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  prologue


  In 1999, I was asked to accept a herd of troubled wild elephants on my game reserve. I had no inkling of the escapades and adventures I was about to embark upon. I had no idea
  how challenging it would be or how much my life would be enriched.


  The adventure has been both physical and spiritual. Physical in the sense that it was action from the word go, as you will see in the following pages; spiritual because these giants of the
  planet took me deep into their world.


  Make no mistake, the title of this book is not about me for I make no claim to any special abilities. It is about the elephants  it was they who whispered to me and taught me how to
  listen.


  How this happened was purely at a personal level. I am no scientist, I am a conservationist. So when I describe how the elephants reacted to me, or I to them, it is purely the truth of my own
  experiences. There are no laboratory tests here, but through trial and error, I found out what worked best for me and my herd in our odyssey together.


  Not only am I a conservationist, I am an extremely lucky one for I own a game reserve called Thula Thula. It consists of 5,000 acres of pristine bush in the heart of Zululand, South Africa,
  where elephants once roamed freely. No longer. Many rural Zulus have never seen an elephant. My elephants were the first wild ones to be reintroduced into our area for more than a century.


  Thula Thula is a natural home to much of the indigenous wildlife of Zululand, including the majestic white rhino, Cape buffalo, leopard, hyena, giraffe, zebra, wildebeest, crocodile, and many
  species of antelope, as well as lesser-known predators such as the lynx and serval. We have seen pythons as long as a truck and we have possibly the biggest breeding population of white-backed
  vultures in the province.


  And, of course, we have elephants.


  The elephants came to us out of the blue, as you will read. Today, I cannot visualize a life without them. I dont want a life without them. To understand how they taught me so much, you
  have to understand that communication in the animal kingdom is as natural as a breeze. That in the beginning it was only self-imposed human limitations that impeded my understanding.


  In our noisy cities we tend to forget the things our ancestors knew on a gut level: that the wilderness is alive, that its whispers are there for all to hear  and to respond to.


  We also have to understand that there are things we cannot understand. Elephants possess qualities and abilities well beyond the means of science to decipher. Elephants cannot repair a computer,
  but they do have communication, physical and metaphysical, that would make Bill Gatess mouth drop open. In some very important ways they are ahead of us.


  Some unexplained occurrences are quite evident throughout the plant and animal kingdom and there is nothing like looking at what is actually going on around you, to turn a lot of what you always
  thought to be true on its head.


  For instance, any game ranger will tell you that if you decide to dart rhino for relocation to other reserves, the day you go out to do so there will not be a rhino around for love or money. Yet
  the day before, you saw them all over the place. Somehow they knew you were after them and they simply vanished. The next week when you only want to dart buffalo, the rhino you couldnt find
  will be standing by watching you.


  Many years ago I watched a hunter stalking his prey. He had a permit to target only an impala ram from a bachelor herd. Yet the only males he encountered that day were those with breeding herds
  of females. And even more incredibly, these non-shootable studs stood nonchalantly within range, eyeing him without a care in the world, while in the background bachelor herds were running for
  their lives.


  How is this so? None of us know. The more prosaic rangers among us just say its Murphy Law  that whatever can go wrong, will. When you want to shoot or dart an animal they are
  never around. Others, like me, are not so sure. Maybe its a bit more mystical. Maybe the message is in the wind.


  This less conventional view is supported by a wise old Zulu tracker I know well. A vastly experienced man of the bush, he told me that whenever monkeys near his village got too brazen at
  stealing food, or threatening or biting children, they would decide to shoot one to scare the troop off.


  But those monkeys are so clever, he said, tapping his temple. The moment we decide to fetch the gun they disappear. We have learned not even to say the name
  monkey or gun out loud among ourselves because then they will not come out of the forest. When there is danger they can hear without ears.


  Indeed. But amazingly this transcends even to plant life. Our guest lodge on Thula Thula is about two miles from our home in a grove of indigenous acacias and hardwoods that have been there for
  centuries. Here in this ancient woodland, the acacia tree not only understands its under attack when browsed by antelope or giraffe, it quickly injects tannin into its leaves making them
  taste bitter. The tree then releases a scent, a pheromone, into the air to warn other acacias in the area of the potential danger. These neighbouring trees receive the warning and immediately start
  producing tannin themselves in anticipation of an attack.


  Now a tree has no brain or central nervous system. So what is making these complex decisions? Or more pertinently  why? Why would a seemingly insentient tree care enough about its
  neighbours safety to go to all that trouble to protect it? Without a brain how does it even know it has family or neighbours to protect?


  Under the microscope, living organisms are just a soup of chemicals and minerals. But what about what the microscope doesnt see? That life force, the vital ingredient of existence 
  from an acacia to an elephant  can it be quantified?


  My herd showed me that it can. That understanding and generosity of spirit is alive and well in the pachyderm kingdom; that elephants are emotional, caring and extremely intelligent; and that
  they value good relations with humans.


  This is their story. They taught me that all life forms are important to each other in our common quest for happiness and survival. That there is more to life than just yourself, your own
  family, or your own kind.


  
    
  


  chapter one


  In the distance, the percussive shot of a rifle sounded like a giant stick of firewood cracking.


  I jumped out of my chair, listening. It was a sound wired into a game rangers psyche. Then came a burst . . . crack-crack-crack. Flocks of squawking birds scrambled, silhouetted in
  the crimson sunset.


  Poachers. On the west boundary.


  David, my ranger, was already sprinting for the trusty old Land Rover. I grabbed a shotgun and followed, leaping into the drivers seat. Max, my brindle Staffordshire bull terrier,
  scrambled onto the seat between us. With all the excitement buzzing he was not going to be left behind.


  As I twisted the ignition key and floored the accelerator, David grabbed the two-way radio.


  Ndonga! he bellowed. Ndonga, are you receiving? Over!


  Ndonga was the head of my Ovambo guards and a good man to have on your side in a gunfight, having served in the military. I would have felt better knowing him and his team were on their way but
  only static greeted Davids attempts to contact him. We powered on alone.


  Poachers had been the scourge of our lives since my fiance Franoise and I bought Thula Thula, a magnificent game reserve in central Zululand. They had been targeting us for
  almost a year now. I couldnt work out who they were or where they were coming from. I had talked often with the izinduna  headmen  of the surrounding rural Zulu tribes
  and they were adamant that their people were not involved. I believed them. Our employees were mainly local and exceptionally loyal. These thugs had to be from somewhere else.


  Twilight was darkening fast and I slowed as we approached the western fence and killed the headlights. Pulling over behind a large anthill, David was first out as we eased through a cluster of
  acacia trees, nerves on edge, trigger fingers tense, watching and listening. Tightly choked pump-action scatterguns with heavy pellets were our weapons of choice against poachers, for in the dark,
  in the bush, things are about as close and personal as you can get. As any game ranger in Africa knows, professional poachers will shoot first and shoot to kill.


  The fence was just fifty yards away. Poachers like to keep their escape route open and I made a circling motion with my arm to David. He nodded, knowing exactly what I meant. He would keep watch
  while I crawled to the fence to cut off the retreat if a firefight erupted.


  An acrid whiff of cordite spiced the evening air. It hung like a shroud in the silence. In Africa the bush is never willingly mute; the cicadas never cease. Except after gunshots.


  After a few minutes of absolute stillness, I knew we had been set up. I switched on my halogen torch, sweeping its beam up and down the fence. There were no gaps revealing where a poacher could
  have cut his way in. David flicked on his torch as well, searching for tracks or blood spoor indicating if an animal had been killed and dragged off.


  Nothing. Just an eerie silence.


  With no tracks inside the reserve I realized the shots must have been fired from just outside the fence.


  Damn, its a decoy.


  As I said that, we heard more shots  muffled but distinctive crumps on the far side of the reserve, at least forty-five minutes drive on dirt tracks that often are
  little more than quagmires in the spring rains.


  We jumped back into the Land Rover and sped off, but I knew it was hopeless. We had been taken for suckers. We would never catch them. They would be off the reserve with a couple of slain nyala
   one of Africas most beautiful antelopes  before we got near.


  I cursed my foolhardiness. If I had only sent some rangers to the far side instead of charging off blindly, we could have caught them red-handed.


  But this proved one thing. I now knew for certain the izindunas who had been claiming my problems were internal  someone operating within the reserve  were spot on. This was
  not the local communitys work. It was not a few hungry tribesmen and scrawny dogs hunting for the pot. This was a well-organized criminal operation led by someone who followed our every
  move. How else could they have timed everything so perfectly?


  It was pitch-dark when we arrived at the eastern perimeter of the reserve and we traced the scene with our torches. The tracks told the story. Two nyala had been taken with high-velocity hunting
  rifles. We could see the flattened bloodstained grass from where their carcasses were dragged to a hole in the fence, which had been crudely hacked with bolt cutters. About ten yards outside the
  fence were the studded muddy tracks of a 4x4 bush vehicle that by now would be several miles away. The animals would be sold to local butchers who would use them for biltong, a dried meat jerky
  that is much prized throughout Africa.


  The light of my torch picked up a bloody tuft of charcoal-grey fur fluttering on the cut fence wire. At least one of the dead bucks was a male  the female nyala is light brown with thin
  white stripes on her back.


  I shivered, feeling old and weary. Thula Thula had been a hunting ranch before I had bought it and I had vowed that would end. No animal would be needlessly killed again on my watch. I
  didnt realize how difficult that vow would be to keep.


  Despondently we drove back to the lodge. Franoise greeted us with mugs of dark, rich coffee. Just what I needed.


  I glanced at her and smiled my thanks. Tall, graceful and very French, she was just as beautiful as the day I had first met her catching a taxi on a freezing London morning twelve years ago.


  What happened? she asked.


  A set-up. There were two groups. One fired some shots on the far boundary, then watched our Land Rover lights. As soon as we got there, the others bagged two buck on the eastern
  side.


  I took a gulp of coffee and sat down. These guys are organized; someones going to get killed if were not careful.


  Franoise nodded. Three days ago the poachers had been so close it felt as if their bullets were whistling a fraction above our heads.


  Better report it to the cops tomorrow, she said.


  I didnt reply. To expect the police to pay much attention to two murdered antelope was pushing it a little.


  Ndonga was furious the next morning when I told him that more animals had been shot. He admonished me for not calling him. I said we had tried but failed to get a response.


  Oh . . . sorry, Mr Anthony. I went out for a few drinks last night. Not feeling too good today, he said, grinning sheepishly.


  I didnt feel like discussing his hangover. Can you make this a priority? I asked.


  He nodded. Well catch these bastards.


  I had barely got back to the house when the phone rang. A woman introduced herself: Marion Gara from the Elephant Managers and Owners Association (EMOA), a private organization comprised
  of several elephant owners in South Africa that takes an interest in elephant welfare. I had heard of them and the good work they did for elephant conservation before, but as I was not an elephant
  owner, I had never dealt with them directly.


  Her warm voice instantly inspired empathy.


  She got straight to the point. She had heard about Thula Thula and the variety of magnificent indigenous Zululand wildlife that we had. She said she had also heard of how we were working closely
  with the local population in fostering conservation awareness and wondered . . . would I be interested in adopting a herd of elephant? The good news, she continued before I could answer, was that I
  would get them for free, barring capture and transportation costs.


  You could have knocked me over with a blade of grass. Elephant? The worlds largest mammal? And they wanted to give me a whole herd? For a moment I thought it was a hoax. I mean how often
  do you get phoned out of the blue asking if you want a herd of tuskers?


  But Marion was serious.


  OK, I asked; what was the bad news?


  Well, said Marion. There was a problem. The elephants were considered troublesome. They had a tendency to break out of reserves and the owners wanted to get rid of them fast. If we
  didnt take them, they would be put down  shot. All of them.


  What do you mean by troublesome?


  The matriarch is an amazing escape artist and has worked out how to break through electric fences. She just twists the wire around her tusks until it snaps or takes the pain and smashes
  through. Its unbelievable. The owners have had enough and now asked if EMOA can sort something out.


  I momentarily pictured a five-ton beast deliberately enduring the agonizing shock of 8,000 volts stabbing through her body. That took determination.


  Also, Lawrence, there are babies involved.


  Why me?


  Marion sensed my trepidation. This was an extremely unusual request.


  Ive heard you have a way with animals, she continued. I reckon Thula Thulas right for them. Youre right for them. Or maybe theyre right for
  you.


  That floored me. If anything, we were exactly not right for a herd of elephant. I was only just getting the reserve operational and, as the previous day had spectacularly proved,
  having huge problems with highly organized poachers.


  I was about to say no when something held me back. I have always loved elephants. Not only are they the largest and noblest land creatures on this planet, but they symbolize all
  that is majestic about Africa. And here, unexpectedly, I was being offered my own herd and a chance to help. Would I ever get an opportunity like this again?


  Wherere they from?


  A reserve in Mpumalanga.


  Mpumalanga is the north-eastern province of South Africa where most of the countrys game reserves  including the Kruger National Park  are situated.


  How many?


  Nine  three adult females, three youngsters, of which one was male, an adolescent bull, and two babies. Its a beautiful family. The matriarch has a gorgeous baby daughter.
  The young bull, her son, is fifteen years old and an absolutely superb specimen.


  They must be a big problem. Nobody just gives away elephants.


  As I said, the matriarch keeps breaking out. Not only does she snap electric wires, shes also learnt how to unlatch gates with her tusks and the owners arent too keen about
  jumbos wandering into the guest camps. If you dont take them, they will be shot. Certainly the adults will be.


