Sable

Sagas

By Peter Flack

I suppose everybody has their favourite animal and I would be the last
to argue with someone who chose a statuesque kudu bull, an arrogant
nyala ram, or a dainty Chobe bushbuck.

For me, however, a sable bull is what it’s all about. Its pride, its
power, its stark colour contrasts, its courage, its majestic sweeping
horns. It is one of the most mythical, magical, beautiful creatures on
this planet. Rowland Ward'’s Records of Big Game has this to say:

colowrarion, & one of the mon beansiful of all

amtelope. ftv courage i proverbial, wnd Selows relare
v at pack of sreng dogr war either killed or woneded within
seconds affer artacking @ woundea bull, . .J‘Igwd'ﬂ&k 0a
pectacuilar traphy dhar & evential to amy African collection, As
ir tenads 1o be belliperent nother than wary a sable bull @
wnally approachable.

Shor placement it very imporsant, a is the calibre wed,
becawse sable are hard” animal, May be damgerons
whien wonmaed

Piry that 1 only bought the book later, much larer. |
cotld have used the advice, as you will see,

The first white permson o discover the ypical or
commaon sable was Sir William Cornwallis Harris. When
encamped on the Cashan mountains {in what is now the
north-western part of the Morthern Province of South
Africa), in 1836, he wrote the following in his volume on
“Wild Sports in Southern Africa”;

“Ohur parey were in full pursuir of a wounded elephant,
when a herd of unusually dark-leoking antelopes
areracted observation in an adjacent valley. Reconnoitring
them through a pocket-telescope from the acclivity on
which we stood, T at once exclaimed thar they were new;
and having announced my intention of pursuing them, if
requisite, to the world’s end, | dashed down the slope,
followed by the derision of the Hottentots, for my
unsportsman-like atenton to an “ugly buck,” one
specimen of which, however, | assured them | would
rather possess than all the elephants in Africa! In an
instane | was in the middle of the herd, which was then
crossing the valley — nine chestnur coloured does leading,
and twa mapif'u;:m wioal-black bucks - all with scimirar-
1|'|;|_pqd. hnrns - I:r;:ig_ihg. I-IF the rear Hj![il_‘lr'
dismounting, | was delighted to observe them stand for a
few weconds within fifty yards, and stare ar me with
amazement. In vain was it, however, that [ pulled the
trigger of my rifle; three times the heavy machinery of the
lock descended with alarming vehemence, but no repore
followed the concussion; and the herd having in the

Th’s amimal, with it rately bearing and magnificent

meantime ascended a steep hill, 1 faidy rode my horse o
a standstill in the arrempt o overtake them. Cursing my
hard fortune as 1 dashed the hareful weapon o the
ground, [ hustened 1o the camp 1o repair my rifle; armed
with which, and mounted on a fresh steed, | returned
with my companion 1o the spot, where, having raken up
the footmarks, we followed them, with unwearied
perseverance, among the hills, during the whole of thar
and the following day, withour araining even a glimpse
of the objects of our quest. At noon of the third day,
however, pesping cautiously over a bank, our laudable
assiduiry was rewarded by the gratifying sight of the two
bucks grazing by themselves, unconscious of our
approach, in a stony valley.

“Having disposed our forces, afrer a moment’s
consultation, so as to intercept the game from a tangled
labyrinth of ravines, the artack was made. The hind |=g of
thie handsomer of the two was d.i.ng]in; in an inseant, and
in another he was sprawling on the earth. Quickly
recovering himself, however, he led me more than a mile
over the sharp stones ere he was brought o bay,
when, twice charging gallantly, he was at length
overthrown and slain.”

