept the afternoon interesting.  As the sun began to get lower in the sky a few wart hogs came to feed and water.  I was enjoying the activity until about 4:50 when several white springbok came into view.  They were coming directly in.  Some of them stopped, but one nice ram proceeded deliberately toward the water, just about out of my view to the left.  When he got about 20 yards from the blind he made a quick turn and went directly to water.  Broadside!!!!   I thought briefly about waiting to see if any of the other rams were bigger.  That thought came and went in a second or two.  My arrow quickly found it’s mark and the springbok ran out of view.  Just before he disappeared he began to stagger a bit.  I knew he wasn’t going far.  I called Andy.  He arrived with a tracker at 5:25.  My springbok was lying about where I expected.  You might guess I was pleased with this afternoon!!  This was my first springbok, and it was a nice one at that!  Although Andy had hunted Africa all his life, it was his first ever white springbok as well.  We picked up Gary, whose afternoon had also been very entertaining.  Even so, he hadn’t been given any shot opportunities.  Bow hunting is like that.  You not only have to see the animals, you have to get close!!!  Then you may or may not get the shot you need for a clean kill.
September 7, hunt day number 2

Gary & I agreed that we were missing the best times of the hunt by going to the blind late and being picked up early.  We had both learned over the years of hunting in South Dakota that game moves early and late.  We discussed this with Andy who was (as always) anxious to do whatever we wanted.  We were about to learn more about hunting early!  The Kalahari Desert gets very cold this time of year, and as we rode to our blinds in the back of the truck it seemed more like a South Dakota winter morning than what we might have expected to find in South Africa!  The chilly morning drive concluded with us in the blinds around 7:00.  The morning was spent with nothing coming in except a few female ostriches.  I called for pickup about 10:30, assuming that we were still in the blind to late to catch the early morning movement.   Gary had been picked up early this morning as well, to take care of some business back home.  He had white springbok in, but to far for a shot.

Each morning our hunt was followed by a wonderful lunch.  Today was no exception.  Then a short break and back to the blinds by 4:15.  Some of the area on this 25,000 acre ranch is covered with breathtaking red sand dunes.  The area surrounding this blind, however, was very rocky.  All of it was dry!  The average annual rainfall is less than 5”.  The last year was about half of that.  It is really surprising that anything can survive!  A few young impala visited the water hole and were joined about 5:30 by some eland.  Within a few minutes, a small herd of black wildebeest came to water and feed at my blind.  I watched and waited for 15 minutes as they stirred around in front of me.  Although there was a nice bull in the herd, he was not willing to present me with any chance for a shot.  Then just as the herd began to leave, the bull hesitated broadside at 25 yards.  I took the shot.  It looked like it was right on the mark!  I watched as the herd ran about 200 yards to the crest of a small hill.  As they walked over the top of the hill I could see they were standing together where I could just see the top 1/3 of their bodies.  I couldn’t quite tell if the bull was with them, still standing, but I fully expected that he was already finished.  As I waited for Andy to arrive I watched two extremely nice blesbok pass by the blind.  Soon Andy arrived and we began following the track.  It took little time to spot the bull.  He was a nice mature bull.  A great specimen for my collection!!
We enjoyed another photo quality meal on Andy’s veranda.  Cape buffalo, Rhino and other plains game moved within our night view during dinner.  Each night our beds are turned down for us with a truffle on our pillow.  A surprising addition on this evening was a full color 8 ½ x 11 photo of my springbok.
September 8, hunt day number 3