  I went quiet, trying to unravel all this in my head. The opportunity was great, but so was the risk.


  What about the poachers  would the promise of ivory bring even more of them out of the woodwork? What about having to electrify my entire reserve to keep these giant pachyderms in when I
  could barely keep thieves with high-velocity rifles out? What about having to build an enclosure to quarantine them while they got used to their new home? Where would I find the funds . . . the
  resources?


  Also Marion didnt shy away from saying they were troublesome. But what did that really mean? Were they just escape artists? Or was this a genuine rogue herd, too dangerous
  and filled with hatred of humans to keep on a game reserve in a populated area?


  However, here was a herd in trouble. Despite the risks, I knew what I had to do.


  Hell yes, I replied. Ill take them.


  
    
  


  chapter two


  I was still reeling from the shock of becoming an instant elephant-owner, when I got another: the current owners wanted the herd off their property within two weeks. Or else
  the deal would be off. The elephants would be shot as the owners regarded them as too much of a liability. Unfortunately, when an animal as large as an elephant is considered
  troublesome, it is almost always shot.


  Two weeks? In that time we had to repair and electrify twenty miles of big game fencing and build from scratch a quarantine boma  a traditional holding pen  strong enough to
  hold the planets most powerful animal.


  When I bought Thula Thula, in 1998, it was 5,000 acres of primal Africa, the only improvement being an old hunters camp with outside ablutions. But its history is as exotic as the
  continent itself. Thula Thula is the oldest private game reserve in the province of KwaZulu-Natal in South Africa and thought to be once part of the exclusive hunting grounds of King Shaka, the
  near-deified warrior who founded the Zulu nation in the early nineteenth century. In fact it was so exclusive that anyone caught hunting there without the kings express permission was put to
  death.


  From Shaka onwards, for most of its existence Thula Thulas teeming wildlife has made it a hunting magnet, attracting wealthy clients seeking trophy antelope. In the 1940s the owner was a
  retired Governor General of Kenya, who used it as an upmarket shooting lodge for the gin and tonic set.


  Thats all in the past. Hunting was scrapped the moment we took over. The characterful but dilapidated old biltong and brandy camp was demolished, and in its place we built a small luxury
  eco-lodge set on expansive lawns leading down to the Nseleni River. The beautiful Old Dutch gabled farmhouse overlooking the reserve became home and offices for Franoise and me.


  But to get there has been a personal odyssey. I grew up in old Africa, before the days of mass urbanization, running barefoot under big skies in Zimbabwe, Zambia and Malawi. My
  friends were rural African kids and together we ranged the wild world that was our backyard.


  During the early 1960s my family moved to the sugarcane-growing coastal belt of Zululand, South Africa. The hub of the area at the time was a hamlet out in the boondocks called Empangeni. It was
  a tough town with character. Stories of leathery farmers partying all night and skidding their tractors through the main street swigging spook n diesel (cane spirit mixed with
  a smidgen of Coca-Cola) are still told to this day. For us teenagers, you had to hold your own and play a hard game of rugby to earn respect.


  My shooting skills, honed in the deep African bush, also stood me in good stead and farmers sent me out on their lands to bag guinea fowl and grouse for the pot. The backwoods was my home; I
  could hit a can thrown into the air at twenty paces with a .22 rifle and think little of it.


  After finishing school I left for the city, establishing a real-estate company. But my youthful memories of wild Africa followed me. I knew one day I would return.


  That happened in the early 1990s. I was poring over a map of the area west of Empangeni and was struck by the profusion of unutilized tribal land, far too feral for even the hardiest cattle.
  These trust lands gallop right up to the borders of the famous Umfolozi-Hluhluwe reserve, the first game sanctuary established anywhere in Africa and where the southern white rhino was saved from
  extinction.


  The trust land, a massive tract of gloriously pristine bush, belonged to six different Zulu clans. An idea light-bulbed in my head: if I could persuade them to join in conserving wildlife
  instead of hunting or grazing, we could create one of the finest reserves imaginable. But to do this I would have to convince each tribal leader to agree individually to lease the land to a single
  trust. It would be called the Royal Zulu, and benefits such as job creation would go straight back into the struggling local communities.


  Thula Thula, with solid infrastructure already in place was the key to the project. It was a natural wedge abutting the tribal lands and forming a crucial eastern gateway to the reserves. And
  for the first time in fifty years it was on the market. Destiny? Well . . . who knows?


  I took a deep breath, spoke nicely  very nicely  to my bank manager and Franoise and I ended up as the new owners.


  I fell in love with it from the moment I went walkabout. Its something I still do, jump in the Land Rover and drive out onto the open savannahs or into the thickest, most thorn-scrubbed
  veldt I can find, and go for a walk. There is nothing more energizing than inhaling the tang of wilderness, loamy after rain, pungent with the richness of earth shuddering with life, or taking in
  the brisk dry cleanness of winter. In the outback, life is lived for the instant. The land thrums with exuberance when everything is green and lush and is stoically resilient when it isnt.
  In the bush, simple acts give intense atavistic pleasures, such as sliding a sprig of grass into the tiny slot of a scorpion hole and feeling a tug that pound for pound would rival a game fish.
  Even today that triggers memories of my born-free adolescence as vividly as a lovelorn youth recalling his first heart-thudding kiss.


  So too does the chime of songbirds, the tunesmiths of the planet, where even a panicked warning call is perfectly in pitch. Or watching lifes endlessly fascinating passing show, the
  brutal poetry of the food chain where life is so precarious yet pulses so powerfully in every shape, colour and form.


  Those solitary hikes in Thula Thula evoked the path I first walked as a child in untamed places. Now decades later I was bringing a herd of elephants, to me the definitive symbol of wild Africa,
  back to an ancient Zululand home. Thula Thulas landscape is an elephants paradise: woodlands leading to sweet savannah, riverbanks choked with nutritious grasses and waterholes that
  never run dry, even in the bleakest of winters.


  But we had to get cracking, electrifying the fences and building a sturdy boma. The word boma means stockade and with antelope its a simple matter of erecting barriers high
  enough to stop them from leaping over. However, with elephants, which are stronger than a truck, its a different ballgame altogether. You have to spike the fences with enough mega-volts to
  hold a five-ton juggernaut.


  The electrical force is designed not to injure the animals; its only there to warn them off. Thus its vital that the boma is a replica of the reserves outer border so
  once they have learned that bumping into it is not much fun, they will later steer clear of the boundary.


  There was no way we were going to be able to do all that in just two weeks but we would certainly give it a damn good try and wing it from there.


  I radioed David and Ndonga to come to the office.


  Guys, youre looking at the owner of a herd of elephants.


  Both stared for a moment as if I had gone loopy. David spoke first. What do you mean?


  Ive been given nine elephants. I scratched my head, still hardly believing it myself. Its a one-off deal  if I dont take them theyll be
  shot. But the bad news is that theyre a bit of a problem. Theyve broken through fences before  electric ones.


  Davids face lifted in a massive grin.


  Elephants! Fantastic! He paused for a moment and I could see he was mulling over the same concerns that I had. But how are we gonna hold them here? Thulas fences
  wont stop ellies.


  Well, weve got two weeks to fix them. And to build a boma.


  Two weeks? For twenty miles of fence? Ndonga spoke for the first time, giving me a doubtful look.


  Weve got no choice. The current owners have given me a deadline.


  Davids unfettered enthusiasm was gratifying and I instinctively knew he would be my right-hand man on this project.


  Tall and well built with handsome Mediterranean features, David was a natural leader with a sense of purpose about him that belied his nineteen years. Our families have ties stretching back
  decades and it was, I believe, fate that brought him to Thula Thula during this pivotal period. A fourth-generation Zululander, he had no formal game-ranger credentials but that didnt worry
  me. He could do a hard days work and was in tune with the natural world, which I have found to be one of the best recommendations for anyone, regardless of vocation. He also had been a top
  rugby player, a flank forward with a reputation for almost kamikaze tackles. This tenacity would certainly be tested at Thula Thula.


  I then called in the Zulu staff and asked them to put the word out among the local community that we needed labourers. The nearest village to us is Buchanana where unemployment runs at 60 per
  cent. I knew there would be no problem finding able bodies, the problem would be the skill factor. A rural Zulu can build a decent shelter out of sticks, a puddle of mud and a handful of grass, but
  we were talking of constructing an electrified elephant-proof stockade. The gangs would have to be heavily supervised at all times, but they would develop skills which would stand them in good
  stead when job hunting later.


  Sure enough, over the next two days there were hordes of people outside Thula Thulas gates clamouring for work. Hundreds of thousands in rural Africa live close to the brink, and I was
  glad to be able to contribute to the community.


  To keep the amakhosi  local chieftains  on our side, I made appointments to explain what we were doing. Incredibly, most Zulus have never set eyes on an elephant as nowadays
  the giants of South Africa are all in fenced sanctuaries. The last free roaming jumbos in our part of Zululand were actually killed almost a century ago. So the main aim of visiting the chiefs was
  to explain that we were bringing these magnificent creatures home again, as well as providing assurances that the fences were electrified on the inside and thus wouldnt harm
  any passers-by.


  However, the fact that none of the locals had seen an elephant before did not stop them from voicing expert opinions.


  They will eat our crops, said one, and then what will we do?


  What about the safety of our women when they fetch water? another asked.


  Were worried about the children, said a third, referring to the young herd boys who do a mans work looking after cattle alone. They do not know
  elephant.


  I heard they taste good, piped up another. An elephant can feed all the village.


  OK, that was not quite the reaction I wanted. But generally the amakhosi seemed well disposed to the project.


  Except one. I was away for a day and asked one of my rangers to discuss the issue with an interim chief. Sadly all he succeeded in doing was antagonizing the man. The chief kept repeating
  these are not my elephant; I know nothing about this to anything said.


  Fortunately Franoise was there and took over. She did so reluctantly as rural Zulu society is polygamous and uncompromisingly masculine. No man wants to be seen listening to a woman.


  Chauvinism? Sure, but thats the way it is out in the sticks. It took skill and charm for Franoise to hold her ground. Eventually the chief relented, admitting he had no real
  concerns.


  With approval from the amakhosi secured, we selected seventy of the fittest-looking recruits and in record time were up and running. Singing ancient martial songs, the Zulu gangs started
  work and despite the impossible deadline, as the fence slowly crept across the countryside, I began to breathe easier.


  Then just as we started to see progress we ran up against a wall.


  David came sprinting into the office. Bad news, boss. Workers on the western boundary have downed tools. They say theyre being shot at. Everyones too scared to
  work.


  I stared at him, uncomprehendingly. What do you mean? Why would anyone shoot at a gang of labourers?


  David shrugged. I dunno, boss. Sounds like it has to be a cover for something else, perhaps a strike for more money . . .


  I doubted that, as the workers were paid a decent rate already. The reason for the strike was more likely to be muthi, or witchcraft.


  In rural Zululand belief in the supernatural is as common as breathing, and muthi is all-powerful. It can either be benevolent or malevolent, just as sangomas  witchdoctors
   can be both good and evil. To resist bad muthi you need to get a benign sangoma to cast a more potent counter spell. Sangomas charge for their services, of course, and
  sometimes initiate stories of malevolent muthi for exactly that purpose  and thats what could be happening here.


  What do we do, boss?


  Lets try and find out whats going on. In the meantime we dont have much choice. Pay off those too spooked to work and lets get replacements. Weve got to
  keep moving.


  I also gave instructions for a group of security guards to be placed on standby to protect the remaining labourers.


  The next morning David once more came running into the office.


  Man, weve got real problems, he said, catching his breath. Theyre shooting again and one of the workers is down.


  I grabbed my old LeeEnfield .303 rifle and the two of us sped to the fence in the Land Rover. Most of the labourers were crouching behind trees while a couple tended to their bleeding
  colleague. He had been hit in the face by heavy shotgun pellets.


  After checking that the injury was not life-threatening, we started criss-crossing the bush until we picked up the tracks  or spoor as it is called in Africa. It belonged to a single
  gunman  not a group, as we had initially feared. I called Bheki and my security induna Ngwenya, whose name means crocodile in Zulu, two of our best and toughest Zulu rangers. Bheki is
  the hardest man I have ever met, slim with quiet eyes and a disarmingly innocent face, while Ngwenya, thickset and muscular, had an aura of quiet authority about him which influenced the rest of
  the rangers in his team.


  You two go ahead and track the gunman. David and I will stay here to protect the rest of the workers.


  They nodded and inched their way through the thornveld until they believed they were behind the shooter. They slowly cut back and waited . . . and waited.


  Then Ngwenya saw a brief glint of sunlight flash off metal. He signalled to Bheki, pointing to the snipers position. Lying low in the long grass, they rattled off a volley of warning
  shots. The sniper dived behind an anthill, fired two blasts from his shotgun, then disappeared into the thick bush.


  But the guards had seen him  and to their surprise, they knew him. He was a hunter from another Zulu village some miles away.


  We drove the shot labourer to hospital and called the police. The guards identified the gunman and the cops raided his thatched hut, seizing a dilapidated shotgun. Amazingly, he confessed
  without any hint of shame that he was a professional poacher  and then heaped the blame on us, saying that erecting an electric fence would deprive him of his livelihood. He no
  longer could break into Thula Thula so easily. He denied trying to kill anyone, he just wanted to scare the workers off and stop the fence being built. Not surprisingly, that didnt cut much
  ice with the authorities.