However, in that magnum opus on hunting, Africen
Hunter by James Mellon, the main focus of amention is
the royul or glant sable Mipporrapns niger variani, named
after H.E Varian, a British engineer who built a rilroad
through Angola and ‘discovered” them there in 1913,
Although rypical or common sable recelve a mention in a
number of chapters, it is only in passing. And yet, there
is not that much difference between the two and,
cerainly as far as body size is concerned, the rypical sable
is, if amything, scually a lirtle bipgger. This, of course,
enhances the dramatic size of the royul sable homs,
although the world record for cypical sable, at 60 inches,
is only three inches shorter than the world record for
royal sable. The difference, however, is thar the wp
twenty-five roval sable entries in Rowland Ward's Records
of Big Game all exceed sixty inches or more, whereas only
one rypical sable bears this magical mark, the second
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biggest being a touch over fifty-five inches,

Probably the most important single visual
difference, other than hormn size, berween the
typical and royal sable, is the face partern. In the
typical sable, a broad white seripe extends from
near the base of the homs downwards, in front of
the eyes and along the muzle, to meet the whire
of the lower parts of the face at the nostrils. In
giant sable, although they have the whine stripe
from the base of the horns extending in front of
the eyes, it stops shordy below the eyes and does
not extend to the nose.

||.I='|I:'|'||{'.‘|‘ilFll.l_l,:'l:f_ |i'|';' FTRERSE |IJ'|||':|[|:|.I'|| ';llll-{'Tfr'll.,r
from a hunting perspective is, sadly, the concern
1h:|l rl:l:ln'.ll \.'||'r|1.' I'|'|.'|_l. ({ W] |-:|1'|_[';|.'| {"-Ci'.l if !|'|rir
natural habitat in Angola. In the 30 year
conflagration that has consumed the country, it is
likely that the royal sable, never plentiful ar best,
has been eaten and destroyed despive the face thar,
every now and then, rmumours filer ino the
:|1||||ri||.|_'L domain that this or that reliable person
has seen signs of the 2 000 w 3 000 royal sable
thar, .lL{HII.jIIIH 1o a 1970 survey, exiseed in noreh
central Angola. Much as [ want to believe these
stories, to dare, conclusive prunl' of their
contnued existence has not been established, And
even though the country is now slightly more
\,.rllh:l.i almei i|'|r :1:':!.!|| -:d' .\:l'r:|11||'ri. Ihr ||||_ur
proliferation of land mines, almost waal lack of
infrastricrire .|II|.|. I.||'|I.i'|:|1'|l L1I|'|'IIF'|1I.I.":II'I makes
access 1o, ler alone hunting in, Angola an

ephemeral goal.

The authors fourth and last sable bull, shor along

Baoth record books L!Ll.l:-ll:;l.l in this article also
recognise a thind sub-species, the smaller, “scal
brown” coloured Roosevelt sable, named after the
som, Kermit, and not the more famous Theodore of
US presidential fame. This sable can only be
hunted in the massive Sclous Game Reserve in
Tanzania. Annually, some 70 mw B0 animals are
allowed on quota our of thie somie 10 00 animals
counted in a 1998 senal survey of the reserve and
s surroundings. The longest horns, for recond
book purposes, measured a fairly decent 44 inches,

I have been lucky enough to hunt rypical sable
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the Rumgrsa River and meamring 43 5 incher — held

bere by the anthors _gm.-'.l'r'

in South Africa, Zimbabwe and Tanzania and in
that order, But my sable hunting career did not
hr_qi.:n .|||.»|ri4. i1|||-.|!..

I was in Gravelorte, just south of Phalaborwa,
Limpopo Mrovince, South Africa, on the last day
of my third hunt, o try o outwit one partcular
sable bull. Why one? Well, for reasons known anly
[ L8} ||!!|.' f:.i:'l'l-'.' :Ii|.|:!||.'|!!||.'|:'. |!!||.' |r|||}' h.n! TG -..||:IE|.' |~IL||'H. =
no cows = and was prepared o ler me have the
bigger of the vwo ar an affordable price,

[ had spent the best part of a week tracking the
sable, The closest | came was a briet blur of black
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through some mopane scrub. [ was fast running
out of time. In fact, it was mid-moming on our
last day, To make marters worse, | had lodged our
Land Cruiser firmly in & dry riverbed while trying
o recover my hunring partners Rowdand Ward
red hartebeest, The riverbank over which | drove
caved in and left us well and truly stuck. The tow
hirch and back bumper hung from the riverbed,
leaving the rear wheels suspended in mid-air and
the front bumper stuck in the mnd. Jogging back
to camp to fetch the tractor - hot, sweaty, and
frustrated — the last ching on my mind was sable.
As | bumbled through the entrance to the camp, |
saw the ranch owner’s vehicle. He had decided o
piy us a visit on our last day to say good-bye. As
he saw me, he starred waving and came walking
towards me,

