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Geoff Wainwright

.375 Magnum 
my best all-round rifl e

The game laws of Zambia state that to hunt the Big Five, a minimum calibre 
of .375 is required. As a teenager raised in Zambia, my fi rst rifl e was a 7x57 
BSA. Later, as a professional hunter, I used a .375 Magnum, followed by 
a .470 Krieghoff  double. The serial number on my .375 was 195, with the 
name “Holland & Holland” engraved on the breech. It had a Mauser M98 

bolt acti on and a hinged thumb safety. The magazine held four rounds, plus one in the breech, and the 
bullets weighed 300 to 286 gr. This was the ideal rifl e for taking plains game over long distances. 

One year, on my way to the United States via 
England, I visited Holland & Holland Ltd at      
13 Bruton Street, London. The shop was small, 
the inside old-fashioned – not what I expected 

from a world-renowned gunmaker! A gentleman in a dark 
suit off ered to help me. He traced my rifl e’s history back 
150 years. According to him it was fi rst sold to an Eng-
lish colonel who served in India and hunted � gers from 
the backs of elephants. It then made its way to the then 
Northern Rhodesia (now Zambia). Hard � mes then fell on 
the owner and he sold the rifl e. It passed through three 
owners before I became the lucky fourth one. With its iron 
sights and recoil pad of plain buff alo horn veneer, it was 
my favourite of the many rifl es that came my way. Every 
round I fi red was an adventure. 

I set off  one day on my Honda motorcycle, heavily 
loaded with camping equipment, to hunt elephant and 
buff alo in the Luano Valley in Zambia. Zola, my tracker, 
clung to my leather jacket, my .375 slung over his back. 
He was old, grizzle-jawed and no bigger than a jockey. 
The route snaked through steep-sided valleys. In fact, the 
angle of ascent and descent was so steep that the game 
department had laid concrete to prevent their Land Rov-
ers from wheel-spinning, which resulted in broken drive 
sha� s. We cursed the midday heat and fought off  the 
tsetse fl ies. Finally, as dusk fell, we arrived at our riverside 
campsite on the Mawapula River. 

It was good to be back at one of my favourite hun� ng 
grounds. I no� ced that our fi re-blackened hearth stones 
had not been moved since our previous visit. While Zola 

The author (le� ) with a .470 Krieghoff . Next to him is his client who took the buff alo with a .375.
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collected wood, I laid our blankets on a tarpaulin spread 
over the ground. We bathed in the shallows and were 
later lulled to sleep by the sound of the river. Zola woke 
me before first light, handed me a mug of coffee, and 
prepared our breakfast. We communicated in a bastard 
language called Fanagalo, first brought into Northern Rho-
desia by immigrant mine workers from South Africa. After 
our meal, we hid everything away from curious baboons 
and left camp. 

Zola rode on the pillion seat, with my rifle cradled in 
a rack over the handlebars. The engine growled quietly 
in low gear while we motored along an old elephant path 
that followed the river. Our landscape was covered in 
shrub mopane and an odd tall tree set against the horizon. 
We detoured around trees pushed down by elephant. 
As we were constantly attacked by blood-sucking tsetse 
flies, we stopped, placed some dry elephant dung into a 
tin mounted on the front mudguard, and set it alight. The 
smoke wafted over us and kept these little biting pests at 
bay. 

Later, we cut the fresh tracks of six dagga boys. With 
my motorcycle hidden by a few bushes to blend in with 
the surrounds, we took up the spoor. The bulls had walked 
at a leisurely pace, stopping every so often to graze. Zola 
stabbed his finger into a dung pat. It was still warm, so the 
bulls were not too far ahead. I raised my field glasses and 
searched ... nothing. Their tracks led us to a steep hill were 
we heard the clatter of rocks tumbling down. We caught a 
fleeting glimpse of a buffalo as it crested and then disap-
peared over the opposite side. The ground, covered in 
stones, made our tracking slow and the midday sun was 
beating down on our backs. In our excitement, we had 

Holding his .375, the author is flanked by a Maasai     
warrior wielding his traditional spear and shield. 
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forgotten our water. We found a narrow, rain-filled gully 
and slaked our thirst. Raising my field glasses, I spotted the 
buffalo across the valley on the opposite hillside. The dis-
tance was too far to gauge the horn sizes. With the breeze 
to our advantage, we used the scrub mopane as cover. As 
we peered to see their exact whereabouts, we found that 
they had moved on. 

 Zola, loose-limbed and fit for his age, took off his 
boots. He hugged an ancient, skeletal tree and then, 
frog-like, shimmied up to stand on a branch. Sliding to the 
ground again, there was a smile on his face. We walked a 
short distance and took cover behind a crooked, pillar-like 
termite mound. The buffalo lay in the shade of a sausage 
tree, with an old bull on guard. I raised my glasses to 
search for a big-horned bull. As a teenage hunter, trophy-
sized horns were ingrained in my mind after I had shot a 
top, record-book sable antelope. Displayed on the wall of 
my parents’ home were my two average-sized buffalo skull 
mounts. In my father’s outdoor shop was a fine buffalo 
head with horns measuring over 50" – a beautiful trophy I 
yearned to bag for myself, but I never succeeded. 