  I asked to see the shotgun and the cops obliged. It was a battered double-barrel 12-bore, as ancient as its owner. The stock, held together with vinyl electrical tape, was scratched and chipped
  from thousands of scrapes in the bush. The barrel was rusted and pitted. There was no way this was the person responsible for our major poaching problem.


  So who was?


  With that disruption behind us the construction continued from dawn to dusk, seven days a week. It was back-breaking work, sweaty and dirty with temperatures soaring to 110 degrees Fahrenheit.
  But mile by torturous mile, the electric fence started to take shape, inching northwards, then cutting east and gathering momentum as the workers competency levels increased.


  Building a boma was equally gruelling, albeit on a far smaller scale. We measured out 110 square yards of virgin bush and cemented 9-foot-tall, heavy-duty eucalyptus poles into concrete
  foundations every 12 yards. Then coils of tempered mesh and a trio of cables as thick as a mans thumb were strung onto the poles, tensioned by the simple expedient of attaching the ends to
  the Land Rover bumper and revving it taut.


  But no matter how thick the cables, no bush fence will hold a determined elephant. So the trump card is the hot wires. The electrification process is deceptively simple. All it
  consists of is four live wires bracketed onto the poles so they run inside the structure, while two energizers that run off car batteries generate the juice.


  Simple or not, the energizers pack an 8,000-volt punch. This may sound massive, which it is, but the shock is not fatal as the amperage is extremely low. But believe me, it is excruciating, even
  to an elephant with an inch-thick hide. I can vouch first-hand, having accidentally touched the wires several times during repairs, or while carelessly waving arms in animated conversation, much to
  the mirth of my rangers. Its most unpleasant as the electricity seizes and surprises you. Your body shudders and unless you let go quickly you sit down involuntarily as your legs collapse.
  The only good thing is that you recover quickly to laugh about it.


  Once the fence was up, the final task was to chop down any trees that could be shoved onto it, as this is an elephants favourite way of snapping the current.


  The deadline passed in an eye-blink and of course we were nowhere near finished, even though I had employed more men and at the boma we slaved virtually around the clock, even working by
  car lights at night.


  Soon the telephones started jangling with the Mpumalanga reserve managers wanting to know what was going on.


  Everythings fine, I boomed cheerfully over the phone, lying through my teeth. If they knew the problems we had with unrealistic deadlines and workers being shot at by a
  rogue gunman they probably would have called the deal off. Sometimes I would put Franoise on the line to pacify them, which she did admirably with her entrancing French lilt.


  Then one day we got the call I dreaded.


  The herd had broken out again and this time damaged three of the reserves lodges. We were bluntly told that unless we took the elephants immediately, the owners would have to make a
  decision.


  Franoise fielded the call and crossing her fingers said we only need to get our elephant proofing approved by KZN Wildlife  the provinces official authority  and all
  problems would be over.


  Somehow the owners bought that and reluctantly agreed to an extension. But just a few more days, they warned, or else there would be a decision.


  That word again.


  
    
  


  chapter three


  Exhausted teams were still hammering in the final fence nails when the Mpumalanga reserve manager phoned to say he could wait no longer and was sending them, ready or not. The
  elephants were being loaded as we spoke and would arrive at Thula Thula within eighteen hours.


  I hurriedly called our Parks authority, KwaZulu-Natal Wildlife, to come and inspect the boma, stressing that the animals were already on their way. Fortunately they were able to respond
  instantly and said an inspector would be at Thula Thula within a couple of hours.


  David and I sped down for a final look-see as I wanted everything to be perfect. But while we were double-checking that all vulnerable trees were beyond toppling distance from the fence,
  something suddenly struck me as being odd. Something didnt look right.


  And then I saw the problem. Damn it! While the electric wires were bracketed on the inside, the fence itself, including the heavy-duty cables, had been strung up on the outside of the poles.
  This was a fatal flaw because if an elephant braved the power and leant on the mesh it would rip off like paper. The poles thus provided at best flimsy inner-lateral support, literally just holding
  the fence up. Once the inspector saw this he would instantly condemn it. That meant the truck would be turned and the herd sent back to certain death.


  I clenched my fists in exasperation. How could we make such an elementary error? It was too late to do anything as the dust mushrooming above the savannah signalled the arrival of the inspector.
  I prayed we could bluff our way through, but inwardly I despaired. The project was doomed before it began.


  The inspector jumped out of his bush-worn Toyota Land Cruiser and I began effusively thanking him for arriving at short notice, stressing that the elephants were already on the road. I hoped
  that adding a deadline edge might swing things our way.


  He was a decent guy and knew his business, making particular note of a large tambotie tree with gnarled bark knotted like biceps that was close to the fence. Tambotie is an exceptionally hard
  wood that blunts the sharpest chain-saw and the inspector remarked wryly that not even an elephant could snap this particularly muscular one. He deemed it safe.


  Then he went to check the meshing and my mouth went dry. Surely hed notice the wire was on wrong side.


  The Gods were with us that day, and to my gut-churning relief, he  like us  didnt spot the obvious mistake. The boma was given the green light. I now had my crucial
  authorization and summoned every available hand to secure the fence correctly.


  The 600-mile drive south from Mpumalanga to Thula Thula would take all day and much of the night as the eighteen-wheeler needed plenty of pit stops to feed and water the jumbos. I wasnt
  concerned about the journey as one of Africas top elephant hands, Kobus Raadt, was in charge.


  It was only then I got the news from Franoise  that she had heard that the herds matriarch and her baby had been shot during the capture. The justification was that she was
  bad news and would lead breakouts at Thula Thula as well. We learnt this via a telephone call after the animals had left and I was as stunned as if I had been hit in the spleen. This
  was exactly what we at Thula Thula were fighting against. While I understood the conventional reasoning behind the choice to kill the matriarch, I felt that decision should have been mine. As
  elephants are so big and dangerous, if they create problems and pose a risk to lodges and tourists it is quite usual for them to be shot out of hand. However, I was convinced that I would be able
  to settle the herd in their new home. Consequently I was prepared to take the risk of accepting the escape-artist matriarch and her baby and work with her. Even so, this killing cemented my
  determination to save the rest of the herd.


  The Zulus who live close to the land have a saying that if it rains on an inaugural occasion, that event will be blessed. For those in step with the natural world, rain is life. That day it
  didnt just rain, it bucketed. The bruised skies sprayed down torrents and I wasnt too sure the Zulus had this blessed story right. When the articulated truck arrived
  outside Thula Thula in thick darkness the deluge had turned the dirt tracks into streams of mud.


  Barely had we opened the gates to the reserve when a tyre burst, the reinforced rubber cracking loud as a rifle shot. This panicked the elephants, who had just seen their leader gunned down and
  they started thumping the inside of the trailer like it was a gigantic drum, while the crews worked feverishly to change the wheel.


  This is Jurassic Park! Franoise cried. We laughed, not necessarily in mirth.


  Franoise and I first met some years back in London at the Cumberland Hotel. It was minus 17 degrees Celsius and I urgently needed to get to Earls Court for a meeting. There was a long
  queue snaking up to the taxi rank outside the hotel and the doorman, who knew I was in a hurry, said he would see if anyone would share a cab. As it happened, a gorgeous woman right at the front
  was also going to Earls Court. The doorman asked if she would mind sharing and pointed at me. She leaned forward to get a better look, and then shook her head. It was the most emphatic
  No I had seen.


  Well, thats life. Rather than hang around I decided to take the Underground and as I strode off, to my surprise, the same woman miraculously appeared next to me at the Tube station.


  Ello, she said in a thick French accent, I am Franoise.


  She said she felt guilty about not agreeing to share a cab and to make amends offered to show me which train to take. To say I was smitten would be putting it blandly.


  She knew London well and asked if I was interested in jazz. I wasnt, but I also wasnt stupid enough to say so. In fact, I professed undying love for the genre. Thank the stars she
  didnt ask for proof  such as my favourite musician  and instead suggested that as jazz lovers we go to Ronnie Scotts Jazz Club that night. I pondered this for a fraction
  of a nanosecond before answering Yes with more enthusiasm than absolutely necessary.


  Apart from wondering why I had never appreciated the bewitchment of jazz before, I spent much of that evening telling her of the magic of Africa  not hard in the middle of an English
  winter. Was there plenty of sun in Africa, she asked? I scoffed . . . was there sun? We invented the word.


  Well, here we were twelve years later drenched to the marrow in the bush, wrestling with a gigantic wheel on a muddy rig loaded with elephants. I dont recall mentioning this could happen
  while piling on the charm during our first date.


  The spare wheel had scarcely been bolted on when to the surprise of no one the truck slid just a few yards before it sank into the glutinous mud, its tyres spinning impotently and spewing muck
  all over the place. No amount of cajoling, swearing, kicking or packing branches underneath worked. And even worse, the elephants were becoming more and more agitated.


  Weve got to sort this out quickly or were going to have to release them right here, said Kobus, his brow creased with worry. They cannot stay in the truck any
  longer. Lets just pray like hell the outer fence holds them.


  We both knew that with this hair-trigger herd, it wouldnt happen. We also both knew that if the elephants escaped they would be shot.


  Fortunately the driver, sick of all the pontificating, took matters into his own hands. Without a word he slammed the truck into reverse, and somehow skidded the huge rig out of the bog and
  veered off the greasy road into the savannah that had marginally more grip. Dodging tyre-shredding thornbush and slithering past huge termite mounds he somehow kept momentum until he reached the
  boma.


  The crew cheered as though he had scored a touchdown at the Superbowl.


  Coaxing the animals from the truck was the next problem. Due to their massive size, elephants are the only animals that cant jump at all, and so we had dug a trench for the semi to
  reverse into so the trailers floor would be level with the ground.


  However, the trench was now a soggy pit brimming with brown-frothed rainwater. If we backed into it, we would have a major problem extracting the vehicle. Mud is like ice; what it seizes it
  keeps. But with a herd of highly disturbed elephants inside, it was a risk we had to take.


  Disaster! Not because the truck got stuck  instead, the trench was too deep and the trailers sliding door jammed into the ground. To compound matters it was 2 a.m., dark as
  obsidian and the rain was still sluicing down thick as surf. I put out an emergency wake-up call to everyone on the reserve and armed with shovels we slithered around in the sludge hacking a groove
  for the door. I was surprised that my staff didnt mutiny.


  Finally the big moment arrived and we all stood well back, ready for the animals to be released into their new home.


  However, as it had been an extremely stressful few hours, Kobus decided first to inject the herd with a mild sedative, using a pole-sized syringe. He climbed onto the roof of the trailer, which
  had a large ventilation gap, and David jumped up to give him a hand.


  As David landed on the roof a trunk whipped through the slats as fast as a mamba and lashed at his ankle. David leapt back, dodging the grasping trunk with a heartbeat to spare. If the elephant
  had caught him he would have been yanked inside to a gruesome death. As simple as that. Kobus told me he had heard of it happening before; a person pulled into a confined space with seven angry
  elephants would soon be hamburger meat.


  Thankfully all went smoothly after this and as soon as the injections had been administered and they had calmed down the door slid open and the new matriarch emerged. With headlights throwing
  huge shadows on the trees behind, she tentatively stepped onto Thula Thula soil, the first wild elephant in the area for almost a century.


  The six others followed: the new matriarchs baby bull, three females  of which one was an adult  and an eleven-year-old bull. The last out was the fifteen-year-old,
  three-and-half-ton, teenage son of the previous matriarch. He walked a few yards and even in his groggy state realized there were humans behind. He swivelled his head and stared at us, then flared
  his ears and with a high-pitched trumpet of rage turned and charged, pulling up just short of slamming into the fence in front of us. He instinctively knew, even at his tender age, that he must
  protect the herd. I smiled with absolute admiration. His mother and baby sister had been shot before his eyes; he had been darted and confined in a trailer for eighteen hours; and here he was, just
  a teenager, defending his family. David immediately named him Mnumzane (pronounced nom-zahn) which in Zulu means Sir.


  The new matriarch we christened Nana, which is what all Anthony grandchildren call my mum Regina Anthony, a respected matriarch in her own right.


  The second female in command, the most feisty, we called Frankie after Franoise. For equally obvious reasons. The other names would come later.


  Nana gathered her clan, loped up to the fence and stretched out her trunk, touching the electric wires. The 8,000-volt wires sent a jolt shuddering through her hulk. Whoa . . . she hurriedly
  backed off. Then, with her family in tow she strode the entire perimeter of the boma, her trunk curled fractionally below the wire to sense the currents pulse, checking for the
  weakest link as she must have seen her sister, the previous matriarch, do so often before.


  I watched, barely breathing. She completed the check and smelling the waterhole, led her herd off to drink.


  The crucial aspect of an electrified boma is fine-tuning how long you keep the animals inside. Too short, and they dont learn enough to respect the mega-volt punch the fence packs.
  But if its too long, they somehow figure out that its possible to endure the convulsions for the few agonizing seconds it takes to snap the strand  like the previous matriarch
  did. Once that happens they will never fear electricity again.


  Unfortunately no one knows exactly what that perfect period is. Opinions vary from a few days for more docile elephants to three months for wilder ones. My new herd was anything
  but docile, so how long I should pen them was anybodys guess. However, what the experts had told me was that during the quarantine period the animals should have no contact with humans. So
  once the gates were bolted I instructed everyone to move off except for two game guards who would watch from a distance.


  As we were leaving I noticed the elephants lining up at a corner of the fence. They were facing due north, the exact direction of their former home, as if their inner compasses were telling them
  something.


  It looked ominous.