“Come quickly,” he said, “I've been waiting for
you. Your sable is in the bush just off the road w

The authors second Maverri Sabile bull in bis n_{ﬁrr = CUFH = [FEpYY FO0M i the Koo,

the gate.” With that, a friend of his arfved and
confirmed the news,

Hesitating for a moment, [ picked up my Tmm
Remingron Magnum and some 176 grain, spire
pointed, Hormady softs and ran to the friend’s
open [eep. Derek, my hunting parmer, jumped
into the back and we shot off in a cloud of dust.
As we JI!IF"I:HLI".'\IJ the SRt where the friend had
seen the sable, we slowed down and, with the
motor barely ticking over, approached the spot.
W all saw the bull ar che same time, standing in
thick bush FH.I.III.E dil‘n.l:]}' oward us. In his
excitement, our driver missed the brakes and we
rolled past the sable. He had been standing to the
left of a large, dark tree trunk, which now
ohscured him cotally. Our driver was beside
himself with excitement.

He started mumbling to himself, "Oh my Gaod,
he's going 1o get away — shoot, shoo!”

o/

| had never seen “buck fever” in a driver before,
but if this wasn’t it, it was the next best thing.
Before I could get out, he jammed the Jeep ineo
reverse and we hiceuped backward, The tree now
ohscured the left side and fordleg of the sable. By
now our driver was incoherent, | could see the
sahle was tense, |1:ﬂ|kil'|!iI o s :'i.g|'|1 and lq‘.u.{}' i)
run. | had 1o make a decision and quickly. Various
thoughts flashed through my mind as the Jeep
rocked around as our driver squirmed in his sear,
no longer mumbling bur almost shouring to me to
shoor the animal,

Mow [ hunt on foor, and mostly on my own or
with the help of a tracker. | had spent days
hunting this sable on foor and, ar last, here he was,
I did mor want 1o shoot him from the Jeep and yer
I did not want to lose him either. The whole
situstion seemed surreal o me, | swivelled in my
seat, rested my clbows on my knees, and looked



I|'|J|u.|.|_.'.|'| the '|:||:;|'|I\ at che ullh.', the a.r-::-n|u||\11|||!'-|1:||!_'| .|r||'.s.r||| the chest area, At 1%0
metres, | koew | could noe miss it | was scared of the tree. In one of my worst
hunting decisions, | ler the shor go. The sable bolted frantically through the
bush and [ could hear the brush breaking and crashing. I had aimed for dhe
heart and che frantc burse from the sable seemed o confirm it Our driver
wis now out of the vehicle, runming afrer the |.|i1.||1|'<.'.|.'|||:.: sable ball
'.hul.Lr:rlg thar | should shoot again, thax | had missed it, that it was ZOINg
[0 EET Wiy
Dierek ran up behind our driver and Bl.l.l‘li:u'd him by the shoulder. |

could see ANgEr WIiten all over his normally amiable and friendly face

“Shut up, just ghut |.||1!" ke said, "o back o che vehicle and wait

1 I|1-::-||g]|.| he was going to hit him

Tuirning t© meé he smid, "Come on, Pere, lets sec what has
happened.”

After abour 500 metres, we caught sight of the bull wiilking slowly
away from us, | knew | had hie che bull, My only thought now was o
muike |.||1 for the PreveoiLs ~.|1|s| .11'.-,1 -|;|]| ||'|r |1-|.|!_|||-|=r'.”_-|-|| I|||-|||-|'|4| as

quickly and cleanly as passible. 1 ook the only shot available w me
and from a standing position, aimed at the base of the spine and fired
The sable staggered, half fell, and was up and running as | fired a quick
seconid shot. The situation had reached nightmarish proparrions

"How was the shor?™ Derek asked.

