
" AII  elc~)l~:tnt r~tldcr your bed." 

EPIC FAILURE 

111' 

LAVENDER DOWEli 

\Villin~n B l n c k ~ ~ o o d  SL Sons Ltd. 
Edinburgh and London 

I939 



E P I C  1; .4IT,URE 

solicitors in grey tails and morning Lrousers ; 
they encircled the vulgar noisy rabble, and one 
was quite shocked to see them forget tlicmselves 
-their i~nmaculate garb-ant1 their wortlly call- 
ing, ancl dart in with considerable vigour to grab 
nauseating t il -bits fro111 ilic rufflccl ant1 indignanl 
v~~lturcs.  

When there was nothing left but the clean- 
piclced raffish ribs standing up in tlic morning 
light, thc birds liited heavily off on their way 
to the upper allnosphere in search of more refuse 
to clear up. They liavc a high srnse of duty 
2nd tidy minds, these cluslmcn of tllc b11sI1, and 
no dead thing escapes their discerning eye ; not 
for nothing are they protected by the Government 
and classcd, out of their station, as Roynl Game. 

C H A P T E R  V I .  

1.r was a long :tnd strenuo~~s clay's work moving 
cnr~zp back to llic sllorc of the lake ; we liad to 
llnload the lorry . . at the briclgc and portcr all the 
stuCI' over. lhc  skinner hacl gone sick ancl sat 
in a miserable heap, weaving his long limbs 
xbout him on the bank of the river. ' Boiling 
stomach' wns no good for anything bccailse he 
had a pain again ; he nevcr was good lor nluch 
nnywav, as he was wrong in the head as well as 
the stomach. 

Tlie boys always hated unloading, as thcy 
toolc an inlmovnl~ly sanguinc view on 11-nnsport 
11i:~llers :ultl l l ~ o ~ ~ g l ~ t  wc: wcrc 1)ciilg cll~itc 
;tbsurclly fussy in lightening a load wllcrl \VC had 
not actually sunk, stuck, or smashed something. 

I t  was lunch-time before we had got every- 
thiilg across, n~ \ ( l  tve sal clown at t l ~ c  ctlge of 
11 I ( :  llig11 ~ L . ( V I  1 I'orcst :H I C I  II:I.c~ S O I ~ C  C00(1 I > c  (01-C 

c~nbarkiilg ~ i l ~ o n  tllc scco~lcl stage ol our rclnoval. 
The boys tvcrc inclined to sulk because the lorry 
hacl crosscd the bridge quite easily when it 
was unloaded, and thercforc might have bcen 
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lalten ovcr \vi L hout i~~lloacling, t hercby saving 
the boys a lot of trouble. 

\Ve crashed on, dodging trees and r~inning 
ovcr buslies, lalcing everything in our stritlc 
until wc reaclied a second bridge, and then wc 
liad t o  ~ ~ n l o a d  the cars all over agni11. 

Not the most hopeful view or thc most rcckless 
spirit could have got us across this one, burdened I 

:IS WC were. One tcntativc whccl clroppctl l 
l 

througll the rotten wood anrl stuck, and wc hat1 , 
to  jack up and rebuild before rushing over in 
:m angry clatter of flying logs. One of the 
I)oiled-crab spiders went siclceningly down the 
ncck of my sliisl: as 1 snlvagccl two chairs 2nd :L I 
bunch of bananas from the river, whcrc they 
hnd been flung with gny abandon by the bucket- I 

ing car. Morc forest, wit11 vagra;lt moltkeys 
swinging nonchalantly from branch to  branch, 
and then we reached thc palm trees and the 
swamp. 

The nlost complc tc unloading, couplcd wi tll 
o p t i m i s ~ ~ ~ ,  slrill, cnergy ancl chains, fnilcd to 
gct thc lorry through the water-logged reeds ; 
the wheels spun round and a shower of water, 
fscely i~lterspcrsed with blaclc mud, sprayed us 
with n bountiful stream. The lorry stayed just 
wlicrc it was, except that it sank. Even thc 
jack disappe:~rccl in tllc niucl when wc tricd to  
lilt the back wheels out of their crivernous liole. 
We coaxed it out baclrwarcls ancl on to clry land 
again a t  last, and lcft it in charge of the sick 
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skinner while wc plunged on in a fountain ol 
spray in the two light cars. 