  Soaked and freezing with my personal magnetic needle pointing unwaveringly towards a warm bed, I left with a deep sense of foreboding.


  
    
  


  chapter four


  Hammering echoed like a drum roll in my head. I wondered hazily where it was coming from.


  My eyes flickered open. It was no dream. The banging stemmed from a shuddering door. Rat-a-tat. Rat-a-tat-a-tat.


  Then I heard yelling. It was Ndonga. The elephants have gone! Theyve broken out the boma! Theyve gone!


  I leapt out of bed, yanking on my trousers and stumbling like a pogo-dancer on one leg. Franoise, also awake and wide-eyed at the commotion, threw a nightgown over her shoulders.


  Im coming. Hang on! I shouted and shoved open the top half of the bedrooms stable door that led directly to the farmhouses lush gardens.


  An agitated Ndonga was standing outside, shivering in the pre-dawn chill.


  The two big ones started shoving a tree, he said. They worked as a team, pushing it until it just crashed down on the fence. The wires shorted and the elephants smashed
  through. Just like that.


  Dread slithered in my belly. What tree?


  You know, that moersa tambotie. The one that KZN Wildlife oke said was too big to pull down.


  It took me a few moments to digest this. That tree must have weighed several tons and was thirty feet tall. Yet Nana and Frankie had figured out that by working in tandem they could topple it.
  Despite my dismay, I felt a flicker of pride; these were some animals, all right.


  The last foggy vestiges of sleep vaporized like steam. We had to get moving fast. One didnt have to be a genius to grasp that we had a massive crisis on our hands as the herd was now
  stampeding towards the border fence. If they broke through that last barrier they would head straight into the patchwork of rural homesteads scattered outside Thula Thula. And as any game ranger
  will attest, a herd of wild elephants on the run in a populated area would be the conservation equivalent of the Chernobyl disaster.


  I cursed long and hard, only stopping when I caught Franoises disapproving glance. I had believed the electric boma was escape-proof. The experts had told me exactly that,
  and it never occurred to me that they might be wrong.


  Davids bedroom was across the lawn and I ran over. Get everyone up. The elephants have broken out. Weve got to find them  fast!


  Within minutes I had scrambled to raise a search party and we gathered at the boma, astounded at the damage. The large tambotie tree was history, its toppled upper section tenuously
  connected to the splintered stump by a strip of its bark oozing poisonous sap. The fence looked as though a division of Abrams tanks had thundered through it.


  Standing next to the shattered tree was the astounded Ovambo guard who had witnessed the breakout. He pointed us in the direction he had last seen the elephants heading.


  Almost at running speed, we followed the spoor to the boundary. We were too late. The border fence was down and the animals had broken out.


  My worst fears were confirmed. But even so, how on earth had the animals got through an electrified fence pushing 8,000 volts so effortlessly?


  We soon found out. Judging by their tracks, they had reached the eight-foot fence, milled around for a while and then backtracked into the reserve until  uncannily  they found the
  energizer that powers the fence. How they knew this small, nondescript machine hidden in a thicket half a mile away was the source of current baffled us. But somehow they did, trampling it like a
  tin can and then returning to the boundary, where the wires were now dead. They then shouldered the concrete-embedded poles out of the ground like matchsticks.


  Their tracks pointed north. There was no doubt that they were heading home to Mpumalanga 600 miles away. To the only home they knew; even though it was a home that no longer wanted them 
  and where, in all probability, they would be shot. Thats assuming game rangers or hunters didnt get them along the way first.


  As daybreak filled the eastern sky a motorist three miles away spotted the herd loping up the road towards him. At first he thought he was seeing things. Elephants? There arent meant to
  be any elephants here . . .


  Half a mile or so later he saw the flattened fence and put two and two together. Fortunately he had the presence of mind to call, giving us valuable updated information.


  The chase was on. I gunned my Land Rover into gear as the trackers leapt into the back.


  We had barely driven out of the reserve when, to my astonishment, we saw a group of men parked on the shoulder of the dirt road, dressed in khaki and camouflage hunting gear and bristling with
  heavy-calibre rifles. They were as hyped as a vigilante gang and their excitement was palpable. You could smell the bloodlust.


  I stopped and got out of the vehicle, the trackers and David behind me.


  Whatre you guys doing?


  One looked at me, eyes darting with anticipation. He shifted his rifle, caressing the butt.


  Were going after elephants.


  Oh yeah? Which ones?


  Theyve bust out of Thula, man. Were gonna shoot them before they kill someone  theyre fair game now.


  I stared at him for several seconds, grappling to absorb this new twist to my escalating problems. Then cold fury set in.


  Those elephants belong to me, I said taking two paces forward to emphasize my point. If you put a bullet anywhere near them you are going to have to deal with me. And when
  were finished, Im going to sue your arse off.


  I paused, breathing deeply.


  Now show me your hunting permit, I demanded, knowing he couldnt possibly have obtained one before dawn.


  He stared at me, his face reddening with belligerence.


  Theyve escaped, OK? They can be legally shot. We dont need your permission.


  David was standing next to me, fists clenched. I could sense his outrage. You know, David, I said loudly, just look at this lot. Out there is a herd of confused elephants in
  big trouble and were the only ones here without guns. Were the only ones who dont want to kill them. Shows the difference in priorities, doesnt it?


  Fizzing with anger, I ordered my men back into the Land Rover. Revving the engine and churning up dust clouds for the benefit of the gunmen staring aggressively at us we sped up the road.


  The acrimonious encounter shook me considerably. Technically the urban Rambos were correct  the elephants were fair game. We had just heard on our two-way radios that the
  KZN Wildlife authorities, whom we had alerted as soon as the herd had broken out, were issuing elephant rifles to their staff. I didnt have to be told that they were considering shooting the
  animals on sight. Their prime concern was the safety of people in the area and no one could blame them.


  For us, it was now a simple race against time. We had to find the elephants before anyone with a gun did. Thats all it boiled down to.


  After another mile up the road the herds tracks veered into the bush, exactly as the motorist had told us. Thula Thula is flanked by vast forests of acacia trees and ugagane bush,
  which grows thickly with interwoven thorn-studded branches that are as supple and vicious as whips. Its a riotous tangle of hostile thickets; lovely and wild to view, but torturous to track
  in. The wickedly sharp thorns scarcely scratch an elephants hide, of course, but to us soft-skinned species it was the equivalent of running through a maze of fish hooks.


  The forest spread north as far as the eye could see. Could we find the animals in this almost impenetrable wilderness?


  I looked up to the heavens, squinting against the harsh yellow-white glare that indicated we were in for a savage scorcher of a day and found my answer  air support. For us to have a
  fighting chance of catching the elephants before some gunman did, we had to have a helicopter tracking above. But to get a chopper up would cost thousands of dollars, with no guarantee of success.
  Also, most commercial pilots wouldnt have a clue as to how to scout elephants hiding in such rugged terrain.


  But there was one man I knew who could track from the sky  and, fortuitously, he was a family friend. Peter Bell was not only a technical genius at Bell Equipment, an international
  heavy-duty vehicle manufacturer, but also an expert game-capture pilot and a good man to have on your side in an emergency. I quickly drove back to Thula Thula and phoned him.


  Peter didnt have to be told how serious the problem was and unhesitatingly agreed to help. While he got his chopper ready, we continued the chase on foot. But we had barely infiltrated
  the acacia jungle when our Ovambo game guards, staring at what appeared to me to be a flinty patch of dirt, shook their heads. After some deliberation, they proclaimed the elephants had turned
  back.


  I had inherited the Ovambos from the previous owner, who thought highly of them. There are thousands of Ovambos in Zululand today, many of whom had fought in the South African Army during the
  apartheid wars. Theyre mostly employed in the security industry and are valued for courage and weapon skills. They seldom socialized with my Zulu staff.


  Ndonga had told me his team were expert trackers, which was why we were used them now.


  Are you sure? I asked the head tracker.


  He nodded and pointed towards Thula Thula. They have turned. They are going that way.


  This was news I was desperate to hear. Perhaps they would voluntarily return to the reserve. I grinned and slapped David on the back as we headed back through the bush towards home.


  However, after twenty minutes of some of the toughest going I have ever experienced, I began to have doubts. Sweat was cascading down my face as I called over the chief tracker.


  The elephants are not here. There is no spoor, no dung and no broken branches. No signs at all.


  He shook his head, as if patiently consulting with a child, and pointed ahead. They are there.


  Against my better judgement we carried on a bit further and then I had had enough. There was something wrong here. It was obvious there were no elephants around. An elephant, due to its massive
  size and strength, does not need to be furtive. It leaves very clear tracks, piles of dung and snapped branches. It has no enemies apart from man, thus stealth is not in its nature.


  Also, every indication was that they were heading towards their previous home. Why would they suddenly backtrack now?


  I called David, Ngwenya and Bheki and told the Ovambos they were wrong; we were returning to the original tracks. The Ovambos shrugged but made no move to join us. I was too wrapped up in the
  intensity of the chase to think much about that at the time.


  An hour later we picked up the spoor again  fresh and heading in completely the opposite direction. Why had the Ovambos chosen the wrong route? Had they deliberately led me the wrong way?
  Surely not . . . I could only surmise that they were scared of stumbling without warning upon the elephants in the wild terrain. There was no denying this was dangerous work.


  In fact, a few years back in Zimbabwe, an experienced elephant hunter had been killed on a safari doing exactly what we were doing  tracking elephant in thick bush. Following what he
  thought to be a lone bull, he suddenly discovered that he had walked slap into the middle of a herd spread out in the heavy undergrowth. The first sign of this comes when one realizes in horror
  that there are elephants behind, that you walked right passed them without noticing. They had turned the tables and the enraged animals came at the hunter and his trackers. Completely surrounded,
  he and his men had no chance. They died grisly deaths.


  We kept in radio contact with Peter who flew tight search grids over the bush ahead while John Tinley, a KZN Wildlife ranger from our neighbouring reserve called Fundimvelo, visited nearby
  settlements asking headmen if any of their people had seen the herd. The answer was negative, which was good news. Our biggest concern was that the animals would wander into a village and stomp
  thatched huts into floor mats or, worse, kill people.


  Hot and scratched, shirts dark with sweat and nerves jangling, we kept moving, every now and again finding signs confirming we were on the right track. I reckoned we were at least two hours
  behind, but who knows  they could have been just ahead, waiting in ambush as the Zimbabwean herd had for the hunter. That fear was always with us. More than once we froze, hearts in our
  mouths as a kudu or bush-buck burst from its hiding place in a crackle of snapping sticks, often barely yards away so thick was the bush. It really was dangerous work and I could feel tensions
  starting to surface as we became more and more irritable.


  Although progress was torturous, it was impossible to move faster. Thorns parted as one man squeezed through a gap and then snapped back like a hornet at the man behind.


  What I was banking on was the animals stopping at a watering hole to rest, allowing us to catch up precious miles. A factor in our favour was that they had Nanas two-year-old son, who we
  called Mandla, in tow. We named him Mandla, the Zulu word for power in honour of his incredible stamina in staying with the herd during the long chase. He would slow them down
  significantly. Or so I hoped.


  Eventually after a long, hot, thirsty and frustratingly empty day, the sun dipped below the horizon, and we stopped. Nobody looks for elephant stumbling around a thorn jungle at night. Tracking
  the animals in the thick stuff during daylight is bad enough; in the dark its suicide.


  Reluctantly I called off the search and Peter agreed to fly again the next day.


  We arrived home bedraggled and despondent and flopped onto the lawn in front of the house. Franoise came out and took over, issuing instructions for food and handing out ice-cold
  beers.


  We were exhausted. But a hearty meal followed by a soaking hot bath does wonders for morale, and an hour later I wandered out onto the open verandah, sitting beneath the stars, trying to make
  sense of it all.


  My Staffordshire bull terrier Max followed me. He was a magnificent specimen of the breed, forty pounds of brawn and muscle. I had got him as a just-weaned puppy and from that first moment he
  had tottered after me with unconditional devotion. His pedigree name was Boehringer of Alfa Laval, but Max suited him just fine. He would have been a trophy winner at shows except for one physical
  flaw: he had only one testicle. Which I thought was ironic  Max had more cojones than any creature I knew, man or beast. He was absolutely fearless.


  And yet, he was an absolute pushover with children, who could pull his ears and poke his eyes and get nothing but a sloppy lick in return.


  Max flopped at my feet, tail thumping on the floor. He seemed to sense my dismay, nudging me with his wet nose.


  Stroking his broad head, I mulled over the day. What had possessed the herd to smash through two electrified fences? Why had the Ovambos made such a careless mistake with their tracking? Why had
  they then abandoned the search?


  There was something that didnt gel; some piece missing from the jigsaw.


  Maxs low growl jerked me out of my thoughts. I looked down. He was fully alert, head up, ears half-cocked, staring into the dark.


  Then a soft voice called out: Mkhulu.


  Mkhulu was my Zulu name. It literally means grandfather, but not in the limited Western sense. Zulus venerate maturity and to refer to someone as an Mkhulu was a
  compliment.


  I glanced up and recognized the shadowy figure squatting on his haunches a few yards away. It was Bheki.


  Sawubona, I said, giving the traditional greeting. I see you.


  Yehbo. Yes, he nodded and paused for a while, as if pondering what to say next.


  Mkhulu, there is a mystery here. People are making trouble, he said, his tone conspiratorial. They are making big trouble.


  Kanjane? How so?


  A gun spoke next to the boma last night, he continued, aware that he now had my full attention, and the elephants were shouting and calling.