"Good,” | said.
“Lisven, | think thae rifle is just too light for the sable. | am going back
10 CAMp 0 get your 375 and I'm 1.'_-::-i|1g to take this fellow with me,”
Derek said, irllil!p a thumb over his thoulder ar our driver. “You stay
an the tracks and just mark your trail. Tl hnd vouw.”
Chubet descended over the bush as the sound of the Jeep faded
away. The sun baked down and the heavy r||inj|.|¢:.' silence
settled. | was I!|'||||||'||:|_.l;|1|}' shaken |::-:. the whole |':Eu'ri¢'r|~ o
and with 2 conscious effort, dragging a stick behind
me, | took up the tracks. At times | had to cast around

biit, fortunately, there was enough blood for me 1o

pick up the tracks again. The tracks went on and
on. My shirt was soaked through with perspirarion
The tracks became confused, and at times, the
Ialood spoor seemed to dry up. Afterwards, we worked
out that the sable had joined up wicth the ather bull. Much
larer, Dierek and Alfred, an excellent trackes, caught up with me

and handed me my 375
“I'm going up ahead o check the cut line in the direction char che bull is mowing," Derek said
“Fine," | answered. “If he comes thar way, phease put him down.”

In ehe end, | nearly walked right into the sable as it lay in the shade of some wilting vaalbos
The bull struggled to i feer. 1 dropped o my knees, cradled my Favourie rifle o my cheek
and immediately squeezed off 4 shor aimed at the poine of the shoulder. The sble crumbled
To my absolute horror, he starved m struggle to his feet again, Whae does it mke? 1 asked myself
in lJL"-"":'I:IIH'H. .’\-1.5' ald habir of rl:-|.|1.LI11i:lr|:i|1E mvy rifle i|1s|||n|i.||r|:|' afver a shot saved the .I.'.:.
as | pur a second buller within an inch of the Grst, Ar lage! It was all over.

Afterward, | asked myself how [ could have made so many elementary mistakes. How, afver
years of hunting, [ had allowed myself o be chivvied into the folly in which 1 had become
involved. And never again did I hunt anything the size and toughness of a sable with my 7mm
Remingron Magnum, J:|l||r|||.|g]: the rifle still plays an imporant role in my battery. Whether
Wil A POoT shot placement, too much velocty from too close, the bullet erikmﬁ a bone, prsar
bullet construction, or whatever, the 7mm bullets failed w hold together and penetrate
sufficiently to hit a vital spot, Only the 270 grain Winchester Power Points from my 375 held
together and penetrated in a straight line through che heart and chest cavity, stopping under
the skin of the off foreleg.

While char sable hunt haunted me for years, it also served to reinforce so many basic lessons
thiae | have learnt over forty years of hunting = to hunt ethically on foot, to hunt on my own
or only with close, tied and trusted friends, to use rhe right calibre weapon and che right
biillets, to only take a shot once | was potally convinced that it would resul in a humane and
immediare kill,
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Ower the VEars, u.|||'|-::-||g||. the hard-learnt lessons remained, the horrible un hiappy memories
aof hunting that magnificent animal pareially faded. 1 became, [ believe, a better hunter, more
thorough, mere careful. And | decided it was time o try to pur the bad memaories 1o bed when
| was offered the opportunity v hune sable in the Matersi area of Zimbabwe, one of the best
sable areas in the world.

How did 1 now rhis? Well, after six years, three amemprs, and many thousands of dollars,
| had cwn:u:tl:.' succeeded in COMPUIETSNg, on an interactive basis, the SCI Record Book
oF [mplly Animals. This allowed me to ]1|1II.. on A map of Africa, which | could
enlarge, where every animal in the record book had been shot. | could also then
cross-reference this w the hunter who had taken it and the outficier
o |:|r|::-|'-|.'!.u|.r|1.L| huneer with whom he had huneed. At the time, Zimbabwe
accounted for 508 common sable entries, almost double thar of i
nearest rival, Lamhia. OF these, the Marewsi region accounted for
nearly half of the Zimbabwean entries and included five our of
the WP [WENLY specimens, the ll:gg:!.t being a massive bull with |'|-|.|;:|,-
nine inch, sweeping, scimitar shaped horns.