We were up at 4:30 am in hopes of beating the animals to the water hole.  I arrived at my blind at 6:00.  In the darkness a large owl visited the water hole, and then took a temporary perch on the metal, peaked roof of my elevated blind.  All this made for an interesting array of early morning sounds.  This blind afforded me a 365 degree view as the S African sun rose at 6:30.  This morning the food basket was “beefed up”.  Only at Thuru Lodge would you get steak and eggs in the blind!!  The eggs were hard boiled, and along with the steak, this breakfast included sausage, tangerines, apple juice and rolls.  Oh yes, the normal morning basket munchies were also there!!  I have always enjoyed roughing it!
This was the coolest morning yet; maybe because it was also the earliest.  About 7:10 the springbok began to move in slowly.  Throughout this trip, the springbok would prove to be Kalahari’s “morning people”.  They were almost always moving before anything else.  It was still cold enough to see my breath, so the rising sun was a welcome friend!  At 8:00 there was still no real movement and I put my coat back on in hopes of warming up.  More springbok arrived at 8:30, and I shot a nice ram.  He ran only 50 yards before falling.  I was grateful for a number of reasons, not the least of which is that this would get me out of the chilly blind!!  I elected to ride back with Andy and the trackers after loading the ram.  By 9:30 I was back at the lodge with my trophy.  At 11:00 I went with them to pick Gary up from his blind as well.  He had an opportunity at a springbok ram, but his arrow hit the edge of the shooting window.  Instead of a springbok ram, he now had bagged a “trophy blind”.  Having done that myself on previous occasions, I understood how easily that can happen.
With the mid-day necessities (eating) out of the way, we were back in the blind by 3:00.  I learned a little Africance during our break.  Good morning is Wheetumwa.  Good afternoon is Wheetumwe.  I’ll get some mileage out of that!  When we drove up there was a variety of game at the water.  Zebra, kudu, blesbok and springbok ran in every direction.  The blind which was to cold this morning was now a sauna.  At 3:40 Andy returned.  As he approached the blind, I realized why he was returning.  He hadn’t given me a radio.  I seized the moment to open up my blind to allow a breeze to sweep away the hot air inside the blind.  At 4:20 the doves began to call but the animals were all still shaded up.  At 4:30 a couple of small springbok rams came in.  They were moved away shortly by a herd of blue wildebeest.  The rest of the afternoon was a rotation of kudu, springbok and wildebeest.  No shooters!  Gary had a virtual zoo at his blind.  The unfortunate thing was that it included sable and Rhino.  The price tag on these animals was such that Gary did not want to venture anything except an absolutely certain shot to avoid “accidentally” paying for one of these trophies!  As a result he was relegated to watching instead of shooting.  
Dinner on this evening was a formal dinner in the desert courtyard off the main dining room.  The S African campfire was glowing and the night sky was at its best.  The food……. Well, the food…. Every meal or dessert was a new adventure.  Each was amazing.  Every following meal and dessert just got better!  While I am on the subject of food, I will tell you why this story is subtitled the Kalahari Dessert Safari.  From our first lunch the food has been incredible!   Listen to the food routine we enjoyed throughout our hunt:  Beginning in our room, we had a complete kitchen and refrigerator fully stocked with assorted juices, drink mixes, alcohol, varieties of beer, water and candy bars.  All of this was replaced daily if we used any of it.  On the counter was a container filled with rusks, (a S African staple which is like a cross between a dry piece of bread and a cookie) and a pitcher of fresh juice.  A coffee maker was on hand as well with an assortment of coffee and condiments.  Breakfast started with cereal, sliced fruits, yoghurt and juice, followed by eggs to order with bacon and sausage.  Then a cooler with water, juice and sodas was sent with us to the blind along with a basket of fruits, chips, candy bars and jerky or dried sausage.  That was supposed to get us through until lunch, at which time we started with cold refreshments at the bar followed by a buffet style lunch.  At the conclusion of lunch a dessert was announced and delivered to each of us.  Then another cooler and basket for the afternoon hunt.  Evenings started with cold refreshments at the bar.  Dinner was announced and the appetizer was individually delivered and announced.  After the appetizer the meal was delivered and announced.  Then, at last another dessert to top of the day of amazing food.  During our stay we enjoyed dessert after every lunch and dinner.  Each one was particularly wonderful and never once did we get a repeat…. Hence, the Kalahari Dessert Safari!  Of the 1,000 or so photos I took, a good number of them were of the food!  
September 9, hunt day number 4

We chose to have a go at another early morning to catch something at the blinds.  6:00 again found us waiting in our respective blinds.  The morning was even colder than the day before.  Only a couple springbok a few kudu few animals ventured in through the cool morning air.  At 11:00 I called for a pickup.  We enjoyed lunch with Wessel (Wessel and his wife Adri are the owners of Thuru Lodge) and a few of his friends.