  He stood up briefly and raised his arms, mimicking an elephants trunk. They were crazy, maybe one was even shot.


  Hau! I used the Zulu exclamation for surprise. But how do you know such important things?


  I was there, he replied. I know the elephants are valuable, so I stayed near to the boma last night, watching. I dont trust the amagweragwer. The
  word meant foreigners, but I knew he was referring to the Ovambo guards.


  Then the big females came together and pushed a tree onto the fence. There was much force and it fell hard and broke the fence and they went out, they were running. I was afraid because
  they came close past me.


  Ngempela? Really?


  Ngempela. It is true.


  Thank you very much, I replied. You have done well.


  Satisfied that his message had been delivered, he stood up and stepped back into the darkness.


  I exhaled loudly. Now that would explain a lot, I thought, my mind racing. A poacher shooting next to the boma unaware of the elephants presence would certainly have put the
  jitters into the herd, particularly as their previous matriarch and baby had been shot barely forty-eight hours ago.


  But much as I liked Bheki, I had to treat his suspicions about the Ovambo guards with caution. Tribal animosity in Africa often runs deep and I knew there was little love lost between the Zulus
  and the Namibians. There was a possibility that the indigenous staff may use the confusion surrounding the escape to implicate the Ovambos so locals could get their jobs.


  However, Bheki had certainly provided food for thought.


  As dawn glimmered we drove to where we had left off yesterday and saw Peters helicopter coming in low, circling like a hawk to select the best landing spot on the ribbon
  of potholed road. Seeing the chopper landing in billowing dust a group of Zulu children came running up from the nearby village, gathering around the thudding machine and chattering excitedly.


  The tracking team plunged back into the thorny bush to pick up the spoor on the ground, while I assisted Peter in tracking from the air. As we took off, I gazed out over the endless panorama of
  this charismatic stretch of Africa, so steeped in history. Originally home to all of Africas once-abundant wildlife  now mostly exterminated  it was where conservationists like
  us were making a stand. The key was to involve local communities in all of the benefits and profits of conservation and eco-tourism. It was a hard, frustrating struggle but it had to be fought and
  won. Tribal cooperation was the key to Africas conservation health and we neglected that at our peril. It was vital that those rural kids who had been clamouring around the helicopter
   kids who lived in the bush but had never seen an elephant  became future eco-warriors on our side.


  We flew north along the Nseleni River, scanning the spear-leafed reed beds for jumbo tracks and barely skimming the towering sycamore figs whose twisted roots clasped the steep banks like
  pythons. It was difficult to see much as the rains had been good and the lush growth could have hidden a tank.


  Then at last some news. KZN Wildlife radioed in saying they had a report of a sighting: the herd had chased a group of herd boys and their cows off a waterhole the previous afternoon.
  Fortunately there had been no casualties.


  This underscored the urgency of the situation, but at least we now had a confirmed position. Peter dropped me near the team, lifted off and dipped the chopper as he altered course while I jumped
  into the waiting Land Rover.


  Then we got another call from KZN Wildlife. The elephants had changed direction and were heading towards the Umfolozi game reserve, KZN Wildlifes flagship sanctuary about twenty miles
  from Thula Thula. They gave us an estimated bearing, which we radioed to the chopper.


  Peter found them in the early afternoon, just a few miles from the Umfolozi reserves fence and some distance from our position on the ground. They were moving along steadily and Peter
  knew it was now or never; he had to force them around before they broke into Umfolozi as he would be unable to get them back once they were within the reserves fences.


  There is only one way to herd elephants from the air, and its not pretty. You have to fly straight at the animals until they turn and move in the opposite direction  in this case
  back towards Thula Thula.


  Peter banked and then whirred down, blades clattering and coming straight at Nana, skimming just above her head and executing a tight U-turn, then coming back from the same angle again, hovering
  in front of the animals to block them going forward.


  This is stomach-churning stuff, requiring top-level flying skills, rock-steady hands and even steadier nerves. If you fly too high, the elephants will slip through underneath and be gone; too
  low and you risk hitting trees.


  At this stage the elephants had been on the run for more than twenty-four hours and were exhausted. They should have turned wearily away from the giant bird furiously buzzing them from above.
  That is what 99 per cent of animals  even a creature as mighty as an elephant  would have done.


  The herd stood firm.


  Again and again the chopper came at them, the rotor clapping with rhythmic thunder as it virtually kissed the treetops. Yet still Nana and her family refused to retreat, trunks curled in
  defiance whenever Peter came in low, judging his distance by inches. But they didnt budge. He radioed to us what was happening, and I realized that my herd was something else. Maybe I was
  biased, but they were special . . .


  Eventually, through superb flying, Peter inexorably wore them down. Inch by inch he edged them around until they were finally facing Thula Thula. Then he got them moving, herding them from
  above, deftly manoeuvring his machine like a flying sheepdog.


  I started to breathe easier, daring to believe everything was going to be all right. Back at Thula Thula workers had spent the day mending the ruined fences, both at the boma and the
  border, and they radioed me to say everything was ready. We would still have to cut open a section of fence to drive them through, but we wouldnt know where to cut until they arrived.


  Finally after hours of tense aerial herding, we saw the helicopter hovering low on the far horizon. They were going to make it. I gave instructions to the fence team to drop a wide section of
  the fence to provide instant access into the reserve and prayed the frazzled matriarch would go straight in.


  Then I caught sight of her for the first time, pushing slowly through the bush just below the thundering helicopter. All I could make out was just the tips of her ears and the hump on her back,
  but it was the most welcome thing I have ever seen.


  Soon they all came into view, plodding on until they were at the road. Just a tantalizing fifteen yards from the lowered fence, Nana tested the air with her trunk and halted.


  The mood suddenly changed. From fatigued acceptance, the herd now was charged with defiance. Nana trumpeted her belligerence and drew her family up in the classical defensive position, bottoms
  together facing outwards like the spokes of a wheel and they held their ground with grim determination. Peter continuously buzzed them . . . goading them to make that last little sprint into the
  reserve. But to no avail.


  Seeing he was getting nowhere Peter peeled off and put the helicopter down. Leaving the motor running he sprinted over to me.


  I dont like to do this, he said, but the only thing left is to go up and fire shots behind them. Force them to move forward. Can I borrow your gun?


  No, I dont like it . . .


  Lawrence, Peter interrupted, we have spent a lot of time on this and I cant come back tomorrow. Its now or never. You decide.


  Gunfire was last thing I wanted. It meant more shooting around the already traumatized creatures, causing more distress.


  But Peter was right; I had run out of alternatives. I unholstered my 9-mm CZ pistol, checked that the 13-shot magazine was full, and handed it to him.


  He took it without a word, lifted off and hovering just behind the animals he started firing rapid shots into the ground.


  Crack, crack, crack . . . the shots rang out, again and again and again.


  He might as well have used spitballs. Nothing would move them. This was where they were going to make their stand. They were saying no more. It was something I understood with absolute clarity;
  a line in the sand.


  Dusk fell, and in the glow of the strengthening stars I could see the murky shapes of the elephants still holding firm with iron defiance.


  I felt sick with despair. We had been so close to pulling it off. Peter banked and flew off radioing that it was too dark for him to land without lights and he would drop my gun off at Thula
  Thula.


  Realizing their persecutor had left, Nana turned her bone-tired family around and they melted into the thick bush.


  I groaned. Now we would have to do it all again the next day.


  
    
  


  chapter five


  Once again I was up before my 4 a.m. alarm rang, gulping down coffee strong enough to float a bullet, desperate to get going. It hadnt been a good night.


  David and the trackers were standing by and as the first shards of pink dawn pierced the darkness we picked up the spoor from where Nana and her family had made their determined stand against
  the helicopter last night. The tracks again pointed north towards the Umfolozi game reserve and we followed their new path through the thorny thickets, going as fast as we dared.


  By now it was obvious we had some very agitated, unpredictable wild elephants on our hands, and I couldnt rid myself of the vision of them trampling through a village. The words
  conservations Chernobyl were etched on my mind as we picked our way through the dense bush.


  Peter was unable to fly that day so the chase was pared down to the bones  an elemental race on foot between the herd and us. But with their ten-hour lead, the odds were definitely
  uneven.


  Meanwhile Franoise, tired of pacing around the house in anticipation, decided to do some sleuthing of her own. As the elephants had been in the area last night, she jumped into her car
  with Penny our almost pure-white bull terrier, who was a couple of years younger than Max, and scoured the dirt tracks surrounding the reserve asking anyone in sight, Haf you zeen my
  elefans?


  Few rural Zulus can understand English, let alone navigate the intricacies of a rich Gallic accent. Even fewer have clapped eyes on an elephant in their lives. Yet here, way out in the sticks
  was a beautiful blonde stranger with an almost albino-white dog asking if there happened to be any strolling around. No doubt they thought the sun was frying foreign heads.


  However, Franoises search became quite famous as a local news agency picked it up and by the time the report reached the boulevards of Paris, it had been rehashed so extensively
  that Franoise was portrayed as single-handedly pursuing elephants down a multi-lane highway.


  In fact the story of the elephants escape and our chase was now being carried in local papers. People were following our progress and fortunately for us the media coverage focused on the
  plight of the elephants and the fact that there was a baby with the herd.


  Later that morning with some relief I heard from KZN Wildlife that the elephants had broken into the Umfolozi reserve during the night at two different points several miles apart, crashing
  through the electric fence with ease as it was only live-wired from the inside. There in the reserve they would be safe, at least from the macho hunting brigade.


  The herd had split into two groups during the night, with Nana, her two calves and Mnumzane in the one and Frankie and her son and daughter in the other. Only once they were deep in the
  sanctuary did they meet up again. How they did that defies human comprehension. It seems impossible to navigate in the dark so precisely without compasses or radios  yet the two groups had
  travelled up to seven miles apart and then came together in dense bush at a given point. When you consider that, there is no doubt that elephants possess incredible communication abilities.
  Its known they emit stomach rumblings at frequencies far below human hearing that can be detected even when theyre many miles apart. The animals either pick up these sensory impulses
  through their vast ears, or  as a newer theory postulates  they feel the vibrations through their feet. But whatever it is, these amazing creatures have some senses far superior to
  ours.


  Close to where the two groups had rendezvoused was a thatched rondavel, a circular Zulu hut used by KZN Wildlife anti-poaching units. The rangers inside were fast asleep when they felt the
  flimsy structure of the building shaking as if caught in an earthquake. Then the top half of the stable door burst open and in the moonlight they saw a trunk snake through. The elephants had smelt
  the rangers stock of rations, sacks of maize meal, the Zulu staple, and were going to take their share, which of course meant all of it. The men scurried under their beds for protection as
  the trunk weaved like a super-sized vacuum cleaner around the hut and yanked the maize sacks out.


  Several other twisting trunks shattered the windows and the elephants jerked the furniture around, smashing it as they searched for more food. One mans bush jacket was wrenched from his
  hands and peeking through the splintered door he saw shadowy figures of the young calves stomping on it and flipping it into the air in a game between them.


  Not once did the men on the floor reach for their weapons. Their lives were devoted to saving animals; they would only kill as a last resort. Shaken as they were and watching their possessions
  being strewn around a hut about to cave in was not considered a last resort.


  As soon as the rampaging behemoths left, the rangers radioed through to the game reserves headquarters.


  At dawn Umfolozis vastly experienced conservation manager, Peter Hartley, decided to assess the situation firsthand. While driving off-road he spotted the animals in the distance and got
  out to approach on foot without disturbing them. He knew from the number and descriptions that this was the Thula Thula herd. Cautiously advancing, he was still some distance away when suddenly
  Frankie swivelled. She had nosed his scent.


  Elephants seldom charge humans unless they get too close, but with a bellow of rage, Frankie came thundering at him. Hartley, caught by surprise, turned and ran for his life through the
  thornveld, cutting himself as he scrambled through the barbed foliage. He leapt into his 4x4 and fortunately the vehicle started instantly as he dropped the clutch and sped off with five tons of
  storming juggernaut just yards behind, verifying the old rangers maxim that there is no dignity in the bush.


  Charging the conservation manager  of all people  seriously blotted the herds already spotty reputation. Grim-faced, Hartley arrived back at reserves headquarters and
  told of his close escape. The senior rangers were now extremely worried. This was getting out of hand and Hartley suggested they contacted the former owners in Mpumalanga to get a more
  comprehensive background report. And what they heard they didnt like at all.


  I was still in the bush when I got the radio call to come to Umfolozi to chat about the situation. Urgently.


  It sounded ominous and I drove despondently along the rutted dirt tracks through tribal areas to the sanctuarys headquarters. While I was relieved that the elephants were safe, I was
  fearful about what was going to happen next. I had a terrible foreboding that I was about to hear their death sentences.


  There was a funereal mood as I walked into the office. I knew most of these honest men of the bush and despite warm greetings they didnt look happy.


  After a few pleasantries they got to the point. They spoke the words I was dreading. If they had known about the elephants troubled background, they said they would never have granted the
  Thula Thula permit. The fact the animals had broken through two electric fences, chased cattle, raided a guards hut, refused to be cowed by a buzzing helicopter and had charged the
  conservation manager clearly indicated that this was a dangerous, unsettled herd. A rogue herd. The risk of letting them remain in an area with rural settlements was too high.


  In conservation speak, that meant only one thing. The rangers were going to destroy the herd.


