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An Elephant in My Garden


What was Frankie doing, standing right in front of my gate? 


I kept an eye on her – you always had to with Frankie; she was unpredictable. You never quite knew what our feisty elephant matriarch would do. She turned to face the house and took a few steps, tall and proud. It almost looked as if she were walking inside my garden, I thought with a chill. But that was impossible. There were five electric wires laid on the ground across the open entrance carrying 8,000 volts of electricity to keep the animals out. There was no way Frankie could have breached the boundary.


I walked closer for a better view. Was I dreaming? Frankie was indeed in my garden! Somehow, she had stepped over the wires – was the electricity not working? – and she was walking up to my house. Strolling with confidence into this unauthorized land.


My first panicked thought was, ‘Where are my dogs?’ I looked around wildly. An encounter between seven barking dogs and a massive elephant would certainly end in disaster.


I felt hysterical, but kept my trembling voice low, ‘Here Tina . . . Lucy, Miley, come . . .’ They can be disobedient little chaps, but this time they caught the urgency in my voice and followed me up to the house, all of us moving quickly and quietly. They ran in and I shut the door and leaned against it, shaking with fear and adrenaline. 


‘Come, come, my doggies, ssshhh . . .’ I said, gathering them to me and stroking them to keep them quiet. My little Gypsy shivered against me. Even the naughty yappy ones, the French poodles, Alex and Shani, were on their best behaviour – most dogs have a sensible respect for the elephants. As for Frankie, she had no love for dogs. In fact, she hated them. Gin is lucky to be alive after he foolishly charged Frankie some years ago, and Frankie gave him as good as she got, charging him back. His feet barely touched the ground as he’d fled.


Through the panes of glass in the flimsy wooden framed door, we all watched Frankie. 


I couldn’t believe what I was seeing! It was July 2018 and Frankie had never come into my garden in all these years, and there she was walking around the place in a very calm, confident way. She wasn’t aggressive, or stressed. It was as if she were taking a little stroll around her own home. 


She proceeded slowly towards me, one huge foot after the other, until she was no more than five or six metres from my door. Frankie could have knocked that door down with a little flick of her trunk if she wanted to. 


Frankie and I have a special – if rather complicated – relationship. Twenty years earlier, soon after she arrived at Thula Thula with the original herd, she nearly killed me and my husband Lawrence when we surprised her on a noisy quad bike. I have never forgotten the terror of seeing her hurtle towards us, ears back, eyes blazing, her furious trumpeting splitting the air. I thought my last day had come.


We lived to tell the tale, and Lawrence named her after me, saying that she shared my feisty French temperament. Frankie had been more than feisty in the beginning. She had a temper and an unpredictable streak that made us all a bit nervous, especially when we had guests on game drives. As she aged, she became calmer and more confident, but she was never one to be taken lightly. The two of us had a healthy mutual respect.


And now here we were, the two Frankies, separated by a few metres of lawn and a few bits of wood and glass.


The elephant looked at us and seemed to hesitate, and for a scary moment, I was sure she was going to come in. Then she turned away from the door and strolled in the direction of the swimming pool. 


Behind her, the rest of the herd were gathered at the fence, all twenty-eight of them, from Mandla, our biggest bull, to little Themba, tagging along behind his mother Nandi. The elephants were as surprised as I was to see their matriarch taking a walk around an area that they all knew full well was out of bounds. Nana, our gentle and dignified old lady, Frankie’s predecessor as matriarch, must have been shocked at this uncouth behaviour. 


As the head of the herd, the matriarch shows leadership and demonstrates correct elephant behaviour. Frankie’s job was to set an example to the other elephants and to discipline anyone who stepped out of line. And yet here she was, blatantly flouting the rules herself. 


Brendan, her son, decided, ‘Well, if Mum can do it . . .’. and walked up to the gate. Was I going to have two elephants in my garden? Or even the whole herd, following their leader?


As Brendan stepped onto the wires we heard a crackling, snapping electrical sound followed by his furious trumpeting scream. The wires were definitely working, and he had got a big shock. Brendan backed off. 


Frankie continued her tour of the premises for almost an hour, unhurried and curious. She took in the view over the grasslands down towards the dam. Paused to admire the delicate pink flowers on the kapokboom tree. Rested a moment in the shade of the enormous sycamore fig. She raised her trunk and sniffed the light breeze that brings relief on hot summer days. It was as if she was taking stock of it all with a view to purchase, ‘Hmm, it’s a nice house; it might suit me.’


I was beginning to wonder if she had indeed taken up residence, and I was going to be stuck in my house with an elephant in my garden for ever, when she turned towards the gate. 


All eyes were on Frankie. 