The afternoon hunt was rather uneventful for me.  It was a very windy day.  Even so, Gary was able to take a very nice springbok ram.

The evening meal was in the courtyard by the fire with Wessel and his friends, which made for some very interesting conversation.

September 10, hunt day number 5

By this time Gary and I had concluded that if the animals all sleep in every morning, we would follow suit.  We enjoyed sleeping in until 6:00 and were in the blinds shortly before 9:00.  On the way to my blind we passed by a small building located in one of the beautiful red sand dunes.  When I asked Andy what it was he responded with a big grin, 

“You’ll just have to wait and see!  Wessel has a lot of things up his sleeve for you!”  At this point in the hunt I had learned that the surprises didn’t seem to end.  The hospitality, food and overall quality of our experience here had been well beyond expectations.
I saw many steenbok, black wildebeest and kudu coming in to my blind.  It was located in what seemed to be an ideal spot, at the intersection of 4 large draws with lots of brush.  All the animals I had seen at a distance didn’t grace me with a visit.  I spent the morning with only a couple of ground squirrels, the usual birds and a mongoose.  Andy picked me up at 11:45.  Even though there hadn’t been any activity at the blind this morning, I remained optimistic about the afternoon.

On our way back to the blind after lunch I had a few unsuccessful attempts at stalking steenbok.  This was one of the smaller animals that were high on my list as well as Gary’s.  My afternoon was enjoyable, with black wildebeest in and out until they left in a hurry around 6:00.  Within a half hour one nice gemsbok bull came in to about 50 yards, followed by a magnificent cow.  I knew I was not an expert on judging the size of a gemsbok.  I also knew there was no question I planned to shoot this cow, given any opportunity.  As if they could sense my evil intent, they simply circled and declined to come in close enough.  Andy arrived at 6:45 to pick me up.

September 11, hunt day number 6
An hour and a half spent in the blind with nothing happening.  Finally, at 9:35 a very cautious springbok begin to approach the water.  At 10:45 he made his way in for a drink.  About the same time 4 gemsbok came in.  No shooters were among them, just young adults and a calf.  There were two shooters that came into view, but not within shooting range.  They didn’t spend much time getting what they came for.  Soon a sable came and spooked them off.  The sable seemed to have a knack for spooking everything away from the water hole.  This morning was no exception.  Even though some springbok and impala managed to come in, they didn’t stay long, and by 12:30 everything left.  I called to be picked up for lunch while Gary elected to stay in the blind hoping the black wildebeest would come in.  My bet was that they wouldn’t come in before 4:30.  He wasn’t taking any chances!

I enjoyed a quiet lunch at the lodge.  On the way to my blind around 3:30 we saw a lot of game still shaded up and not moving.  I had animals in and out through the afternoon, with the sable still aggravating me by keeping the game on edge.  I watched the light fade into darkness with springbok at the waterhole.  When Andy came to pick me up I learned that Gary had shot a black wildebeest bull (at about 5:30).  He had spent the entire day in the blind with nothing coming in at all until the wildebeest.  His bow had malfunctioned and the shot was high.  Since it was getting dark, we would leave the wildebeest until morning and begin tracking it in the light of day.  That evening Gary shared with me his discovery that he “did know some bad words”.  They obviously came in very handy when the wildebeest arrow was off the mark!