  I interrupted, determined to deflect the ominous direction the discussion was going before it became irrevocable. Guys, you have to remember that theres been a ton of publicity
  surrounding this breakout. The news is everywhere and public sympathy is pretty much with the elephants. The matriarchs baby especially has attracted a lot of attention and people all over
  the country are following the chase and rooting for them. If you shoot them now that theyre safe and havent done any harm, all hell will break loose in the media.


  I then stressed that it was just bad luck the herd had escaped. We had done everything by the book. Even KZN Wildlifes resident expert had pronounced the boma safe. Even he had not
  believed the herd would have been able to muscle down that single tree in the boma that initiated the breakout.


  Once free, it was only natural that they would attempt to return to their original home. Thats wired into their psyche. But as soon as I could acclimatize them at Thula Thula, they would
  be OK. I also pointed out that they hadnt hurt any humans, despite being on the run for three days.


  I paused, acutely aware that I was arguing for the animals lives. Please, gentlemen; can you give them one more chance? This wont happen again.


  A sombre silence enveloped the room. There wasnt much more I could say.


  The rangers were ethical men who did not want to kill any animal unless it was absolutely unavoidable. However, in this case they said they didnt think Nana and her family had much going
  for them. They said hard experience had shown any herd that refused to respect an electric fence had crossed the shadow line and that there was little hope of rehabilitation.


  I knew what they were saying was true.


  Look, Lawrence, said one, we understand how you feel, but you know as well as we do that this is going to end badly. This herd is beyond help. They have been badly
  interfered with too many times and now see humans purely as enemies. They nearly killed Peter Hartley, for Gods sake. Hes never even heard of an elephant charging from that distance
  before. Were going to have to put the adults down.


  Well, I dont know how youre going to do it, I said, grasping at straws. The media are going to be all over you and it will be a real PR mess.


  Weve thought about that. What we propose is we dart and capture the herd for return to Thula, but while doing so we quietly overdose the adult females and suckling baby, and send
  only the youngsters back to you.


  I was dumbfounded. The press will smell a rat, I responded, trying to stonewall any talk of death. Or blame you for incompetence. Either way you lose. You guys are in the
  limelight right now so lets just let things settle down. Ill get them back to the boma at Thula and keep them locked up there. Lets watch them carefully and then make a
  decision. If theyre still out of control in a couple of months then well have no choice. Ill take full responsibility.


  There was a long pause and I sensed that I had touched a nerve. After what seemed like an eternity, they said they would think about it.


  I returned to Thula Thula, exhausted and forlorn, where I explained to David what had happened.


  The next day out of nowhere I got a call from a stranger introducing himself as a wildlife dealer.


  Listen, man, his voice boomed from the receiver, Ive heard about your elephant problem.


  I grimaced. Who hadnt?


  Well, I may just have the perfect solution for you.


  My curiosity was instantly piqued. Like what?


  Ill buy the herd off you. Lock, stock and barrel. Not only that, Ill give you another one as a replacement. A good herd. Normal animals that wont give you any
  hassles.


  You mean circus elephants? I couldnt keep the sarcasm from my voice.


  No, no, man. Nothing like that. These are wild animals; just not as aggressive as yours. And Ill give you $20,000.


  Why would you do that?


  If your animals stay here, one way or another they will be shot. If I take them, they will be relocated to a sanctuary in Angola where there are no humans to worry them. At least they
  will be allowed to live.


  That certainly shook me. Here was a man offering to solve my problems in one single stroke. I would recover my initial costs of trucking the elephants and building the boma  and I
  would get another herd for free. Considering that I also was about to be hit with more capture and transport costs to get my herd back from the Umfolozi reserve, it was quite an attractive
  proposition. If I didnt accept this offer I was going to have to fork out a lot of cash.


  Give me your number and Ill get back to you, I said.


  However, something niggled. Perhaps this was just too good to be true; just too pat. I have always followed my gut instinct and something didnt smell right.


  In fact, the more I thought about the dealer, the more irritated I became. I should have been grateful for the lifeline being offered; that would have been the sane reaction. But instead of
  profound relief that a solution was in sight, I felt strangely annoyed.


  It then dawned on me that something fundamental  something innate but indefinable had happened. That phone call triggered the startling revelation that I had unwittingly forged a bond
  with this delinquent herd, even though I barely knew them. The strength of this connection shocked me.


  The experiences of the past days had illustrated for me that despite fashionable eco-tourism, elephants didnt really count for much in the real world. This was a group of desperate and
  bewildered animals who had been on the run. But to the brandy and bullets brigade they were target practice with a yield of ivory; to the local tribesmen they were a threat. No one gave a fig that
  these were sentient creatures whose ancestors had roamed this planet for eons.


  It hasnt always been like that. Indeed, just a few decades ago Zulus revered elephants. They still roar Wena we Ndlovu  You are the Elephant  as praise
  to their king at public gatherings. The crescendo of thousands of martial voices is haunting, evoking memories of a time when these iconic creatures were hugely esteemed.


  No longer. In Africa today elephants are simply competitors in the race for the land. In the West, they are mere curiosities while the East values only their ivory.


  Our desperate three-day chase had hammered home to me the reality that these immensely powerful giants were actually as vulnerable as babies. Wherever this lost and confused group went, they
  would be at risk without someone fighting in their corner. As it was, Nana and Frankie were in all likelihood about to be executed.


  Once I grasped that, an almost irrational link was established, which would re-chart my life. Like it or not, I felt part of the herd. Life had dealt them a cruel hand and I was determined to
  rectify what I could. I owed them that at least.


  Finally some good news arrived, something in short supply at Thula Thula during those depressing days. KZN Wildlife agreed to a stay of execution. The elephants would be captured and returned to
  the boma at Thula Thula. Nana and Frankie had been reprieved.


  But if they escaped again, the entire herd would be shot on sight. There would be no encore of the last chase. There would be no further discussion. This was no casual threat. I was told
  Africas infamous elephant gun, the .458 was now being issued as standard equipment to all rangers in the area.


  This was to be both their and my last chance.


  
    
  


  chapter six


  With the strings-attached stay of execution, I felt as though I could breathe again, now that the stresses of the past few weeks had been eased. To my overwhelming relief, I
  had been given another chance.


  This time I had to succeed. It was literally a matter of life or death; KZN Wildlife was not going to compromise on that. This was the final throw of the dice, and the price of failure was
  simply unthinkable.


  The boma had been repaired and I now could only wait while KZN Wildlife prepared to capture the herd. I spent most of this time trying to figure out how we could get the animals to calm
  down when they were returned. Not only must this be done for their sakes, I also had to consider the implications of having an agitated, delinquent herd on the reserve. Before I let them out into
  the freedom of the greater reserve I had to be absolutely certain they were settled. But how?


  While this was churning in my mind, I received another call from EMOA. It was good to hear Marion Garas voice, my only ally in this fiasco.


  Lawrence, I have an idea that may help.


  I need all the help I can get. Whats up?


  Ive heard of an animal psychic . . . She paused and laughed nervously. But before you say no please hear me out.


  Hmmm . . . I was somewhat concerned that our situation seemed so desperate that she was considering paranormal solutions.


  Shoot, I said, then bit my tongue. Sorry . . . wrong choice of words, go ahead.


  Apparently this psychics done good work with troubled animals and has a unique way of communicating with them. Maybe shell reach out to the matriarch, perhaps get her to
  settle down and then the rest of the herd will follow. I know this sounds really unusual, and I really cant guarantee anything, but it may be worth a try.


  Well, OK. I know first-hand that communication with animals can defy normal comprehension. Orthodox behaviour is not always the answer in the bush. But bringing in a psychic seemed way over the
  top. But what else was on offer? And what harm could it do? At best it may work; at worst it was merely quixotic.


  OK. But tell her politely to stay out of my way. Im going to have my hands full when the elephants return.


  The psychic arrived a couple of days later; a middle-aged Canadian woman with curly red hair.


  The next day for lunch she ordered peanut-butter sandwiches.


  Franoise was aghast. The mere mention of peanut-butter sandwiches in her French kitchen was sacrilege. They were sent back for not being properly prepared. How many ways can you
  make a peanut-butter sandwich? Franoise protested.


  We later went down to the boma where she spent several hours sniffing the bush and sprinkling what she called cerebral vibrations of family, love and respect onto the
  fences.


  That, she said, will keep them in.


  The next day she pointed to my favourite tree in the garden: a magnificent wild fig with half-submerged roots as thick as a mans leg stretching into the lawn.


  That tree, she said with a shudder, it has an evil spirit. You can feel it, cant you? Come . . . Ill exorcize it.


  As we walked over I studied the grand, gnarled trunk closely. I always considered it a giant benign umbrella providing shelter for flocks of birds that chimed in perfect melody every morning.
  They were my bush alarm clock. I wondered what malignant ghosts were lurking in those branches . . . then quickly shook my head clear.


  She began some sort of religious incantation. I stood by, hoping like hell she would finish soon.


  Its gone, she said after a few minutes, obviously pleased with herself.


  As we were about to walk off, she turned and pointed to the sky.


  See those clouds? Theyre not clouds at all. Theyre spaceships carrying evil aliens who are preventing the elephants from returning home.


  All I could see was some cotton-puffs of cumulus. She must have noticed my scepticism.


  I should know, she said, patting her ample bosom and leaning in close. I have travelled in them.


  The next day she walked into the kitchen to order her staple diet of peanut-butter sandwiches. But this time her instructions were that our ranger David must deliver the meal to her room.


  The sandwiches were made to her specification: loaded with peanut butter and placed on a tray. As directed, David took the food and knocked on the door. It swung open and there in front of him
  was the psychic. She was stark naked.


  David put the tray down and muttered, Your sandwiches, maam. Then he turned and fled, his face the colour of beetroot.


  Finally something real happened. KZN Wildlife phoned to say the herd would be delivered the following day.


  Elephant capture is done throughout South Africa, but not in KwaZulu-Natal. In fact the team at Umfolozi, who had famously pioneered capturing white rhino, saving the species from extinction,
  did not have the heavy equipment required for loading family groups, elephant herds, which comprise only adult females and their young. Babies are never separated during capture. Adult bulls are
  always transported individually. However, a new dual-purpose heavy trailer designed for transporting both giraffe and elephant had recently been purchased and now was the time to put it to the
  test. Which begged the questions: Would it be strong and large enough to accommodate all seven elephants? And would the team be able to move the hefty creatures into the trailer without the
  specialized equipment and sleds used elsewhere in the country? My elephants were going to be guinea pigs, so to speak.


  I was comforted by the fact that my good friend Dave Cooper, Umfolozis internationally respected wildlife vet and probably the top rhino expert in the world, would be in charge of the
  welfare of the elephants.


  Capture always takes place early in the day to avoid heat stress. At six oclock a helicopter carrying an experienced marksman in the shooters seat thudded off to where the herd was
  last sighted. Dave remained on the ground so that any problems could be confronted as quickly as possible. After a few false alarms, the elephants were spotted and the pilot swooped down, coming in
  just above the treetops in a tight bank and then dropping until he was hovering almost on the ground to turn the now-running animals.


  This is where African bush pilots famed flying skills come into their own. The pilot toyed with the chopper, swaying this way then that, first blocking then lifting then dropping, all
  while threatening, cajoling, and charging forward at the now frantic elephants, herding them towards a dirt track he could see scarring the plains several hundred yards ahead. That rudimentary road
  was pivotal as the ground crew needed to get the heavy transport truck as close as possible to where the animals went down.


  The marksman loaded the dart gun and readied himself as the pilot radioed his position to the ground crews.


  The herd was now in full flight, crashing through the bush with the clattering chopper blades egging them on.


  Suddenly Nana, family in tow, broke through the tree cover and into open ground at the area chosen for darting.


  The pilot deftly shifted to just behind the stampeding animals, offering a clear view of their broad backs.


  Crack! The .22 shell fired a hefty aluminium dart filled with M99, a powerful anaesthetic customized for elephants and other large herbivores, into Nanas rump. The matriarch is
  always darted first followed by the other larger animals. The calves are darted last to prevent them from being trampled or smothered by the larger family members. Nanas calf was in fact too
  small to safely dart from the air and Dave was warned to make up a dart and immobilize the calf on the ground.


  As soon as one dart hit another was rapidly loaded and fired. The fluffy bright red feathers of the dart stuck out of the rumps of the running animals like beacons. The shooter must work
  quickly. Any delay between shots would have comatose elephants spread out all over the bush complicating matters immeasurably.


  Once the last dart struck true the marksman gave a thumbs-up and the pilot gained altitude and hovered as first Nana, then the others started to stagger and sink to their knees before collapsing
  in slow motion. It is surreal when these galloping giants suddenly lose momentum and their tree-trunk legs turn to jelly as they buckle in the dust.


  The ground teams speeding trucks were now less than a mile away. The timing was spot on and the helicopter bumped gently down in a whirlwind of red dust.


  Dave hurried to where Nana lay in the dirt. The baby, Mandla, was standing nervously next to her fallen body. He flapped his ears and reared his tiny trunk, instinctively trying to protect his
  prostrate mother. Dave got into position and fired a light plastic dart loaded with the smallest effective dose into the babys shoulder.


  As Mandlas knees folded, the vet broke a twig off a nearby guarri tree and placed it inside the end of Nanas trunk to keep the airways open. He did the same to the other
  elephants, and then went back to Nana, squeezing ointment into her exposed pupil, pulling her huge ear over her eye to protect it from the blossoming sun.


  The other slumbering beasts got the same treatment and he methodically checked each one for injuries. Fortunately none had fallen awkwardly, breaking bones or tearing ligaments.