Being in such s grest sable area, 1 felt 1 should nor ke the
first, mature, representative bull on offer as | often do when the
hunt has lived L B0 My expectations of what a fair chase,
walk and stalk encounter should be. As such,
[ specifically asked John Oosthuizen, the
professional hunter with whom | was hunting ar
the time, o promise that he would not let me ke
a shor at any wable below the tn:!-ugh Rowdand Ward
"|iup|1}' standard of 42 inches.

Sable are fresh [Erass grasers and depend on water.
According to research referred to by Spinage in The Narmona!
Hisgory of Antelopes, mable are never found more than one kilomerre
from water and drink daily, They crop grass, taking only beaf, ar a
hnghr af 40 w 140 millimerres (roughly 1 w 5 inches) above the
ground and rarely feed at a height above sternum level. And this is
usetul m know as a hunter when rrying wo isolare the habitar most likely
o attract big bulls.

In chis study, only two browse species were recorded in their dier and
they are, thercfore, 1o all intents and purposes, exclusively grazers,
J;l.l'i.l.l'Lr. all these Factors imto account, this makes the sable an
extremely selective feeder and limits its available habitar. As Spinage
says; they are “of restricted distribution, nowhere can it be said o
be a successhul species in rerms of numbers.” And so we chose
the area around the Singuja Hills, along the Bingwa Loop and
down the Deka River, The choice was a good one and we
saw herd wpon herd of these magnificent animals, | wok
my rme. | studied the difference berween herd bulls and
rerritorial bulls, | saw how the |1|gg\ﬂ.r verritorial baalls
staked our the best territories and tried o remin the
nursery herds thar entered them. | looked over the add
bachelor herd made up of young bulls thar had lefr the
nursery herds but who were not old or experienced enough
io establish their own territories. | warched and watched; the
little ones, still brown with spiky, devil-like homns, nudging their
maothers; the herd bulls standing wich their forelsgs on rermite mounds o make themselves
look even bigger and more imposing. [t was a wonderful experience. However, the big 45 inch
bulls for which Matetsi is renowned eluded me, and the days started o slip into one another.

It was I:rlidnl.l:r'. We were |:li1,h:|r|.g our way through a sterile area of imwnﬂmhlc bush, which
the locals call gussu. The sun was pounding. My head was hanging, My blood sugar level was
berw, 1 was hot, sweary, sticky, and tired, | hadn't eaten since 5.00 a.m. and my rhoughts were
centred on an ice-cold drink and not my surroundings, The rhick, soft, red Kalahari sand was
cramping my calves.

Suddenly, James, my tracker, g:’]hhl:d. my arm and |1|:5i11tr-d. fahn, not l;"l;utl;i:.' knioswn
for |.'§-|:|.'ﬁmil'|g excitable in any hunting sitwation, pointed and in an animared way
excluimed, “Take him!" Az first | could only see a vague, black form through the bush
ahead but, as the animal turned to the left to pass behind the trunk of & midsize baokab,
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I caught the briefest glimpse of the elegant sweep
of a sable bull’s horns. It did not seem aware of our

presence, although we were only some seventy
paces away. It too had a bad case of the plods.

Moving out from behind the tree, the bull had a
mere five or six paces to travel before it disappeared
ineo the gussu. | had only a few seconds o aim and
fire before the sable disappeared. Festina lente,
quickly, but without haste, | cradled my faichiul,
old .375 w my cheek, found the spot on the bull's
shoulder and squeezed the wrigger. The bull
collapsed instanely, killed as quickly and cleanly as
could be by the devastating spinal shot thar Derek
had raught me ~ nine to ten inches down from the
wop of the shoulder and in line with foreleg. And
that was that!

Mow, | have known John Oosthuizen for half
my life. In fact, long before he became a
professional hunter, he and | hunted our first
buffale bulls together in the South African
lowveld. One of the things | have always loved
about John is his downright decency and
eransparent honesty.

Looking up from whar | thought was a
spectacular sable bull, he said, "Sorry, Pete, [ got it
all wrong. | was taken in by the length of the horn
tips and didn't notice it had no height in front.
This bull will never make 42 inches. I'll pay for

this one. He's mine now, Let’s go back wo camp
and see what | can negotiate with Charlie.”