With a difficult task ahead, Zola led the way. We 
stalked closer and hid behind the wreckage of elephant-
damaged trees. The bachelor boys had been joined by a 
cow and her calf. I glassed the heads of the bulls – noth-
ing over 35-40". We waited for them to stir and change 
position. Zola rolled a cigarette from old newspaper and 
shag tobacco. The pungent smell filled our surroundings. 
He took a few puffs and tossed the butt away. Bored, he 
lay on his back, face in the shade, and fell asleep. As he 

snored gently, I stood and looked down respectfully at my 
mentor. I hunted my first elephant and buffalo under his 
guidance. Shaking my head, I stopped daydreaming and 
got back to the task at hand. 

The buffalo stirred and changed their positions. I 
glassed them and was just about to pass up the hunt, 
but Zola pleaded for me to shoot one for camp meat. My 
.375, loaded with a 300 gr solid, barked as I fired at the 
shoulder of the closest bull. Out of the corner of my eye I 
saw the calf alongside the cow suddenly drop dead. Our 
buffalo bull, mortally wounded, bolted with the group and 
moments later we heard his mournful death bellow. Bewil-
dered by the incident, we found my round had coursed 
through the dagga boy’s lungs, hit a leg bone, exited on 
the opposite side, and penetrated the calf’s skull. We 
dragged its carcass to lie alongside that of the dagga boy. 
Zola went to cut branches to hide the carcasses from vul-
tures. He suddenly shouted and burst out of the mopane 
towards me. He was being chased by the calf’s mother! I 
shot her in the chest with a .280 soft-point and brought 
her down. We slit the calf’s belly open, cut off its head 
and cleaned out the intestines to lighten the load. Zola 
made string from bark and tied its legs round his waist and 
chest, carrying our fresh meat piggyback-style. We finally 
arrived at the motorcycle, tied the carcass to the carrier 
and rode back to camp. That night, as we sat around the 
fire and dined on buffalo veal, a Land Rover arrived and 
two game scouts clambered out. They were hungry for 
meat. We greeted them and offered them supper. Later 
that night, with Zola on board, they left camp to recover 

the carcass. 
As a Zambian resident, I had hunted 

buffalo on a regular basis with my .375. My 
confidence grew over the years and I bought 
a resident’s elephant licence. I can proudly 
say that I never wounded or lost any quary. 
As a professional hunter employed by Zambia 
Safaris from 1971, and thereafter by other 
privately owned companies, my .375 was 
the calibre of choice for the majority of our 
clients. 

 A wounded buffalo is Africa’s most 
dangerous animal. Peter MacCander and a 
game scout named Nelson Chilanga were 
tragically killed by buffalo, rumoured to have 
been wounded with .375s. The late Zambian 
professional hunter, Alistair Gellatly, was 
charged and tossed by his client’s wounded 
bull. Gellatly’s .375 stock was splintered in 
half on contact with the bull after his chest 
shot had failed. In the chaos that ensued, his 
client managed to kill it. Lucky to be alive, he 
survived with just an injured shoulder and 
arm. 

Sadly, corruption and mismanagement 
prevailed in the government structures and 
the future of Zambia looked bleak. I left the 
country, my Holland & Holland packed behind 
the back seat of my Land Cruiser. I crossed 
the border into Tanzania and joined Wengert 
Windrose Safaris. My tented camp was based The author’s .375 Holland & Holland Zambian licence
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in the wildlife conserva� on area of Moyowosi Swamp, 
where fi ve herds of buff alo roamed the grass-covered 
fl oodplains. 

One day, as I drove over the plain with my hun� ng cli-
ent seated next to me, my tracker knocked on the roof and 
I brought the truck to a stop. “Mbogo,” he said in Swahili 
and pointed. It was a dagga boy standing more than 300 
yards away, with a stand of papyrus in the background. I 
raised my glasses to judge his trophy value, but we passed 
him up and con� nued. The tracker anxiously knocked 
again, saying that the buff alo was charging us. I glanced 
sideways out of the driver’s window. Sure enough, the 
bull’s tail was up as he thundered closer over broken 
ground! But curiosity got the be� er of me. I stopped the 
vehicle and stepped out. An unprovoked charge over such 
open ground? Never! My bewildered crew and I watched 
as the beast ate up the precious yards towards us. “Kupiga! 
Kupiga!” they shouted and pressed my .375 into my hands. 
The dagga boy loomed, head held straight out, murder 
in his eyes ... I shot between them with a solid and the 
buff alo crashed to the ground. I scrambled up onto the 
vehicle and fi red a security shot into its spine. Relieved, we 
searched for any previous wounds but came up empty-
handed. Carrying out a post-mortem, we found that my 
fi rst shot was solid, coursing through the brain, exi� ng 
the skull and leaving a furrow on its back. The .375 H &H 
proved a popular calibre. I never had to purchase ammuni-
� on but cadged it from my depar� ng clients. 