The dogs and I watched through the door, and the elephants watched from outside the fence. What was she going to do? Frankie made her slow and deliberate way to the exit. It was a wonder that she’d got in without an electric shock. How was she going to get out? My great fear was that she would get a jolt, and I’d have a furious elephant on my doorstep.


She raised one massive foot and placed it carefully between the wires. By now, the rest of the elephants were in quite a state, shuffling about and looking on anxiously. Some were trumpeting their concern. Others were pointing to the ground with their trunks, almost as if they were saying, ‘Be careful . . . Look there’s a wire . . . Mind, there’s another one . . . Watch your step Frankie.’


Frankie remained calm, raising the next foot, and then the next, placing each one delicately on the ground, avoiding the wires with an acrobatic elegance you would never imagine was possible from a four-ton elephant.


As she cleared the last wire, the herd welcomed her back with their trunks held high in triumph and celebration. There was rumbling, and someone gave a short blast of a trumpet. You didn’t need to understand Elephant to know that they were saying, ‘You made it Frankie! You’re back! Well done!’


Frankie turned her great head to me, as I cowered behind the flimsy door and clutched my dogs. Her eyes met mine and she gave a small toss of her head, as if to say, ‘Who’s the matriarch now, Madame? I know you thought it was you, but who’s the boss really?’


The following evening, I was home alone with the dogs. They seemed a bit edgy, not settling happily into the sofa as usual. Now, when you live in the bush and your dogs behave in an unusual way, it’s a good idea to check it out because there is often something amiss. Usually, it is just a monkey in the trees, but it could be something more worrying, like a snake at the door. I moved little Gypsy from my lap and got up to look out of the window.


It was night and I didn’t have my glasses on, but I saw nothing out of the ordinary. Just the African flame tree that delighted me with its magnificent red flowers in spring, a big dark shape against the starry sky. 


It was a very still night, not a breath of wind, but strangely, the tree was moving as if ruffled by a breeze. I felt a prickle of fear and recognition – that big dark shape wasn’t a tree. It was an elephant.


I sent a message to the WhatsApp group of rangers and key staff:


‘Shit! Frankie is back in my garden!’


Again, she was very close. Just metres away on the other side of the door, down the two little steps that separated my house from the lawn.


I sent another message:


‘Can elephants climb steps?’


Ranger Promise replied with a string of emojis of pairs of round eyes.


Not very helpful! In fact, nobody knew what to do. You can’t just shoo a four-ton elephant out of your garden as you can an antelope or a baboon or any of the other creatures who occasionally invade my private space and create havoc with my dogs.


Quite apart from the breach of the perimeter, which Frankie knew full well was prohibited, this was very unusual behaviour. A matriarch should never leave the herd at night. Frankie was alone, so where were the other elephants? They might have been close by but I could not hear or see them in the dark. 


Frankie stayed in the garden all night. She had obviously taken a liking to my place – I hoped she didn’t intend to move in! 


‘You have more than 4,000 hectares to wander around, Frankie,’ I muttered under my breath. ‘Why do you have to come into my little garden?’


She pottered about, devouring my newly planted indigenous gerbera daisies, and enjoying the night air. She was still for quite a while and I thought perhaps she was having a quick nap standing up, as elephants do. And as dawn broke over the bush, she left as she had arrived, completely noiselessly, stepping delicately over the electric wires and heading down the road to join the family.


A few days later, when I was in the UK for the launch of my first book, Frankie came back into my little garden. The staff were in a panic, and Lynda, manager of admin and accounts, called Andrew, one of the rangers, to help. Quite what she expected him to do, I don’t know. Still, Andrew decided to have a little chat with Frankie. With the rest of the staff watching from the safety of my house, he spoke quietly, trying to talk her into leaving. ‘Go on Frankie, time to go home. Come on . . .’


The herd was at the gate watching this scene with intense interest. Gobisa, Frankie’s companion, Mabula and Ilanga and Brendan, her sons, and Marula, her daughter, were particularly fascinated by the sight of their mother gate-crashing again. 


Andrew has a special bond with all the elephants. Somehow, his quiet words seem to get through to them. But Frankie was in a bad mood that day and was having none of his calm talk and sensible suggestions. She charged, running at him, ears flapping. He ran up the three steps of my veranda and ducked into my house just in time.


After that, they decided to leave her alone doing her round of my little garden, and she eventually left as she came in. 


As always, when presented with a mystery or an issue concerning the herd, I consulted the rangers and Christiaan, the conservation manager. No one had an explanation for her strange behaviour. Elephants don’t usually come so close to the places where we humans and dogs and cars congregate, unless they’re passing by. 


‘These visits are getting to be a problem,’ I said to Vusi, the farm manager who is in charge of all the difficult things like fences and water supply. And now, a breaking-and-entering elephant. ‘We can’t be having Frankie pottering around the garden whenever she feels like it!’