I was not present during the course of that
discussion but, when John returned o camp in
time for the aftermoon hunt, he jumped out of the
open Land Cruiser and, with a big smile on his
face, raised his right hand and showed me a circde
circumscribed by his thumb and forefinger. We
were in business.

During the course of the hunt, Derck and | had
listened with interest to Lou and John discussing
where to find the biggest sable bulls. The
discussions centred on whether the biggest bulls
were found in a mixed herd, bachelor herd or
amongst the solitary bulls. Lou argued thar the
biggest bulls were the territorial ones. John, on the
other hand, argued that, in his experience, the
biggest bulls were raken from within the mixed
herds,

It made no difference 1o me. | preferred not o
hunt animals out of a herd. | am a mophy hunter
and concentrate on old, lone males, outside the
breeding cycle who, when shot, do not stress the
herd or interfere with it in any way. | suppose, if
you want to be cynical, it is also usually easier 1o
hunt the lone males as there are fewer eyes
watching, noses smelling and ears listening, On
the other hand, they are much harder wo track

than a herd, especially through difficule rerrain.

One of the many reasons that sable are sought
after is their scarcity value. Apart from their
selective habits, [ also aoributed this pardly ro the
fact that the big bulls are not thatr difficulr
hunt. While | am no fan of anthropomorphic
thinking, 1 agree with Millais, who in
his marvellous book A Breash from the Velds wrote
that they were fearless, noble animals. In
the face of danger, they are used o standing
their ground and there are many stories written
by reliable observers that walk about the bravery
of these animals.

Territorial bulls are used o defending their
territories cither by displays calculated 1o
intimidare or, if this fails, by fighting. Fighting
often consists of dropping to the knees and
sparring with the horns. This is somerimes
accompanied by bellowing and much clashing
and slashing of horns. Srevenson-Hamilon, the
first warden of Kruger National Park, noted a case
where a serious territorial fight led to the death of
one of the contestants, Their long horns, with
their sharp points, are clearly deadly weapons.

Bravery and belligerence seem to be part of
their behaviour pattern and anyone who has
hunted them regularly will probably have a
picture in his minds eye of a coal black and



washing powder white bull standing head on, within rifle range, forefeer on an am
_.n..—._ or a rise in the m_.:f:_._n_ and _.n._zr.w.:_n down his nose ac the hunter

At the end of the day, that was how | found my second Martetsi bull. As |
clambered up the side of the hill wowards the sable he seemed enormous, Imperious.
Unafraid. Immobile. Like a massive black and white chess piece.

“Chnce bitten, rwice L.___..: John __h.__..;umr...q_..._"_ in my car  He seems 4 nice one but |
cannot guarantee that he is 42 inches. It's your call™ The bull was less than 150
paces away. | was steady, calm and had a good rest. The crosshairs of the 1 x & power
Zeiss Diavari scope were fived unwaveringly on the juncrion berween the sable’s neck
and chest. From this angle, below the bull, if the shot held true, [ should be able 10
drop the animal in its tracks,

While these thoughts were working their way in a reasonably logical sequence
through my mind, for half a second the bull murned and looked to his lefr, Was he
having second thoughts about the confrontation? 1 could clearly see the height in the
tront, the classic, graceful sweep and the rapering tips of its homs. | could also see
why John was unsure as, even though most sable bulls have a face length of 13
inches, which helps when estimating horn length, they are difficult animals ro judge
and this one did not have that, ‘wow!' feel about it. That “forger the binoculars, let's
get on with it feel,

The veteran 375, loaded with 300 grain Nosler soft points by Federal, almost
fired itsell and, as is often the case when my shooting works like this, the buller hit
within millimetres of the aiming point and the bull thumped w the ground,
crumpled by the penetrating power of this classic cartridge. | was happy with the
hunt and happy with my 41 inch sable bull. Along the banks of the Rungwa river in
Tanzania, a VOLINE sable bull was born that year which, in n.-m.: years time, would
walk across an H._._.._.:m._ bumr as black as he was, 1o become the “_.:_.._.h__wﬂ_ _d____._n 42 inch
bull that | had sought for nearly twenty years and which would be the lase of these
noble, proud, handsome animals that | would ever hunt.

The authors first sable bull as mentioned in the story, with Alfred

anding in the backgronnd




