
Be Gentle with the Giants
They are the largest living creatures on land. But 

weighing seven tons and towering over us humans 
hardly ensure their survival. In one decade from 1979 
to 1989 the number of African elephants in the wild 
dwindled from 1,300,000 to about 600,000. In the 
past ten years at a killing rate of more than 30,000 
a year almost a third of Africa’s elephants have 
been slaughtered by poachers to feed the insatiable 
demand for ivory in Asia. Unless we manage to 
stop this senseless killing elephants may very well 
follow the dodo bird and the passenger pigeon into 

extinction. What a horrid day that would be when we 
have a planet where our descendants have to go to 
museums to view the stuffed remains and skeletons 
of these gentle giants instead of communing with 
them in the wild.

  Check the female on the left of my picture 
below. She has no tusks. In the past most African 
female elephants were born with tusks.  As a result of 
the severe poaching for ivory, scientists concluded, the 
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tuskless genes are becoming more prevalent. So much 
so that in some areas the vast majority of the females 
are born without tusks.  

With all the poaching going on, tuskless elephants 
may be considered lucky as they are not being targeted 
by poachers. However, elephants without tusks are 
considered by conservationists as crippled. Tusks are 
used to dig for food and water, to strip off bark,up-end 
trees and move branches around, for self-defence and 
for sexual display.

In 2017, under severe pressure from People for 
Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) and other animal 
rights activists, Ringling Bros finally phased out its 
iconic elephant act. This led to the final closing of the 
circus after almost a century and a half. No longer will 
patrons and their kids be entertained by elephants 
doing human-like tricks, balancing themselves on their 
front and hind legs, sitting on chairs and lifting circus 
clowns and costumed belles on their trunks.

Those who might bemoan the cessation of these acts 
should keep in mind that it took considerable inhumane 
treatment to make these unfortunate animals behave 
like humans. From their infancy these elephants were 
beaten and tortured with bull hooks into submission 
until they obeyed the commands of their handlers.

Small wonder that there are several instances 
of handlers being attacked and even crushed and 
trampled to death by these unfortunate creatures. 

Lately a few zoos have also started to move their 
elephant wards out of their confined spaces into larger 
open fields. Elephants are social creatures in the wild 
with close-knit family units. Not surprisingly, these 
gentle giants in zoos frequently exhibit symptoms 
of depression, aggression or post-traumatic stress 
disorder as a result of confinement and isolation.

To its credit, Ringling did move its elephants to 
greener pastures on a 200 acre spread in Florida where 
they can spend their remaining years.  This is one of 
several such retreats established for both retired circus 
and displaced zoo elephants in the United States.



None of these retreats vaguely compares with what 
is certainly the real Nirvana for formerly abused and 
mistreated elephants. Established twenty-five years 
ago on a half million acre concession in Botswana’s 
Okavango Delta, Abu Camp has a family of “in-house” 
elephants that graze freely during daytime with the 
wild elephants in the area and sleep in the camp at 
night.

The story behind Abu Camp is as fascinating as the 
experience itself. Founder Randall Moore hails from 
Oregon in the United States. A self-proclaimed drifter 
and draft-dodger, his life got in gear when a friend 
introduced him to animal training. This led to his 
fascination with elephants. He soon proved himself to 
be a natural in handling these animals. When asked by 
a film producer to find trained elephants to feature in a 
movie set in the Southern Cape Knysna forest, he took 
three elephants with him to South Africa.  The two bulls, 
Benny and Abu, were actually Kruger National Park 
orphans that ended up in confined and constrained 
quarters in Texan safari parks, while Ugandan-born 
cow, Cathy, was a captive in Canada.

Abu was an accomplished actor. After starring 
with Clint Eastwood in White Hunter Black Heart, he 
featured in numerous movies, documentaries and 

television commercials, earning the nickname “One-
Take Abu” for his ability to get it right the first time.  In 
the South African film, Circles in the Forest, Abu saves 
the life of Saul Barnard, who finds himself at odds with 
other culling-obsessed wood-cutters.

Moore had planned to stay in the Knysna forest with 
his elephants after the completion of their assignment. 
When the local authorities turned him down he sought 
and got permission to settle them in  Botswana at what 
became today’s Abu Camp. 

The original Abu died several years ago at the age 
of forty-four but his name was carried forth not only 
in the camp’s designation but by a playful young bull, 
Abu Jr, born in 2006 to one of the females in the rescue 
group. Fathered like other offspring in the camp by a 
wild bull in musth while his mother was roaming free, 
Abu Jr was there when I first visited the camp in 2013.