‘It’s dangerous,’ he agreed. ‘For the staff, too. And even the guests.’


My house is part of the compound we call main house. The reception and the admin office are in the original farm house, with its beautiful old Cape Dutch style front. Clustered around it are a number of cottages and outbuildings, including my house and office, and accommodation for some of the office staff. If Frankie could come into my garden, she could pay them a visit too.


‘Maybe she’s big enough to just step over most of the wires. I’ll get security to put an extra wire on the ground,’ said Vusi. ‘That should discourage her.’


‘Thanks Vusi. It will be nice to go to sleep at night without wondering if there’s an elephant in my garden.’


Vusi arranged the extra wire, but Frankie came back one more time.


One morning, not long after Frankie’s night-time visit, I heard a commotion outside the office. Portia, the marketing assistant, was waving her arms expressively, and regaling the office staff with some tall tale. 


She beckoned me over, ‘Françoise, you’ll never believe what just happened!’


‘Well, tell me!’ I said. Now, Portia is by nature very dramatic, so I was expecting something like a snake in a cupboard or a frog in her shoe. There’s no shortage of such incidents in the bush. 


She continued, eyes wide. ‘I was in my swimsuit, going to the pool for my early morning swim, and I was in the middle of the lawn when from the corner of my eye I saw something. A big grey rock. For some reason, I didn’t register that there isn’t a big rock right there on the lawn. I carried on to the pool. Then I heard Andrew’s voice, in a shouting whisper, “Portia, Portia, go back . . . Frankie’s in the garden!” I turned my head and saw that the big grey rock was Frankie’s butt!’


The whole office burst out laughing.


‘It’s not funny. She was right there next to me! I turned and ran for my life and banged on Swazi’s door.’


Swazi, the reservation officer, took up the tale.


‘There was Portia wrapped in a towel, with her eyes wide, saying “Swazi, Swazi, let me in. Frankie’s in the garden!” She came into my room and shut the door. I ran to the other side and opened the blinds and there was Frankie, right in front of us. This huge elephant, right outside the window. Portia and I were shaking with fear!’


The rest of the office laughed and shrieked and shivered. 


The office staff still talk about the time Portia nearly collided with Frankie’s butt on her way to the pool. The funny thing is that when we talk about that encounter, Portia remembers it as something quite precious: ‘Frankie was so beautiful and so close. It was an unforgettable experience that I’ll cherish forever.’ 


That’s Frankie for you – she really is a very special elephant. 


On her way out of the property that day, Frankie got a sharp electric shock from the wires. And that was the end of her house calls.


To this day, those visits from Frankie in my garden remain a total mystery. We can only use our human minds and eyes and hearts to imagine a reason. Did she want to visit the kitchen where baby Tom had been rescued years before? Was there something else she was trying to communicate to us? 


So many questions we couldn’t answer.
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The Land Before We Lived Here


Before Africa was divided up into countries, provinces, towns and farms. Before the railways and highways and fences and border posts. Before the shopping malls and office blocks and suburbs, elephants moved freely around the continent. 


As a migratory species they might travel as much as a hundred kilometres to find food or water, to get away from danger, or to find a more hospitable environment. Some of the colonial roads and railways were even built on the elephants’ migratory paths, like the one that crosses the Drakensberg mountains.


Elephants in our province of KwaZulu-Natal, in the north-east of the country, might have travelled as far as Mozambique, allowing overpopulated herds to spread out into new terrain. These days elephants are confined to smaller pockets of wilderness as their habitat is destroyed or encroached by humans. 


The more of us humans there are, and the more land we occupy, the more conflict there will be between us and elephants. Our own beautiful herd only came to us because they were breaking out of the game reserve they were living on to eat the neighbouring farmers’ crops. 


This situation, or a version of it, plays out all over the world. In India, the space for elephants is shrinking, and elephants are chased and even shot by farmers and villagers. We forget that these magnificent beasts were here long before us.


It’s no secret that elephants are very large and they eat a lot – an elephant might eat as much as two hundred kilograms a day. That’s a lot of trees and bush, so they need a good, big space. If confined to a small area, they can destroy their habitat.


When Lawrence and I bought Windy Ridge, it was 1,500 hectares. As 400 of those hectares were on the other side of the public road, they couldn’t be part of the regulatory fenced area where we could keep the wildlife. Local people grazed their cattle on that land. We were left with a little sanctuary of just over 1,000 hectares, which we called Thula Thula. In Zulu, thula means quiet, and is often said in hushed tones. A mother might whisper, ‘thula, thula’ to comfort a child to sleep. This was the peace and tranquillity we wanted to give animals and humans, in the land that had been hunted on for centuries.