The shrill menace of mosquitoes met us at  our 
projcctccl c:Lmp site a t  the cclgc ol tlie lakc. A 
lcgion of  duck, teal, niltl geese wcrc floxting ant! 
feeding rtt tlie writer's brim. \Ve sllot a small 
blue-billed tluck will1 the .m wlierl it was upsiclc 
down loolti~ig lor something ~v i th  its head untlcr 
watcr, but the geese all rosc with clcrisivc cacltles 
j~ls t  oul of rnligc, ant1 as the sun was sinking 
we went back to help to pitch camp. 

FJappu~ing to  look 11p to see if the geese had 
returned vct our eyes were met by thc rcm:~.rkable 
spectacle ol a rhino, hi$ nose glued to the grolincl 
like n steady, reliable spaniel well on in rnicldle 

1 life tracking up a runner, following our trail - 
across the plain. Fascinated, we watched him 
sniffing his way down to the lakc wllere we had 
shot the cluck, then Lurn and, not a t  fault for a 
momenl, continue the trailing process straight 
in our clirection. 

Realising Lhat 11c was not looking where hc 
was going, ailcl tliat llis llosc would lead him riglit 
into camp, we climbed trccs with universal 
celerity, I with a camern held between my teeth. 
Although the light was poor nricl failing, 1 took 
CL snxl~shol 01 Jlim :LS lie approachecl. It is pcrliaps 
illorc tree than rhino, but it is n very good Lilcencss 
for all that. 

Our rhino tracker came right up the slope 
and pailsec1 under AlanJs tree, standing vis-h-vis 

'' ITis nose glued to the ground." 
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to our half-erectcd and abrtncloncd tcnt. Tlien 
he looked up. " What is this I sec before me ? " 
hc seelned io think to himself, his enss arld lip 
wiggling in wonderment. Three pnces forwnrtl 
and wc bccamc coriccrnccl for tlic: saieiy of our 
cars, wliicli wcrc standing alone and unprotected 
at a distance of a few yartls from him. For 
tlircc tons of rliino with n spikc in front, pro- 
yelled with considerable speed 2nd agility, to 
coluc in suclclcrl itnpncl wit11 n car is tllc poorcsl 
kind of fun for any vehicle. 

Three more paccs ancl he got OLIS wind, ancl 
with a snort likc n wldden outlet oE stca~n from :L 
boiler, liis tail stuck stiffly up likc an undcrsizetl 
flag 011 thc stern of n b;~tileship, lie wllecled in 
his trac1;s and disappeared in a cloud of dust. 
I t  made one rather ashamed of one's smell, 
which must surely be of thc most nauseating 
variety to  have this effect on a full-grown un- 
fastidious rhino. 

Later in thc night we wcre visited by hippo ; 
they rose like monstrous nercids fro1~l the l:~kr 
to the accolnpanimcnt of dccp-throatctl grunts, 
and cropped thcir slow way up our hill. Son~c- 
thing kicked over an empty debbi outside our 
tent, but the l:unp had ljurnctl low and we could 
not sec what it was. 

Several 1loul.s before dawn the sul~escilious 
geese camc honking over us : most rcstless 
birds, they were al~vays honking from one place 
to another with a great show of apparent purpose. 
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Dawn touchccl the lnlie with gold and tlic blue 
distant forest on thc other side with deep shadow, 
as WC set off along the shorc nest morning. 'l'he 
1.l1i11o w:~s still out wantlcring on tllc plain, 
obsessed as ever by an overweening perplexity 
ns to4 our personnel and intention. Thc 11ipl)os 
had wadrlled off and submerged thcrnsclves in 
the lake ngain, and thc shorc was made clazzli~ig 
by a vast floclc of pelicans, fishing in the mud 
:und standing on tiptoe to stretch their wings. 
Geese, ducks, and water birds kept up a constant 
sad crescendo, ancl ICavironclo cranes spread thcir 
wings ant1 danced Ilirinliously in pai1.s i l l  t.hc 
shallows. 

We came at last to a wide clry river, fillccl with 
the fresh tracks of elephants who had been 
digging for water in the sand ; their smell, mixed 
with the pungent odour of pelican, made a 
complicated cfluvium that filled the air about 
us. As wc werc far from camp and the elcplinnts 
far up in the forest by this time, we retraced our 
rOo~s~cps. 

The lake was ruffled with little waves and a 
drift of white birds lay like sunlit surf across 
the water. We succeeded in shooting n black 
spur-wing goose on thc way back : it was a vcry 
1:~rgc birt l nncl tanlcr than 1.11~ 11row11-and-white 
Egyptian variety. 

In our absence an Mbulu boy arrived and 
offered his services in exchange for meat. He 
was ir~~n-iecliatcly adopted with joy and thanks- 
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