At � mes I hunted in Maasailand against the beau� ful 
backdrop of Mount Kilimanjaro. Our hun� ng block bor-
dered Lake Natron in the distance, with two ex� nct volca-
noes, Ol Doinyo Lengai and Ketumbaine, on the horizon. 
Our hun� ng party motored over a vast plain and stopped 
beneath an ancient fi g tree. My German hunter had hired 
our company’s iron-sighted .458, the heavy, wooden stock 
intricately carved with acorn branches. I had my trusted 
.375. Meshack, a Maasai, acted as our tracker, and a fellow 
named Vincent as our skinner. We followed a small, stony 
stream and found the fresh tracks of a dagga boy that 
had come to drink. The spoor led us into a thorny thicket.    
Vincent with his bush eyes pointed him out. With my      cli-
ent on my heels, we stalked closer and got to within easy 
shoo� ng range. As he fi red from the shoo� ng s� cks, I saw 
hair fl y. The buff alo crashed away and I instantly knew he 
was wounded. We fl ushed him twice in dense bush but, 
unable see him, we held our fi re. 

The wounded buff alo’s tracks led us down into a steep 
hillside gully. The bo� om had a staircase, formed by ragged 
layers of rock, and our buff alo had entered a thicket at the 
top. We threw stones into the thicket but nothing s� rred. 
With my loaded rifl e in one hand, the other used to steady 
myself, I worked my way up as I cau� ously peered onto 
dense green foliage. Suddenly a s� ck cracked, the bushes 
erupted and the buff alo charged! There was no � me to 
take careful aim at his brain. My rifl e loaded with a solid 
round, I fi red. The shot entered his chest but failed to stop 
him. He knocked me down and trampled over me as he 
stumbled over the rocks towards the crew. My hunter fi red 
the fatal shot that fi nally put him down. Luck was certainly 
on my side, for I only suff ered a bruised ego, a ba� ered 
body, and a torn shirt! As we all crowded round the dead 

bull, I compared him in size to all the buff alo I had hunted 
in Zambia and Moyowosi. He weighed more and was in 
prime condi� on. Had my .375 bullet hit the brain, he would 
have died instantly. However, it had coursed right through 
his adrenalin-fi lled body and failed to stop him. 

Imprinted on my mind was a second buff alo incident 
that also took place in Maasailand. Our hun� ng party was 
on the blood spoor of a wounded dagga boy again. Blood 
was do� ed all over the leaf li� er. Visibility in the thicket 
was only a few yards and I knew that if it charged, I would 
only get off  one shot before it horned one of us. My nerves 
on edge, I would have happily traded my bolt-ac� on .375 
for a heavy .470-bore double. A Maasai warrior, armed 
with his spear, followed closely on our heels. The buf-
falo le�  the thicket and his tracks led us into a dry river 
bed – the massive hoof prints pi� ed in white sand. He 
then took cover in the thicket that grew along the wall of 
the opposite bank. We stood on our side and threw some 
stones into the thicket to unse� le him, hoping that he 
would move and betray his exact whereabouts. The bushes 
heaved up loudly, with an odd branch shaking violently. 
We fi red a few blind shots but never heard the comfor� ng 
“thump” of our rounds as they walloped into him. Then all 
went dead quiet ... no sound of his death bellow. We heard 
his foo� alls as he followed the bank and worked his way 
upstream. My pa� ence was fi nally worn out, and with the 
beeze in my favour, I quietly entered the thicket with my 
rifl e held ready. 

In places the ground was covered with waist-high fl ood 
debris snagged on the roots of trees. Progress was slow in 
the cavern-like gloom. Later my way was barred by a wall 
of thorns, forcing me outside into the sunshine. On the 
sand, a few yards ahead, stood the Maasai warrior. He was 
bent low and pointed back into the thicket. With a wave of
his hand he beckoned me to join him. I used the end of 
my barrel to push the branches quietly aside. The dagga 
boy suddenly ambushed me at point-blank range! All I can 
remember was the sound of my shot and branches as they 
slapped into my face, followed by a fl ash of blue sky as I 
landed on my back between two ribs of rock. I heard the 
sound of his horns above as they cla� ered on the stones, 
trying to hook me. Suddenly there was gunfi re, followed by
a sudden calm. “Are you all right?” a voice enquired. I did 
not answer but stood up, my face covered in buff alo saliva 
and sand. I washed it with water from the josak (water bag)
to restore my sight. The dagga boy lay dead on the river bed
with the warrior’s spear buried in his rump. The bull had 
soaked up three .458 rounds – two solids and one so� . My 
.375 shot had entered the chest, but not one of our shots 
had found a vital killing zone – brain, spine or heart. 

The East African Cape buff alo in Maasailand are much 
more aggressive when wounded. On average, their horns 
are larger than those of their smaller counterparts. In 
open, fl at country where visibility is good, a scoped .375 
single-barrel rifl e is required. In dense tangles, a larger 
iron-sighted double bore should preferably be used. Of 
the utmost importance is that a hunter on the spoor of 
wounded buff alo should know his big-game rifl e. Should 
the .375 be your favourite weapon of choice, purchase a 
double fi � ed with a detachable scope. Learn to shoot it 
well, and you will have a good all-round rifl e. 