In August 1999, we got our first seven elephants. They had the reputation of being ‘problem’ elephants and would have been culled if we had not taken them in. Lawrence knew that if we wanted to add to our herd, either through breeding or by rescuing more elephants, we would need more land. As well as the practical, common sense need for space, there’s a regulatory one – the elephant management regulations of the Department of Environmental Affairs require us to have a certain number of hectares of land per elephant.


Lawrence was a man with great vision and big plans. His dream was to create a massive conservancy in Zululand, incorporating our land and other small farms and community land into one great big game park, stretching all the way to the far north of the province. 


‘Imagine it, Frankie,’ he would say to me, gesturing over our property and beyond to the horizon, his face bright with excitement. ‘All that beautiful bush, the animals. One big, safe, well-managed reserve. All the way up to Umfolozi.’


It was a grand idea, but we had no spare cash in those days. We were just starting out. No one knew us. We couldn’t raise donations for land expansion. But Lawrence was undeterred. He spent hours and days trying to rally people in support of his vision. There were endless exhausting meetings with community leaders. His commitment to his dream, and to the welfare of animals, never wavered.


He had some success. In 2008, ten years after we bought Thula Thula, we expanded into 1,000 hectares of land which belonged to the National Parks Board but had been allocated for community use. This area, Fundimvelo, had no water, so it really wasn’t suitable for cattle. What little wildlife there was on the community land struggled to survive, and animals often came through or over the fence to find water and better grassland at Thula Thula. 


Lawrence approached the amakhosi, the local traditional leaders. They are largely symbolic figureheads, most of whom have little political power, but they play an important role in the lives of rural people, negotiating, advising and helping to resolve disputes. Our relationships with the amakhosi are extremely important to us, and over the years we have developed great trust and mutual respect. 


Lawrence’s proposal was to create a joint conservation project on Fundimvelo. We would run it as part of Thula Thula and develop its infrastructure. They didn’t hesitate. We dropped the fence between the two properties. Our beautiful family of elephants had more space to roam, and the animals on the community land had access to our water and grasslands. 


Lawrence and Vusi and the team built a large dam on what had been community land. It was a favourite spot for our elephants, and of course our hippo family. After Lawrence died in 2012, we named the dam Mkhulu Dam, in memory of him. Mkhulu is the Zulu word for grandfather, and was our staff’s affectionate name for Lawrence. His ashes were scattered at that beautiful, tranquil place. 


When Lawrence died, he had been in discussion with the amakhosi about an additional piece of land, bordering Fundimvelo, perfect for the expansion of Thula Thula. I took over the complex negotiations, navigating Zulu customs and land rights, government regulations, and conservation issues – all of it conducted in English and Zulu. It was quite a learning curve for a French-speaker who just wanted to get on with making her little piece of earth a sanctuary for wildlife. Now, seven years later, in 2019, we had yet to finalize the negotiation, but I remained determined to move forward, towards Lawrence’s dream. 


I often visit Mkhulu Dam of an evening, as the sky turns pink and gold and the hippos grunt and snort, making rings and ripples in the sunset reflected in the water. It is hard to believe that this dam, alive with birds and insects and animals, dried to hard, cracked mud in the terrible drought that began in 2013 and continued for three long years. Our hippos, Romeo and Juliet, and the crocodile Gucci, left Mkhulu Dam, led by their incredible survival instinct to the far side of the reserve where one little dam still had a bit of water. 


The rains came, as they always do, and brought life quickly back to normal. The dam filled up and our hippos, crocodiles and other wildlife returned to their home. The whole reserve felt alive and bountiful, the plants and animals thriving. I marvelled again at nature’s resilience, and the example it offers for us humans. If you can just hang on long enough, the rains will surely come.


Mkhulu Dam is a favourite place to visit on a game drive. Guests go on two drives a day, one in the early morning, and the other in the late afternoon. The rangers take them out into the bush, tracking and observing the animals – the elephants in particular, of course – and sharing fascinating facts and exciting tales. The guests always leave saying they have learned so much.


These drives really are the highlight of a trip to the bush. There’s a great sense of freedom and excitement as you set off in an open vehicle, never knowing exactly what the day will bring. No two drives are the same. But there will always be something thrilling, or amusing, or surprising, something that will touch your heart or soul, make a perfect memory or photograph. 


Every drive ends with a picnic stop somewhere – hot coffee for the morning drive, cocktails for sundowners. Mkhulu Dam is a good spot for such a stop, particularly if the elephants have come down to the dam for a drink, or to cool off in the water. The ideal elephant sighting is for the animals to be undisturbed by human presence. ‘I want to see them as they are, doing what they would be doing even if I wasn’t there,’ says ranger Victor. ‘This is the experience I want for our guests too, the feeling of simply being here in this moment with these elephants, right now, in this beautiful place.’