September 12, hunt day number 7

With coffee at 5:30 we were soon off to find Gary’s black wildebeest.  In checking Gary’s bow, it seemed as though his drop away arrow rest wasn’t dropping away.  As a consequence, the arrow fletching was hitting the rest and being propelled in the wrong direction.  That was my evaluation, but whatever the cause, the arrow hadn’t gone where it was intended.  I don’t know anyone who practices as diligently or shoots as consistently well as Gary, so I was convinced it was equipment failure.
It didn’t take long to locate the herd of wildebeest with Gary’s bull.  While Gary, Jacque and Yonnie the tracker began to stalk the bull, Andy and I watched through our binoculars.  As Gary positioned for a shot the herd moved.  With a little maneuvering they repositioned and Gary was able to put the bull down.  He had taken a large mature bull.  It was a happy conclusion to the hunt!

Gary went back to the lodge to correct his equipment problems.  I went to a blind for a couple hours of morning hunting.  On our way we saw a large herd of red hartebeest.  Hartebeest were very high on our list, but neither of us had seen one anywhere near our blind.  This property boasts some very impressive trophies, but there is absolutely no guarantee you will even have an opportunity to take one.  The only thing in to the blind was some smaller springbok.  By noon I was back at the lodge as well.
As we were driving to Gary’s afternoon blind we were treated to a real unique experience.  A HUGE marshal eagle was hovering about a hundred feet above ground.  At first glance we were not sure if it was a low flying aircraft or what!!  About the time we figured out what it was, it dove quickly to the ground and took a black bellied kohran.  The kohran is a bird a little larger than our pheasant.  I have wanted to take one with my bow, but this may be as close as I get.  Gary spent the afternoon enjoying a virtual zoo at his blind.  The blue wildebeest, however, insured that he didn’t have any chance to take anything, by chasing all the other animals back and forth in front of the blind and around the water hole.  I went with Andy in the truck to pursue black springbok.  Even though I got a shot (missed), there was to be no black springbok in the salt on this day!

After dinner we tried calling predators with a night light.  No luck! 

September 13, hunt day number 8

Half of our hunt was now over.  I was back in the blind after re-arranging some brush the baboons had messed up.  Our instructions have been to kill as many baboons as we can.  To this point in the hunt, that was none, since we hadn’t even seen one!  This was another slow morning.  Nothing came in, so lunch was a welcome break from the lonely blind.  The afternoon, while in a different blind, had much the same results.  Some black springbok did come in, but no shooter ram.

September 14, hunt day number 9
Gary was not feeling well this morning.  He skipped the afternoon hunt the day before, and would stay at the lodge again today trying to get some sleep.  While the morning was active with animals, there weren’t any that justified flinging an arrow.  These animals do come in to water.  The average annual rainfall here is just less than 5 inches.  Last year was only about half that much, so water holes are good places to wait.

By 4:30 I was back in the blind with another wonderful lunch under my belt!  Kudu and springbok began coming in almost immediately; even so, nothing to shoot.  That was until about 6:45, when a nice gemsbok bull majestically appeared from the right side of my view.  The water hole was so crowded that it proved difficult to get a shot!  Finally the moment I had been waiting… praying.. for!  He turned broadside at 20 yards, drinking.  I drew my bow for the shot just as springbok crowded in front!  I was getting desperate, but had to let my bow down.  The light was fading fast.  I put on my reading glasses so I could see my pin clearly in the low light.  The pin was now plainly visible, but the gemsbok was fuzzy at 20 yards.  The grey color of the gemsbok and the low light were causing my chances to get worse with every passing second.  He moved away from the water in a direction that cleared him from the other animals.  I drew my bow, hoping for one last opportunity!  He turned just right for a shot but by now the low light and grey colors made it very difficult indeed.  My mind said “no”…….. But my trigger finger said “go”.  The arrow left my bow at 240 feet per second.  These situations do not allow for “do-overs”.  I am not sure which emotion was the strongest, my disgust at having blown the opportunity, or my relief in believing I had completely overshot him.  As everything scrambled to leave the waterhole I watched the mighty gemsbok running full speed along the ridge just 30 yards from my blind.  There was no doubt in my mind I would never see that bull again!!!!  I called Andy, who wasn’t far away.  As he drove toward my blind he had seen the dust of an animal leaving in a hurry!!  We found no traces of blood (more relief), but did not find my arrow (not necessarily a good sign).  It was to dark to effectively track, so we would return for a closer look in the morning.