  The ground team arrived and immediately reversed up to Nana. As the matriarch, they wanted her loaded first. This is done by unceremoniously winching the animal up into the air feet first and
  depositing the body at the rear entrance of the huge purpose-built truck. Then it is pulled and pushed into the truck by teams of men where it is revived by Dave with an injection of M5050. A
  five-ton slab of meat, muscle, blood and bone, hanging upside down is not a pretty sight, but it was done as gently and rapidly as possible. However without the specialized equipment this process
  took much longer than normal. While the larger animals were laboriously being loaded the effects of the drug started to wear off in some of those waiting their turn. When a drugged elephant starts
  waking up, you dont waste time hanging around. As trunks started to twitch and elephants attempted to raise their heads, Dave was kept busy running from one to the next, administering
  additional drugs intravenously into a large vein pulsing in the ear. Once all were aboard and awake, the trucks revved off to Thula Thula. The animals recovered during the ninety-minute journey and
  although a little wobbly, Nana again led her family into the boma, followed by Frankie looking as defiant as ever. Their bid for freedom had, if anything, increased their resentment of
  captivity. I knew we would have a rough few months ahead of us.


  As the capture team drove off, one game ranger shouted over his shoulder, See you soon!


  This was no polite goodbye. His meaning was clear. He was saying these animals were bad news. He had no doubt that the herd would break out again and he would be back; this time with bullets,
  not darts. I felt like making an angry retort but couldnt think of one quick enough.


  The next day the wildlife dealer phoned, doubling his bid to $40,000 and repeating the offer of a tamer replacement herd. Again it sounded unreal, just too good to be true. Again I stalled,
  saying I would consider it. And again, I felt irritated by the offer. I couldnt shake the belief that fate had a hand in all of this. Fate had sent me these elephants  I hadnt
  asked for them. And maybe some things were meant to be.


  Just before nightfall I took a drive down to the boma, parked some distance away and with great caution walked towards the fence. Nana was standing in thick cover with her family behind
  her, watching my every move, malevolence seeping from every pore. There was absolutely no doubt that sooner or later they were going to make another break for it.


  Then in a flash came the answer. I decided there and then that contrary to all advice, I would go and live with the herd. I knew the experts would throw up their hands in horror as we had been
  repeatedly instructed that to keep them feral, human contact in the boma must be kept to the barest minimum. But this herd had already had too much human contact of the very worst kind, and
  their rehabilitation, if such a thing was even possible at all, called for uncommon measures. If I was to be responsible for this last-ditch effort to save their lives, I should do things my way.
  If I failed, at least I would have done my best.


  I would remain outside the boma, of course, but I would stay with them, feed them, talk to them, but most importantly, be with them day and night. These magnificent creatures were
  extremely distressed and disorientated and maybe, just maybe, if someone who cared about them was constantly with them, they would have a chance. There was no doubt that unless we tried something
  different, they would continue trying to break out and would die in the attempt.


  It boiled down to this: we had to get to know each other or else all bets were off. We didnt have time for the standoff measures proposed by the experts. As I said to David
  one evening, we had to get the matriarch to trust at least one person. Unless that happened, the herd would always be suspicious of humans and would never settle down.


  That human will have to be you, he said.


  I nodded. Well see.


  I discussed this with Franoise and she agreed that the conventional approach to settling in the animals didnt seem to be working. I asked David if he wanted to come along and was
  answered by his broad smile. The boma was about three miles away from our house and so we packed the Land Rover with basic supplies. The vehicle would be our home for as long as it took.


  I also brought along Max, who was always great company outdoors. When he was young and got his first taste of the bush he tended to chase everything in sight. This is a problem on a sanctuary as
  you dont want dogs harassing animals or incessantly barking as it may attract predators. I had to show Max the errors of his youth fast.


  He was a surprisingly quick learner, even though his first experience with wildlife had not been particularly pleasant. A large troop of vervet monkeys had made their home in the trees
  surrounding our home and delighted in taunting Max. They would gather on low hanging branches just out of his reach, tumbling over one another and screeching primate insults, sometimes even
  urinating on him or throwing dung at him with remarkable accuracy. Max would go berserk but was unable to respond to them.


  For over a year this torment continued until one day something almost unheard of happened. A big young male eager to lead the chorus of jeers slipped out of the tree, landing at Maxs
  paws. For a moment both animals looked at each other, stunned. Max circled silently as the male bared his teeth, then they pounced on one another. By the time I managed to get them apart Max had
  wrought revenge for those months of abuse.


  A little later I went back to remove the monkeys carcass. The troop was still there and as I approached they became extremely belligerent. I backed off and witnessed a strange ritual,
  something I had never seen before. The monkeys descended and silently gathered around their dead colleague. Then after a few moments they gently lifted the corpse and carried it from branch to
  branch, tree to tree, as a funeral procession into the distance. An hour or so later they were back. I had no idea what they did with the body.


  However, it was a turning point for Max. From then on the vervets ignored him. A truce had been struck.


  Max was a true bush dog. A hushed command from me would see him crouched by my side or on the Land Rover seat, fully alert but as silent as a gecko whenever an animal approached. I knew he would
  behave around the elephants.


  To Max camping out with us at the boma would be another chapter in his adventurous life. We would be with the elephants around the clock, living in the bush, catnapping in the truck or
  stretching out under the stars with our wristwatch alarms set regularly to remind us to patrol the fences. We would share the cold nights with them and we would sweat together in the searing days.
  It would be mentally and physically exhausting, particularly as the herd had already let us know in no uncertain manner that they didnt want us around.


  The first day we spent watching from a distance of about thirty yards. Each day we would get closer, but it would be a gradual exercise. Nana and Frankie watched us continuously, rushing up to
  the fence if they thought we were getting too close.


  Night came, swiftly and silently as it does in Africa. There is perhaps half an hour of gloaming and then it is dark. But darkness can be your friend. The wilderness seethes with life as the
  nocturnal creatures scurry out from holes and trees and crevasses, brave in the knowledge that most predators are resting. The sky switches on its full power, untainted by urban electrical static.
  I never tire of watching the megawatt heavens, picking out the Zodiac signs and revelling in the glory of the odd shooting star.


  Davids whisper woke me. Quick. Somethings happening at the fence.


  I threw off my blanket and blinked to adjust my eyes to night vision. We crept up to the boma through the bush. I could see nothing. Then an enormous shape morphed in front of me.


  It was Nana, about ten yards from the fence. Next to her was Mandla, her baby son.


  I strained my eyes, searching for the others. Despite their bulk, elephants are difficult enough to see in dense bush during the day, let alone at night. Then I saw them, they were all standing
  motionless in the dark just a little way behind her.


  I quickly glanced at my watch; 4:45 a.m. Zulus have a word for this time of the morning  uvivi  which means the darkness before the dawn. And its true. In the
  Zululand bush, the darkness is most intense just before the first shreds of haze crack the horizon.


  Suddenly Nana tensed her enormous frame and flared her ears.


  Jeez! Look at her! whispered David, crouching next to me. Look at the bloody size of her.


  Nana took a step forward. Oh shit! Here she goes, said David, no longer whispering. That bloody electric wire better hold.


  Without thinking I stood and walked towards the fence. Nana was directly ahead, a colossus just a few yards in front.


  Dont do it, Nana, I said, calmly as I could. Please dont do it, girl.


  She stood motionless but tense like an athlete straining for the starters gun. Behind her the rest of the herd froze.


  This is your home now, I continued. Please dont do it, girl.


  I felt her eyes boring into me, even though I could barely make out her face in the murk.


  They will kill you all if you break out. This is your home now. You dont have to run any more.


  Still she didnt move and suddenly the absurdity of the situation struck me. Here I was in thick darkness talking to a wild female elephant with a baby, the most dangerous possible
  combination, as if we were having a friendly chat.


  Absurd or not, I decided to continue. I meant every word and meant for her to get what I was saying. You will all die if you go. Stay here, I will be here with you and its a good
  place.


  She took another step forward. I could see her tense up again, preparing to go all the way. I too was ready. If she could take the pain and snap the electric wire the rest of the fence
  wouldnt hold and she would be out. Frankie and the rest would smash through after her in a flash.


  I was directly in their path, something I was well aware of. The fence cables would hold them for a short while but I would still only have seconds to scramble out of their way and climb a tree,
  or else be stomped flatter than an envelope. The nearest tree, a big acacia robusta with wicked thorns was perhaps ten yards to my left. I wondered if I would be fast enough. Possibly not . . . and
  when had I last climbed a thorn tree?


  Then something happened between Nana and me, some infinitesimal spark of recognition, flaring for the briefest of moments.


  Then it was gone. Nana nudged Mandla with her trunk, turned and melted into the bush. The rest followed.


  David exhaled like a ruptured balloon.


  Bloody hell! I thought she was going to go for it.


  We lit a small fire and brewed coffee. There was not much to say. I was not going to tell David that I thought I had connected for an instant with the matriarch. It would have sounded too
  crazy.


  But something had happened. It gave me a sliver of hope.


  Each day was the same. As the sun came up, the herd would start endlessly pacing up and down the length of the fence, turning on us and charging if we dared get too close,
  halting only at the electric cable. The naked aggression and agitation, the fiercest I have seen from any animal, blazed nonstop whenever we approached the fence. And they would glare ferociously
  as we backed off and watched from a distance.


  As they were in a confined area we had to provide them with extra food. This posed a problem as whenever we attempted to get close to the fence to throw bales of alfalfa into the enclosure they
  ignored the food and erupted in paroxysms of rage.


  The only alternative was to arrange bales at opposite sides of the boma, and as I distracted the elephants at one end and they came at me, David  an immensely strong young man
   would leap onto the back of the truck and toss more bulky bales over the fence on the other side.


  Then they would spot him and turn and charge in his direction. As he backed off I would throw food over from my side. Then they would come at me, and David would continue. They would only eat
  when we moved well away.


  The belligerence see-sawed back and forth until we finished. There was no doubt that in their fury they would have killed us were it not for the fence. The hatred was so concentrated that I
  began to wonder what had previously happened to these creatures, especially as Marion had told me that while still babies Nana and Frankie had had some human contact. As far as I knew, they
  hadnt been physically maltreated, so was it something deeper? Was it some learned fear passed down from their ancestors who had been hunted to the brink? Was it because they instinctively
  knew humans were responsible for their confinement? That because of us they could no longer stride the great migration trails across the continent as their forebears had? Or was it simply that the
  death of their matriarch was the final straw?


  I spent the rest of the day just watching them, trying to pick up some vibe other than rage. It now seemed that Frankie, the second-in-command, was the main aggressor. Nana was fractionally
  calmer  although by no means settled. Could I get through to her? I didnt know; I just hoped.


  David and I were pushing up to 2,000 pounds of food a day over the wire and we shed weight like a snake sloughs off its skin. In a week alone, we each lost ten pounds, most of it in sweat. If I
  hadnt been so worried, I would have relished being in such good shape.


  But one thing was certain: the elephants always knew David and I were around. I would spend hours walking around the boma, checking the fence and deliberately speaking loudly so they
  heard my voice. Sometimes I would even sing, which David uncharitably remarked was enough to make even him want to jump straight onto the electric fence. If I ever caught Nanas attention I
  would look directly at her and focus on positive gentle communication, telling her time and time again that this was her familys new home and that everything she would ever need was here.
  Most of the time, though, I spent sitting or standing still at a chosen spot near the fence, purposefully ignoring them, just being there doing nothing, saying nothing, showing I was comfortable
  whether they were close by or not.


  Slowly but surely we became an integral part of their lives. They began to know us, but whether that was a good or bad thing, I wasnt sure.


  However, the alarming ritual that took place during uvivi, when they seemed most determined to break out, continued. Every morning at precisely 4.45  I could virtually set my watch
  by it  Nana would line up the herd facing their old home in Mpumalanga. She would then tense up, yards from the fence, and for ten adrenalin-soaked minutes I would stand up to her, pleading
  for their lives, telling her that this was now their home. The words I used were unimportant as Nana obviously didnt understand English; I just concentrated on keeping the tone as reassuring
  as I could. It was always touch-and-go and my relief as she ghosted back into the bush with her family was absolute.


  When the sun eventually rose, David and I would retire to the truck, shattered by these tense stand-offs, saturated in sweat even in the early morning chill.


  Silently David would start a small fire near the Land Rover and put the coffee pot on, each of us wondering what the day would bring. Why were they always so aggressive, even while we were
  giving them food? Why did they hate us so much? Elephants are intelligent creatures; surely they must know by now that we meant no harm? I could understand them wanting to escape. Maybe I too would
  be frantic at being locked up . . . but this was something else. There had to be a way to breach this bulwark of torment.


  Are we going to win? David once asked over a steaming mug, demoralized after yet another awful day. We were drinking coffee by the gallon to keep alert.


  We have to, I replied, shrugging with despondency. Somehow we just have to calm them down.


  The fact was I still didnt know how to do it. All I did know was that the price of failure was unthinkable. But I was starting to wonder whether we could ever break through, whether we
  could ever settle them. The animosity was so intense that perhaps the barrier between us was impenetrable. Maybe too much damage had already been done.


  I just didnt know.


  
    
  


  chapter seven


  The psychic arrived at the boma after a particularly harrowing dawn patrol with the herd again threatening to break through the fence. She came down from
  time to time and as I saw her coming I made a quick excuse to go and check fences on the other side, leaving her to David.


  When I returned half an hour later, she had gone.