Occasionally, I will join the rangers, and end a busy week watching the sun go down over the bush.


One day in particular stays in my memory. It was almost as if the elephants knew it was Friday afternoon, time to kick back, relax, hang out with friends. The whole family had taken a stroll down to their beloved Mkhulu Dam. As had we humans – well, we’d taken a drive, rather than a stroll, and parked alongside the dam. 


It was a gorgeous, soft evening. The hippos surveyed us from the water, just their eyes, ears and nostrils visible. A mother francolin cackled at her chicks to follow her into the long grass. A pied kingfisher hovered above the dam on a blur of beating wings and plunged into the water, emerging with a tiny, wriggling tilapia fish.


The elephants were at their most charming and photogenic. Marula took a gentle promenade along the water’s edge. The youngsters were in good spirits, splish-sploshing about, kicking up the mud with their feet. 


Our guest had come all the way from America to fulfil a long-held dream of seeing Thula Thula and meeting the elephants she had fallen in love with from afar. A keen amateur photographer, she couldn’t stop taking pictures – I think her fingers must have been sore from pressing that shutter. And they were indeed very beautiful.


Like proud parents, we surveyed our happy herd and discussed them. The rangers at Thula Thula know each elephant, their name and history, who their parents are, which are their siblings. They know their personalities and moods. They can tell when they are relaxed, when they want to be given some space, if they are feeling playful, or just curious. 


‘Haven’t the little ones grown?’ I said to Khaya, our youngest ranger. ‘I can’t believe how big Tom is.’


‘She wouldn’t fit into your kitchen now Madame,’ he said. ‘Not even through the door!’


As a newborn baby, Tom had wandered away from the herd and under the electric fence, and found her way to my house – and subsequently became the star of my first book An Elephant in My Kitchen. Seven years later, she is a beautiful, feisty young lady who likes to practice flapping her ears and looking fierce to try to give you a scare. Tom also loves the sound of her own voice – she has a distinctive trumpeting sound – and is quite a noisy little elephant. 


‘And what about my boy, isn’t he handsome?’ said Vusi, pointing proudly to his own namesake, little Vusi, just a year older than Tom.


‘Aw, of course,’ I said indulgently. ‘Your Vusi is a very beautiful little elephant.’


‘Maybe he takes after the other side of the family,’ said Khaya, jokingly. The rangers love each other like brothers, but they do like to tease each other. 


‘You can only see the scar from the snare on his face if you really look. It has healed so well,’ said Vusi, his binoculars up to his eyes. 


At just a week old, the little elephant had been caught in a poacher’s snare. It wrapped around his mouth and he couldn’t suckle. His mother, Marula, found Vusi, who was doing his rounds on the reserve, and gently pushed the little elephant towards him. Human Vusi got the message and called our vet, who managed to remove the snare. 


Vusi is a lucky elephant. He would have starved if we hadn’t helped him. 


‘Hello Bafana,’ said Khaya, pointing out his own favourite. ‘Ah, look at him, what a fine big guy he is. And there’s Kink. On the edge of the herd as usual. He’s a shy one.’


Kink – Nandi’s youngest and Nana’s grandson – is always easy to spot because he has a big kink in his tail. Once we’d seen the distinctive kink, we noticed that others in Nana’s family had a slight kink to their tails too. It is a genetic trait that they inherited, along with her calm nature and good manners. 


Whereas Nana’s family members are generally polite and well-behaved, Frankie’s descendants are more mischievous and the little ones can be downright hooligans until their elders take them in hand. Frankie’s family also have the matriarch’s beautiful long straight tusks. 


Elephant tusks are very useful implements – they can be used to dig for water, lift logs and strip bark from trees. They are handy in a fight and also protect the trunk and face from damage. Just as we are right or left handed, elephants are right or left tusked. They favour one side more than the other, and the tusk on the dominant side is usually worn down from use. 


Some elephants never develop tusks. Tusklessness is quite a disadvantage, particularly to males, when it comes to fighting. As a result, the tuskless males live and breed less successfully, and the gene for tusklessness has been naturally selected out in males. In a horrible evolutionary twist, in more recent decades, tusks have become something of a liability. Poachers prefer elephants with bigger tusks, because it means more of their valuable ivory to sell. As a result, the genes of the large, breeding-age males with big tusks are removed from the gene pool. 


During the fifteen-year civil war in Mozambique, fighters on both sides slaughtered elephants for ivory to finance their war efforts, or for meat. An estimated 90 per cent of the elephants in the region that’s now Gorongosa National Park were killed. Many of the survivors are tuskless – they never developed tusks. In that particular time and place, not having tusks put elephants at an advantage, so they stayed alive and bred. In a relatively short period of time, evolutionarily speaking, poaching has had a significant impact on the gene pool. 