When I returned three years later, I was informed 
that he left to join a bachelor herd in the wild. Usually 
males are kicked out of the matriarch-run breeding 
herd when they reach puberty at the age of fourteen 
but Abu Jr apparently decided to leave sooner. Over 
the years several others, both male and female, have 
also made the choice to leave the camp and walk on 
the wild side. This is, of course, pretty much in line with 
the original goal set by Randall Moore, who is now 
living in retirement in nearby Maun. A few years ago 
Microsoft mogul Paul Allen took over the concession.

On both my visits I have had the privilege to go 
along for a ride on Cathy, who is at the age of fifty 
plus the undisputed matriarch at the camp. Since then 
elephant-back riding has been phased out and guests 
are now allowed to walk with the elephants instead. 

Having done both, I do have to confess that sitting 
on the back of a smooth-walking elephant, feeling the 
rumbling on her neck as she communicates with the 
wild ones in the distance is quite an experience. But 
walking with them is equally enjoyable and guests are 
part of several other daily activities involving these 
wonderful creatures.

At Abu Camp in Botswana these formerly abused 
gentle giants have gone back to their roots, 
intermingling with their relatives in the wild without 
any interference from their caretakers. On any given 
day they have the option of staying in the wild instead 
of coming back to the camp.  

With Cathy at Abu Camp



TRUNK CALLS
Of all the elephant’s specialized features, the muscular 

trunk is perhaps the most extraordinary. It serves as a 
nose, hand, extra foot, signaling device and tool for 
gathering food, siphoning water, dusting, and digging. 

Apart from these abilities, trunks sometimes serve as 
snorkels, allowing submerged swimming elephants to 
breathe as they cross deep rivers or lakes. At birth, a 
calf’s trunk has no muscle tone, therefore it will suckle 
through its mouth. It takes several months for a calf 
to gain full control of its trunk. Some have likened the 
tendency of baby elephants to suck the tip of their trunk 
to thumb-sucking in human infants. 

The trunk has 40,000 muscles, compared to 
639 in the human body. It can pick 
up peanut-sized items between 
its “fingertips” or lift an object 
weighing more than 700 
pounds. It enables an elephant 
with its limited eyesight to have an 
olfactory sensitivity four times that 
of the bloodhound’s.



At Abu Camp as in nature, the matriarch rules and 
Cathy has obviously been quite effective in organizing 
with other females care for the newborns, even in 
cases where the biological mothers were incapable to 
deliver enough milk or died during childbirth. That is 
what separates these gentle giants from many other 
wild creatures—their tender, loving caring for each 
other and their young ones.

I have had the privilege during many years of going 
on safari in Southern and East Africa at least twice and 
sometimes three times a year, to spend many hours 
with these gentle giants in their natural habitat. 

Unforgettable are the times that I sat in front of 
my tent in Zimbabwe’s Hwange Park with literally 
thousands of elephants passing by in single file in 
orderly fashion to the water hole; watching within in 

Mauled baby and healthy youngster at the same waterhole.

splashing distance as fifty elephants cross Botswana’s 
Savuti channel, trumpeting their warnings as the 
hippos snort in the background; seeing a young bull 
picking up a stick and tossing it towards us after we 
did not respond to his dust kicking and ear-flapping 
posturing; sitting in an open vehicle as a big herd of 
elephants in Tanzania’s Katavi National Park, freaked 
out by some unknown danger, stampeded towards 
and past us; watching elephants gather on the dry 
riverbeds in Ruaha National Park to suck underground 
water and after the long awaited rains seeing them 
slapping up mud with their feet and trunks to add 
minerals to their diet; and being woken at night as 
several elephants almost demolish our tent as they 
reach out for leaves in the overhanging tree.

In all of these experiences and more in other safari 
countries, I have never felt endangered once. But one 
has to know where to draw the line. The same herd 
that might be quite amenable today to have you stand 
a few feet away from them might be less approachable 
tomorrow, depending on circumstances. That is where 
expert guides earn their keep.

Elephants are, however, not fully defined by the 
above-mentioned special moments. What makes 
them so very unique is their care for each other and 
especially their young. Not only do they nurture and 
protect their healthy babies at all cost, they show the 
same care and concern for the crippled among them. 
How could I ever forget the dearness with which a 
mother assisted her challenged baby at a waterhole? 
This toddler had both its trunk and tail bitten off by a 
predator. 