September 15, hunt day number 10

By daylight we were on our way.  Gary was still not feeling great, but enough better that he was able to come along.  At the blind, we still found no blood.  We also, still found no arrow.  I was convinced totally that I had missed the gemsbok completely, although it was puzzling that the arrow could not be found.  Jacques said, “I am sure you will find your arrow in your gemsbok”.  I was sure I would not!  The trackers had been following the tracks for a short time, when one of them hollered back at us from about 150 yards out that he had found blood.  I found it nearly unbelievable, but this certainly presented a new hope…. Maybe I hadn’t missed him after all!!  It quickly became apparent as we followed the track and found more blood that I had, indeed hit him.  We didn’t go far until Jacques spotted my gemsbok lying down.  As he got to his feet I prepared for a shot.  Before I could fire he moved.  We repositioned.  This time I was able to fire and the bull went down.  Oh yes, Jacques was right.  My arrow was in the gemsbok.  We were back for breakfast by 8:00  
Gary stayed behind to tune up his bow, while Andy took me to the blind.  By 10:00 I was in the blind contemplating the events of the morning.  I was also thinking about the “June dinner” which had been talked about around the lodge.  We knew it was being planned; we just weren’t sure what it was!  A herd of Kalahari springbok began working their way in and out.  Around 12:00 nothing had happened so I called for a pickup.  Shortly after I called the springbok came in with a nice ram in tow.  I took aim and propelled an arrow in his direction.  The springbok scattered and I watched the ram go down a short distance from the blind.
The lunch was, again, worthy of mention.  The afternoon hunt, however, wasn’t.  Lots of animals around but no shooters were making an appearance.  Back at the lodge Wessel told Gary & me he wanted us each to shoot two springbok females for camp meat tomorrow.  That sounded like a good plan to me!

September 16, hunt day number 11 
By 9:00 I found myself in the blind expecting to fill my female springbok quota.  Meanwhile, Gary was conspiring against an exceptional male steenbok that had been taunting him for several days.  45 minutes later the springbok began coming in.  A couple of nice females were among them, but it was very difficult to get a shot.  They were continually moving, jumping and running around.  About 10:30 one of them stood still for just a bit too long.  My arrow released just as she jumped!  At that moment I discovered that Gary wasn’t the only one who knew some bad words!  Either I shot poorly or she jumped at just the wrong time.  I preferred to think it was her fault!  Regardless, the arrow hit her in the hind quarters.  Not exactly a kill shot.  Andy arrived soon with Jacques and a tracker.  We began the tracking and recovery process, and by 1:30 we were back at the lodge.  I chose to let Jacques shoot the rifle.  One bad shot per animal is more than enough for me!!

Gary was feeling much better.  He shot a nice white blesbok and had developed a new strategy for the steenbok.  As part of his implementation he was spending the entire day in the blind.  I enjoyed yet another great lunch before going to the blind at 4:20.  At 5:15 I had another kill!  I woke from a short power nap to find a scorpion in my blind.  One of us needed to go, and I picked him!  I really should have thanked the scorpion.  Without him it would have been a pretty slow afternoon.  I sat watching the light fade until there was only a few minutes of shooting light.  Something small was working its way through the brush.  As it cleared the brush I could see plainly that it was a rabbit; A cape hare, to be exact.  The rabbit moved out of range but then came in to drink at 25 yards.  I had to turn on my head lamp in the blind to set my bow site at the correct yardage, but there was still good shooting light outside.  As the arrow found the target, the broad head sparked on a rock.  The rabbit ran only a few feet.  This was one of the best trophies yet!  When Andy arrived, he didn’t seem quite as enthusiastic as I was about my rabbit.  He soon joined in the celebration.  By the time we were at the lodge he seemed as excited as I was when he was talking about it.  I think my excitement must have been contagious.  