‘Who’s that big one with only one tusk?’ asked the photographer, without taking her eye from the viewfinder.


‘Gobisa. He’s the oldest male,’ said Andrew. ‘Gobisa was a captive elephant, used for elephant-back safaris. If you saw him today, you would never know it. He has been successfully rewilded. He was brought in to show the young bulls at Thula how to behave. Without a strong male role model, those young guys can get quite troublesome.’


‘Remember when Mabula first met Gobisa? How upset he was?’ Victor said with a laugh. ‘He wanted to know, who was this big new bull at Thula Thula?’ 


‘He was not happy,’ I agreed.


Victor continued reminiscing: ‘But Gobisa thought, “OK guy, we can do this the easy way, or we can do this the hard way.” And what do you think he chose?’


‘Go on, tell me. What did Mabula choose?’ she asked, lowering her camera and leaning forward to hear the outcome.


‘He chose the hard way!’ said Victor, with a burst of laughter.


‘It was a rumble in the jungle,’ I said, remembering the two great beasts going head-to-head, the sound of their trumpeting splitting the air. ‘The ground shook!’


‘How did it end?’


‘Gobisa put his huge trunk on Mabula and pressed him all the way down to the ground,’ said Victor, demonstrating with his arm as a trunk. ‘Do you know, gobisa means “to bend”, in Zulu? And that’s what he did. He bent Mabula to his will. Gobisa was the boss. And that was the end of that. Until the next time.’


‘There was a next time?’ she asked eagerly.


‘Yes.’ Andrew picked up the story. ‘A couple of months later Mabula came into musth. That’s when a male elephant gets a big rise in testosterone and it can make them very aggressive. Mabula decided it was time for the return match. This time, he won. Gobisa was no longer the dominant bull of the Thula Thula herd.’


‘Wow, it’s like a soap opera.’


‘It is!’ I said. ‘The ups and downs, the relationships and romances. Danger, intrigue, heartache and happy endings. Never a dull moment with our elephants.’ 


As the sun dipped and the evening star emerged from the darkening sky, I watched our happy herd and gave myself over to their joy. I felt a deep peace in knowing that they were where they were meant to be, living happy lives. They give me hope and comfort, they inspire me to be a better person and to try harder, they remind me of all that is good in the world. The elephants never disappoint. To be amongst these majestic creatures as they go calmly about their day is an extraordinary privilege and joy. I never tire of it.


I knew that I would fight for them to live this life, no matter what the future held.


When I think back to my first encounter with wildlife when I first moved to South Africa thirty-three years ago, I cringe with embarrassment. I was a city girl who had never met a wild animal that wasn’t in a zoo behind bars. In fact, I had a great fear of dogs, and gave the little Parisian mutts a wide berth when I passed them on the street. My friends from those days can’t believe it when they see me surrounded by all my dogs, big and small. The first dog that Lawrence and I adopted – Max, a male Staffordshire bull terrier – cured me of my fear and made me love them.


So, at that time I knew less than nothing about animals, but my friend Anne was visiting from France with her eight-year-old son Benjamin. He was a great animal lover, who delighted in watching the playful monkeys in the garden of our house, so I took them to a game reserve.


‘Let’s get a bunch of bananas,’ said the boy. ‘We can feed the monkeys.’


I thought, OK, why not?


With our bananas at the ready, I drove into the reserve. I gave the printed indemnity form and instructions a cursory glance – pages of very small writing about what to do and not to do, all in English – and tossed it into the back of the car. We had a happy day driving around the reserve, Benjamin on the lookout for monkeys and baboons to feed. We came upon a couple of rhinos and stopped to take photos. They looked very placid. Like cows, really, just bigger and greyer and in Africa.


‘Get out of the car,’ I said to Anne. ‘I’ll get a nice shot of the two of you with them in the background.’


She and her son did just that, happily posing in the grass, a few tons of rhinoceros grazing behind them, while I snapped away. 


A car pulled up and an angry looking man leaned out to tell us to get back in the car.


How rude! Who was he to tell us what to do? Well, we told him to mind his own business, and he drove off in a huff. Afterwards, I realized that he was probably a guide driving tourists around and trying to save us from getting ourselves killed by the wildlife.


When my photos came back from developing a week or two later, I proudly showed them to Lawrence. When he saw the photograph of the two of them grinning in front of a couple of rhinos, he went pale, and then red! 


‘What were you thinking, letting them get out of the car?’ he demanded. ‘These are dangerous wild animals. You could all have been killed.’


I didn’t mention the bananas.


I think about it with horror, now that I’ve been in the bush for twenty-two years. It was just dumb luck that we three ignorant foreigners – two blondes and a little boy – didn’t encounter elephants or lions. We could have been killed, and the animals would no doubt have paid the price for our stupidity. I think people are a bit more informed about wild animals these days, but I’m still not a great believer in self-drive safaris in the big reserves.