While adult elephants have no fear of predators in 
the wild, their newborns and toddlers, unless closely 
guarded, can fall prey to lions, leopards and hyenas. 
Only man poses a danger to the adults and we most 
certainly live up to our reputation as the world’s 
biggest killers when it comes hunting down not only 
elephants for their ivory but rhinos for their horns. And 
several genocides attest to our propensity to do this to 
our own as well.

When, like me, you were born and grew up in 
Africa you  have, in the words of Emily Dibbs’ poem, 
Coucal’s Song, “acquired a taste for dust, the scent of 
the first rain and long to be with the elephants.” 

To be with these gentle giants is in large part what 
drives me to return to the continent several times 
every year even though the officially stated purpose is 
to check out new and worthy destinations for my safari 
clients. 

Whenever anyone uses that hackneyed expression of 
“the elephant in the room” I think instead of “elephant 
in the crops.” In some parts of Africa elephants  tend 
to invade cropland on small farms bordering national 
parks. There have been fatalities on both sides as the 
farmers confronted the invaders. Chili bombs were used 
at one stage to scare off the elephants until someone 
came up with the brilliant idea of hanging bee-hives 
around the crops. If there is one creature that does 

scare off elephants in the wild it is this little insect that 
goes into its trunk, ears and eyes.  Nowadays you can 
actually purchase Elephant Honey in Africa, originating 
from these hives. 

My frequent encounters in the wild are exclusively 
with the world’s largest and most populous elephant 
population in Southern and East Africa: the African 
savanna elephant or Loxodonta africana.  I had only  
few brief visits with its smaller cousin, the African 
forest elephant or Loxodonta cyclotis. Beyond seeing a 
few specimens in captivity, I have no knowledge of the 
still smaller and apparently more domesticated Asian 
elephant or Elephas maximus.  

It is generally agreed that despite their general 
common appearance the African and Asian elephants 
are a different breed and there is only one recorded 
case of interbreeding. Born in captivity at Chester Zoo 
in England with an African bull and an Asian cow as 
parents, Motty died within two weeks of stomach 
complications.

We are all familiar with Hannibal’s crossing of the 
Alps on elephant back and Alexander the Great’s 
use of these animals as “war horses” in battle. But 
historians are still in disagreement over whether they 
were African or Asian elephants. Those who contend 
that it could not have been African elephants as they 
are “untrainable” are on shaky grounds considering 



how many circuses and zoos managed to force these 
creatures into doing silly acts for our amusement. 
Hopefully this practice will be, like  the use of elephants 
in battle, also soon be something of the past. 

When you are ready to commune close-up with 
these gentle giants in Africa, please feel free to contact 
me. I stand ready to put you in touch with them as 
well as the many other creatures that make an African 
safari a once-in-lifetime experience.  

Be assured, to view these animals you don’t have 
to live like them. You will be accommodated in camps 
and lodges personally inspected and approved by me, 
ranging from Hemingway in Luxury to Hemingway on 
Steroids, depending on your budget.  

Please visit us at www.theultimatesafari.com or 
contact me by e-mail if you need further information.

Dr. Les de Villiers
les@theultimatesafari.com

A FEW FACTS
• Two African elephant species are recognized: 

the larger more widespread savanna elephant 
(L. africana), described in this article, and 
the smaller West African forest elephant (L. 
cyclotis).

• At the turn of the 20th Century there were a few 
million African elephants and about 100,000 
Asian elephants. Today, there are an estimated 
450,000 - 700,000 African elephants and 
between 35,000 - 40,000 wild Asian elephants.

• Male African savannah elephants grow up to 
25 feet long, stand up to 11 feet tall and weigh 
up to 14,000 pounds. They are usually larger 
than females.

• The average life span of an African savanna 
elephant in the wild is 60 years.

• Females and young males live in cohesive herds 
of about ten related adults and their offspring. 
The matriarch, normally the oldest and largest 
female, sets the pace of the group’s activities. 
Males leave herds at puberty, around their 14th 
year, and live alone or in bachelor groups.

• Mating is usually during the rainy season 
when males are in musth and females in estrus. 
Gestation takes 22 months resulting usually 
in one calf weighing between 200-250 lbs at 
birth. 

• Before young cows have their own calves they 
will take care of other animals in the herd. 
Known as “all mothers” they will rush to protect 
or assist any calf in trouble. Orphans will be 
adopted by other females.

• Elephants consume about 5% of their body 
weight (on average 300 to 450 pounds) and 
drink 30-50 gallons of water per day.

www.theultimatesafari.com