September 17, hunt day number 12

I spent the morning in “Gary’s” blind.  He has been very persistent in hopes of taking the illusive steenbok.  Gary was not feeling well again, and it was the consensus of the professional hunters on staff that this someone needed to cover this blind.  Gary was still not feeling well after lunch, so I was in the same blind again in the afternoon.  Late in the afternoon a few gemsbok stopped in to drink.  A very nice bull gave me several minutes of shooting opportunities.  Even though he was obviously a better bull than the one I had already shot, I passed.  One of those would be enough for my wall!  The afternoon sun moved slowly through the sky until it finally disappeared behind the horizon.  The steenbok came into view about 6:00.  He was a very nice male.  A female was also finding her way to water.  Both were in plain view but well out of bow range.  At last the female was within 15 yards and would have made an easy target, but I wanted to give the male my complete attention.  He found more things to do (out of bow range) than I could have ever imagined.  As Andy Approached to pick me up, the little (actually big for a steenbok) ran directly in front of my shooting window and stopped.   Fortunately for him, he didn’t linger or he would have been an ornament on my trophy wall.

September 18, hunt day number 13

While I took a photo safari with Andy, Gary spent the morning going to the doctor.  When he returned we had lunch and both took a short nap.   
When we arrived at the blinds at 4:00 it had begun to cool off a bit.  This had been perhaps the hottest day yet, so we were expecting an active afternoon.  Nothing happened until about 5:40 when some blue wildebeest came to water.  Before that all I had seen was a Corey bustard and a black bellied korhan.  Zebra came to a couple hundred yards and just hung up.  Shortly after 6:00 blesbok began coming in.  Several were running to the water hole.  Many more were moving slowly.  As the first group came in I picked out a bull.  It was a common blesbok, which I already have on my wall, but as another hunter once said, “He was there and I was there”.  After I shot he jumped from the impact of the arrow.  Then, he and the others in his group walked away together.  He walked for a short distance before going down.  Back at the lodge, we were escorted to a vehicle for our trip to the “June dinner”.  Gary discovered that instead of “June dinner” it was a “Dune dinner”….. Duh!!!!!  He heard them talking about the dunes and realized their pronunciation had clouded our comprehension!  The dinner location was in the middle of the Kalahari Desert in a beautiful sand dune, under a large tree.  The tree held a gargantuan nest of sociable weavers.  They are a little bird the size of a sparrow.  The staff estimated around 4,000 birds inhabited the community nest.  A fire was burning and drums were beating as we arrived.  A formal table was set for our dinner.  A complete bar was also within the perimeter of light created by the bonfire and the lighted candle poles around the site.  The small building I had noticed was a complete kitchen in the middle of the desert, used for dune dinners.  We were treated to another incredible meal in an amazing night setting.  The staff serving us outnumbered us 2 or 3 to one, which was the practice for our entire trip.

September 19, hunt day number 14 (last day of the hunt)

The morning was spent touring the ranch, Gary with movie camera in hand and me with bow and arrows.  There were no real exciting moments but a lot of beautiful scenery. It was a relaxing way to enjoy the morning, and both of us were approaching the “hunted-out” phase.