We would have had a much safer and better bush experience with a guide driving and showing us around, just as they do at Thula Thula. Our rangers give a little speech before every game drive, reminding people that these are wild animals, and explaining what to expect and how to behave when encountering big game – don’t make sudden gestures or loud noises, or try to pat them or stroke them if they come close. The rangers share their deep knowledge of the bush and the animals, which makes every drive a fascinating education.


Meeting our elephant family in the wild can be a deeply emotional experience. Popping into the Elephant Safari Lodge one evening, I saw a lady sitting alone on a sofa. She waved me over and introduced herself as Linda.


‘I want to tell you about the most extraordinary, life-changing thing that happened to me on the game drive this afternoon,’ she said. I could see that she was feeling very emotional, her hands shaking a little as she raised her glass of water to her lips.


‘Please do tell,’ I said, sitting down across from her. I love to hear our guests sharing their stories about their encounters here on the reserve.


‘I have been terrified of elephants all my life,’ she said. ‘I’ve had a couple of scary experiences, mock charges. I almost didn’t come when I was invited here to Thula Thula, but it was my cousin’s special sixtieth birthday treat, so I came. But I was scared. I knew there would be game drives, and elephants . . .’ She gave a little shudder. 


The truth is, I understood her reaction. As much as I adore the elephants, ever since that day when Frankie nearly killed me and Lawrence, I’d been nervous when we met the herd up close on game drives. The trauma of that experience never left me. 


‘We went out this afternoon. Muzi was our ranger. He told me to sit right up front next to him and he promised there was nothing to worry about, that it would all be fine.’ 


‘Muzi knows the elephants, and he knows people,’ I said with a smile. ‘You were in good hands.’


‘I sat up front, still quaking with fear. We hadn’t gone far when he spotted the herd up on the road ahead and drove towards them. He stopped the car. My heart was pounding, but Muzi said, “Just relax. Look how peaceful they are.” It’s true, they were munching on the nearby bushes and they did seem quite calm. In the side mirror, I saw one of them, a huge one – I mean extra huge, the biggest elephant of the lot – start walking towards us. This huge elephant walked alongside us and stopped next to me. I wanted to cry. Muzi said quietly to me, “It’s OK,” and to the elephant, “Hello Gobisa, how are you doing?” He came so close I could see the bristles, the wrinkles, the specks of dust. And then – oh, my heart! – he put his trunk out to me and touched my arm. I thought I might have a heart attack! But it was like a gentle kiss, as soft as a feather. I felt his breath on my skin . . .’


Her eyes were wide and filled with tears. I could see that she was reliving a very powerful emotional experience. She smiled. ‘Suddenly I wasn’t afraid any more. I was filled with peace and a kind of . . . healing. I looked into his eyes and it was as if we recognized each other. I know it sounds mad, but I believe he sensed my terror, something that had plagued me for years, and that he came to me to help me get past it, to show me what elephants can be like. The fear – it’s gone.’


As she finished her story, she blushed slightly and said, ‘You must think I’m crazy . . .’


It was a truly remarkable story. The elephants at Thula Thula trust us humans and like to come and see who is on the game drive that evening and what we’re up to, so they do come close to the vehicles, but it’s unusual for one of them to reach in and touch someone like that. 


But crazy? Not at all. 


Having lived two decades amongst elephants, I know that they are very intelligent, deeply emotional creatures with incredible intuition. It seems quite possible to me that Gobisa – the big bull who had pushed Mabula to the ground with his great trunk – might recognize that this woman was in emotional distress and use that same huge trunk to tenderly ‘kiss’ her to ease her pain.


Elephants are remarkable, but at risk of sounding like a typical doting mother, I have to say that the Thula Thula elephant herd is unique. Many of our South African guests are bush lovers who have been to game reserves all over the country, and they all say that they never had such extraordinary encounters with elephants. Our elephants radiate contentment and trust, and they display it when they meet our guests on safari. They have a magical effect on humans, and I have heard many stories – like Linda’s – attesting to powerful, transformative interactions between humans and elephants.


In the words of David Sheldrick, who was the founder warden of Tsavo, Kenya’s largest national park, and who observed and studied elephants over many years: ‘In order to interpret elephant behaviour, you must simply analyse it from a human point of view and that way, you will usually end up close to the truth, something the scientists have yet to learn.’


David’s wife Daphne Sheldrick, in her book An African Love Story: Love, Life and Elephants, observed, similarly ‘Elephants are, indeed, just like us, and in many ways, better.’ She referred to them as ‘the most emotionally human land mammals’ and it is true they share many of our emotions. It is almost as if this common emotional range connects us to each other, humans and animals, in some mysterious way. It’s as if we recognize some profound connection between our species.