On the way to the afternoon blind a Korhan flew up and landed again about 40 yards away.  I was off the truck with arrow ready in a flash.  As I got to 30 yards from the bird I launched an arrow.  I was surprised when it fell significantly short of the bird.  When I looked at my sight, I discovered I had not moved it to 30 yards.  It was still set on 20 yards!  Oh well!  Kudu and springbok entertained me through the afternoon.  About 6:15 everything spooked off.  It didn’t take long to see why.  The rhino were coming in.  They definitely maintain dominance over the feed & water.  I knew in my heart that my hunt was over.  They would not leave until after dark or until all the feed was gone, which would certainly be after dark.  I called Andy and told him he may as well come pick me up.  He said he would come “just now”.  The translation of “just now” can mean immediately, pretty soon or whenever I get around to it.  At any rate, I knew he would be coming to pick me up sometime.  When he arrived I learned that Gary had shot a gemsbok.  I was certain it would be the nice bull I had seen at his blind!!  His bow was still shooting funky, so the shot was a bit high.  Even though we were leaving the next morning, we should have time to locate and retrieve his trophy.  I expected it would be piled up just waiting to be loaded.  We would continue this drama at first light!

For now, back to the lodge for a going away surprise!  We were ushered from the dining room to the trophy room, rich with leather furniture, exotic trophies and a fireplace.  A door from the trophy room led us into the wine room.  It was as large as most kitchens, complete with a large selection of wines and another door leading to a walk-in gun safe.  When our entourage was all inside the gun safe we were initiated into the Thuru family.  This was accomplished by accepting (and drinking) a shot of liquor from a bottle decorated with barbed wire.  I imagine it was the equivalent of American moonshine!  Gary sipped it ever so gingerly, in hopes they REALLY didn’t expect him to drink it.  No such luck!  After several sipping attempts he finally finished the shot.  I could see the relief on his face when that part of the initiation was completed!  I took mine in one swift gulp.  It DID leave some after burn!  After we each had our shot of moonshine, we were presented with an 8 ½ x 11 color photo of one of our trophies.  We then chose the place on the wall where it would remain in perpetuity, as evidence that we had been there.  Upon completion of that ceremony, we were escorted across the courtyard to Wessel & Adri’s home, for dinner.  We were offered drinks from the very complete bar.  Gary, ever the wild one, had a diet coke.  I took a glass of wine, wondering if that might be a mistake after the moonshine.  After some conversation Wessel rose to express appreciation for us being part of the Thuru family.  He said he appreciated our passion for hunting, rather than just the killing.  Perhaps he doesn’t know us very well!!!!!  He then presented us with a large bottle of “Big 5 brandy” and a copy of a DVD prepared for us by the Thuru staff.  A copy of the DVD was played on a large screen.  We watched in amazement at just one more example of how Thuru lodge goes wildly beyond expectations.  Thirty minutes into the DVD Wessel had it paused because dinner was ready.  At the wave of his hand the drapes covering one wall of the living room were electronically drawn, giving way to a view of his veranda. A large banquet table filled with food (yes, desserts too) and drink literally fit for a king stood before us against the Kalahari Desert night.  The night was covered by the brilliant stars and a new moon, accented with flood lights over the desert sand.  The abundant wildlife moving in the night provided an indescribable back drop for our dinner.  The moonshine and the wine contributed to a very sound sleep through the night.

By daybreak we had done some last minute packing, and were on the way to (hopefully) recover Gary’s gemsbok.  It wasn’t long before we concluded the tracking was not going to lend itself to a quick recovery.  In order to be on time for our departure flight we abandoned the trackers.  They would follow and recover the gemsbok but we wouldn’t be able to participate.  We had just begun our ride back to the lodge when we spotted a small group of gemsbok.  We quickly determined one of them was Gary’s.  Andy maneuvered the truck into position for a shot.  Gary used the rack on the top of the truck to steady the shot.  As we approached the gemsbok it became (painfully, to Gary) apparent that this gemsbok was quite a bit smaller than we had expected.  Nonetheless, it would be a trophy sure to be talked about for many years!  Our final ride back to the lodge was followed by bittersweet goodbyes.  As we left Thuru lodge, I was keenly aware that I was not quite the same as when I arrived.  Thuru lodge and the Kalahari Desert had left their marks on me.  