Elephants do seem to display empathy. They recognize each other’s pain and distress and respond to it. They even try to help. If you watch those wildlife YouTube channels – I do, even though I live in the bush! – you might have seen elephants helping a calf who has fallen down a riverbank, or who was attacked by a predator. Even if the calf is unrelated to them.


Young elephants like to jostle each other and fight amongst themselves in a playful way, testing their strength and establishing their individual identities, just like young humans. When the play fights get a tad too aggressive, adult elephants will put a stop to them, often pushing the youngsters away from each other. They even put them in ‘time out’, just as human parents do.


Marula, as the stern mother figure, is often the first to come over and separate the over-zealous combatants. Human mums would recognize the body language and her message: ‘Right, you lot. That’s enough of that. Now take it down a notch before someone gets hurt! You, leave your brother alone, get over here.’


What is interesting is that scientists have observed that the adults are not simply responding to signs of distress or pain, like a particular cry or sound. They intervene before the little ones get hurt or upset. They are thinking about the calf’s emotional state and anticipating their future distress. Elephants think about each other’s feelings. 


In a matriarchal society, the mothers have a lot of sway – and they’re not afraid to use it. In recent months, Mandla, our biggest elephant, took a shine to little Andile. At just ten years old she was too young for him, but she appeared to be flattered by his attention, and the two of them seemed to have fun ‘flirting’ – walking together, reaching out a trunk to touch the other. 


Mandla tried to take it to the next step, to cover this youngster, and mate with her. That wasn’t what Andile had in mind at all! She tried to move away, but Mandla got a bit too insistent, and this was when his mother Nana and the aunties stepped in. With Nandi and ET at her side, Nana marched straight up to him and pushed him away from the younger elephant. The other females gathered around Andile to protect her. 


For all his size, Mandla is a beautiful, soft-hearted soul, gentle like his mother. He obeyed his mum, and wandered back to the other young bulls, where I imagined him sharing the story of being rejected by the object of his desire.


If elephants recognize distress, and take action to prevent it, is it so far-fetched to imagine that Gobisa recognized a human emotion that day, and intervened to make our elephant-phobic guest feel better? I think not.


Elephants often seem to know when a person is scared of them, and make a beeline for that person. A lady from England, out on her first game drive, was so astounded by the size of Mandla in real life that she gave a whimper of terror and slid down into the footwell between the seats. I have to say that being a couple of metres from Mandla with him towering above you is quite an experience. He is one big boy. And she wasn’t to know that he was such a softie.


Well, her attempt at disappearing had the opposite effect. It piqued Mandla’s interest. 


‘Hmm, I wonder what she’s doing down there,’ he seemed to be thinking. ‘Maybe I should investigate.’


He wandered closer to get a better look, further terrifying the poor woman crouched on the floor of the vehicle.


‘Humans. What an odd bunch they are,’ he thought, peering down at her, and giving her a sniff with his trunk. ‘Ah well, not much to see here.’ 


And with that, he turned and went calmly about his business. Our guest returned to her seat to enjoy the rest of the drive, and returned to England with a tale to tell.


On chilly afternoons, we give guests rugs to keep them warm in the open vehicles on the game drives. On one particular drive with a rather anxious guest, the playful Mabona reached in to remove a lovely animal print blanket from the trembling guest’s lap. She had loads of fun tossing it onto her head, then dropping it to the ground to kick it around a bit, then lifting it again and draping it onto her butt. Who knows how she came up with that circus routine, but she was definitely hamming it up for her audience.


You probably wouldn’t imagine that an elephant has a sense of humour, but Mabona – named after our Elephant Safari Lodge manager, Mabona Mthimkhulu, one of the first people we hired when we bought Thula Thula twenty-two years ago – definitely does. She has a cheeky side, inherited from her mother ET (short for Enfant Terrible, which tells you all you need to know about her). She’s playful, a born comedian, and she loves to show off. 


When I want to give myself a good laugh, I go through my photo file for Mabona. Here she is doing a perfect Downward Dog that would win the approval of any yogi. There she is climbing up a muddy bank with one hind leg up but her big butt and her other leg hanging over the edge, as if waiting for a push from a helpful friend. In this other picture, she’s sitting in the mud like a dog waiting for a treat. Really, she’s hilarious.


I believe that one of the reasons that humans are so fascinated by elephants, and love them so much, is that they are so like us in many ways. They have their own personalities and quirks, their preferences and habits, their relationships and their deep social bonds. Charles Darwin wrote: ‘There is no fundamental difference between man and animals in their ability to feel pleasure and pain, happiness and misery.’ It is especially true of elephants, who share so many of our emotions.
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