  What did she want?


  Just to sprinkle some more of her good vibrations.


  Davids face was contorted and I could see he was battling valiantly to control a guffaw. She also said she had communicated with the elephants and they had told her it was now safe
  for me to go in and walk with them.


  That set us off  perhaps it was the tension, but we broke up laughing so hard our stomachs hurt.


  But when I stopped wheezing, I realized that as I was not convinced the psychic was helping matters it was best if she left us to our own methods.


  I radioed Franoise and told her to tell the psychic politely that we had no further need of her services and to book a flight for her back to Johannesburg. As far as Franoise was
  concerned, that at least meant no more peanut-butter sandwiches on the menu.


  However, in a bizarre way the psychics prophecy did come true several days later. We did indeed have to go into the boma with the herd.


  Nana and Frankie still regularly toppled trees towards the fence, but the ones close enough to do any damage had all been felled. However, there was a particularly tall acacia in a thicket some
  distance away that they started working on. Initially I didnt worry too much as it seemed too far from the electric barrier. But when it crashed down, it bounced and some of
  the top branches snagged the wires, straining them to breaking point.


  This caused an electrical short with lots of crackling which fortunately frightened the elephants off. Even more fortuitously, the wires didnt snap so there was still current. But the
  elephants would soon sense that this was a weak link and launch an assault. All they had to do was bump the fallen tree forward, the wires would give and there would be no stopping them.


  We had to act quickly. We examined all options but it soon became crystal clear that there was only one solution: someone had to sneak into the boma with a bowsaw and hack the branches
  off the fence. But who would do such a crazy thing, and how?


  David stepped forward. Ill go  as long as you keep them off me, he said, eyeing the giants flapping their ears angrily on the other side.


  I needed to think it through. David was volunteering for something I had never heard of being done before: getting into a sealed electrified enclosure with seven wild elephants and no quick
  escape route. It was insane, no matter how you looked at it.


  I anguished for an hour or so. Could it be that by condoning this I was sending a young man to his death? What would I tell his parents, good friends of my family, if something went wrong?


  Devising a plan would help me decide, so I concentrated on visualizing the scene. Then we would dry-run it until we had it right. Davids life depended on that.


  First we would miss a feed, then once the elephants were really hungry we would throw bales of alfalfa over the other side of the boma to keep the animals occupied as far away from David
  as possible.


  Then I would place two rangers with radios at the energizers to control the current. This would be switched off at exactly the moment David was ready to climb in. As soon as he was in the
  boma the electricity had to be turned back on, otherwise the animals might sense the power cut and break out while we were busy. This, of course, would leave David trapped with 8,000 volts
  imprisoning him with the elephants.


  Third, a ranger would be with me as my communicator to relay instructions and operate my radio. I would have the rifle, ready to shoot but only if Davids life was
  unquestionably threatened.


  We rehearsed this several times until we were as prepared as we would ever be. David seemed calm  almost nonchalant  and I marvelled at his courage. He had been on the receiving
  end of the animals intense aggression every day for the past week, and he was still prepared to go in.


  I gave the signal and the rangers started heaving food over the fence to entice the herd away from us and hopefully keep them engrossed long enough for David to finish the job.


  As Nana led her hungry charges to the food bonanza, I looked at David. You still want to do this?


  He shrugged. If I dont, well lose them.


  OK, I said, sweating at the mere thought of the enormous risk he was taking.


  I nodded to the ranger next to me who picked up his radio and shouted to the energizer crew: Power off  go!


  David scaled the fence. Once he was in I threw over the bowsaw and gave the order: Power on  now!


  The switches went up. David was now caged inside the boma.


  I loaded the rifle, steadied the barrel on the Land Rovers open door and zeroed in the sights on the animals on the far side.


  David had his back to the herd and was sawing the offending branches with piston-pumping arms while I gave a running commentary from over the rifle sights. Everythings OK. No
  problem, no problem. Its working. You are doing fine; its a piece of cake. Just a few more moments . . .


  In a blink everything changed. Frankie, who was slightly behind the rest of the herd, must have heard a noise as she suddenly looked up. Enraged that someone was in her territory, she broke into
  a charge . . . fast and deadly as a missile.


  David, get out! Now! Cut the power! Cut the power! Now! Now! Shes coming! I yelled.


  But the message didnt get through to the rangers at the energizer. The drama of the charge had mesmerized the radioman next to me. He froze, completely stupefied by the dreadfully
  magnificent sight of an elephant in full charge.


  David was trapped with Frankie hurtling at him like a rocket. He clambered wildly over the felled tree, grabbing at the fence as five tons of enraged elephant thundered up at impossible speed.
  He only had seconds to escape.


  With my heart in my boots I swore and took aim. I knew it was too late  everthing had gone horrible wrong. I would put a bullet in Frankies brain but she was speeding at over
  thirty miles an hour and, dead or alive, her momentum would smash into David and he would be pulverized. No creature alive can survive being hit by an elephant.


  My trigger finger tightened  and in the microsecond that I was about to squeeze I heard the foulest language you could imagine.


  It was David, right next to me, cursing the radioman who hadnt relayed the cut power message. I jerked the rifle up as Frankie broke off and belted past us, trunk high, ears
  flared, turning tightly to avoid the wires.


  Slowly I lowered the rifle and stared at David, dumbstruck. He had just scaled an eight-foot-high electrical fence. If he was shaking, it was with anger  not an overdose of electrons.


  I know plenty of stories of people doing impossible things in dangerous situations, but 8,000 volts will smack you flat on your back no matter how much adrenalin is pumping. Its got
  enough juice to stop a multi-ton creature  you dont get bigger league than that.


  Yet David had done it. Against infinitesimal odds, it seems he somehow missed touching all four of the prominent live wires in his frantic scramble for safety. How, we dont know. And
  neither does he.


  But one thing is certain: if David had been hurled backwards by the shock, Frankie would have been onto him, whether I killed her or not. She was too close and too fast. Nothing would have saved
  him.


  As soon as everyone calmed down, David insisted on climbing back into the boma and finishing the job. I looked at him with total admiration; this young man had real cojones.


  Frankie and the rest of the herd were again distracted by food at the far side, and David once more scaled the fence. But not before warning the radioman that if he messed up again, he would
  personally kill him.


  But youll be dead, said one ranger.


  David led the booming laughter.


  
    
  


  chapter eight


  Leaving two rangers at the boma, David and I drove up to the main house for a much-needed break and a cold beer  not necessarily in that order. We were chatting
  on the front lawn when something suddenly seemed out of place. Something wasnt right.


  It was my favourite fig tree. All its leaves were wilting. I strode across for a closer look and saw it was dying. Shocked, I called David over. There were no signs of disease, rot or any other
  external problems. It looked like it had simply given up.


  Magnificent trees like this dont just die, I said, dismayed. Whats happened?


  David prodded the trunk. I dont know. But remember  the psychic did exorcize an evil spirit from it, he said with a wry grin.


  Im about as non-superstitious as you can get but even so, something shivered down my spine as we walked back to the house.


  In the Zululand bush, the supernatural is as much a part of life as breathing. Thats just the way Africa is. I remember years back, long before I acquired Thula Thula, I was rushing a
  Zulu to hospital after he had been bitten by a puff adder in a nearby village. The bite was potentially lethal but that did not concern him. What he was really worried about was that he believed it
  was not a coincidence. In his mind the snake was actually inhabited by a spirit sent to punish him for some transgression. Fortunately we got him to the hospital in time and he survived.


  So you reckon the trees been killed by an evil spirit? David interrupted my thoughts as we walked back to the house. He was chuckling, no doubt planning to milk this psychic
  stuff for all it was worth.


  I laughed. This is Africa, I said, and then heard Franoise scream.


  She came running towards us.


  Whats the matter? I asked.


  Snake . . . big one! On the stove, in the kitchen.


  What happened?


  She had been cooking pasta when a rat suddenly jumped out of the air-vents above the stove and landed on a pot next to her. A split second later a grey blur streaked down, whipped itself around
  the bar on top of the stove and sank its toxic fangs into the mesmerized rodent in one lightning hit. Franoise, who had never seen a snake that close before, dropped the spatula and
  bolted.


  I ran to the kitchen to see the snake gliding fast towards me, heading for the lounge. It was a Mozambican spitting cobra, known locally as an mfezi. Despite what Franoise had
  said, it was average size  about four feet long. But mfezis have certainly earned their reputation of being second only to mambas as the most dangerous snakes in Africa. A bite is
  fatal if untreated, although spitting is their main form of defence and when they do so they unleash copious amounts of venom from virtually any position.


  It was heading in Franoises direction, so I rushed to get a broom to catch it. I have a strict rule that no snake is killed on Thula Thula unless the situation is
  life-threatening. If theyre in the house, we capture and put them back into the bush. I have learned that with a cobra, this is most easily done by slowly easing a broom towards it as it
  rears up and then gently pushing it along the floor and under the snake until it leans over on top of the bristle-head. Its then lifted up, carried outside and allowed to slither off.


  Although some neurons in my brain still jump whenever I see a snake  the same atavistic impulses that kept our ancestors in caves alive  I have no problem with them. They are vital
  for the environment and do immeasurably more good than harm by keeping vermin populations from exploding. Like almost all wild creatures, they will only attack if threatened; theyre far
  happier running away.


  I rushed back with a broom but I was too late. Max had already cornered the reptile, now reared to almost a third of its length with its long thin hood flared, exposing a yellow-pink underbelly
  scored with black bars. It was a compelling sight; loathsome yet stunning.


  Come here, Max! Leave him, boy.


  But the usually obedient Max didnt listen. Fixated on the mfezi he silently circled the upright serpent, which tried to twist round to face him.


  Maxie . . . leave him, boy, I commanded. If the snake bit him, he could die. The neurotoxic and cytotoxic (cell-destroying) venom would reach his vital organs far quicker than in a
  human.


  Max!


  Then Max lunged, biting the mfezi behind its head. I heard the crunch as his jaws snapped shut like a bear trap. He bit again, and again.


  He dropped the snake and came towards me, wagging his tail. The snake was chopped into three distinct pieces, its head still quivering from contracting nerves.


  Max looked mighty pleased with himself. I was just relieved  until I saw his eyes. He was blinking furiously. The spitting cobra had lived up to its name and hit bang on target.
  Mfezis are extremely accurate up to about eight feet and actually spray instead of spit. This means a fine mist of highly toxic venom comes at you as a sheet, rather than as a single globule
  and its vital to wear glasses and shut your mouth when threatened by them  especially when youre trying to move them off with a broom.


  Franoise quickly got some milk. We bathed Maxs eyes and I rushed him to the Land Rover. The nearest vet was twenty miles away in Empangeni, and if we didnt get there soon,
  Max could go blind. However, the fact we had managed to clean out most of the poison with milk so soon after the attack augured well.


  The vet agreed that the milk had countered the poison, squeezed some paste into the pupils and said Max would be fine.


  As we left, he jumped into the car, tail thumping like an overjoyed windscreen wiper.


  Who the bloody hell do you think you are? I admonished. Rikki-Tikki-Tavi?


  Indeed, Max had been as quick as Kiplings Jungle Book mongoose. Throughout the fight he had never barked, extremely unusual for a dog. His utter silence had been his key asset.
  Most dogs prance in front of a snake yapping furiously, giving the reptile an easy target. Instead, Max had slowly padded around it without uttering a sound. The mfezi had trouble twisting
  to face him on the slippery tiled floor, enabling Max to get behind it.


  I stroked his head. Youre a natural bush dog, my boy.


  Later that night David and I returned to the elephants. Max, who adopted an almost bored expression whenever I checked his recovering eyes, came with us.


  We inspected the boma and catnapped for a few hours in the Land Rover. Then at 4.45 a.m. I heard a slight rustle near the fence. I knew, with dread, it was Nana preparing for her pre-dawn
  breakout attempt, as she did every morning. I walked down, by now knowing exactly where she would be. Once again, Mandla was at her side, the rest of the herd queuing behind.


  Please dont do it, girl, I said.


  She stopped, tense as a spring as she watched me. I carried on speaking, urging her to stay, keeping my voice as low and persuasive as I could. I kept using her name.


  Then she suddenly shifted her stance to face me head-on. The furious stare from her mucous-rimmed eyes faded for a moment. Instead there was something else flickering. Not necessarily benign,
  but not hostile either.


  This is your home now, Nana. Its a good home and I will always be here with you.


  With unhurried dignity, she turned away from the fence, the others breaking rank to let her through and then following closely behind.


  After a few yards she stopped and let the others go ahead. She had never done that before  she had always been the first to disappear into the bush. She turned and again looked straight
  at me.


  It was only for a few seconds, but it seemed to go on forever.


  Then she was swallowed up by the darkness.


  
    
  


  chapter nine


  As the weeks progressed, the herd gradually started to settle down. So much so that we were now able to approach the fence at feeding time without being charged by enraged
  elephants. We also got some much-needed sleep.


  Living rough in the wilderness is a salve for the soul. Ancient instincts awaken; forgotten skills are relearned, consciousness is sharpened and life thrums at a richer tempo.


  Unlike being on a wilderness trail where each day is another trek to another place, David and I were not just transients and had to adjust in order to become accepted by the permanent residents
  on our wild patch. We had to blend into our environment as seamlessly as fish in a lake.


  Initially the abundant wildlife regarded us as unwelcome colonizers. They wanted to know who we were, what we were, and what were we doing on their turf. Wherever we went, hundreds of eyes
  watched. I had that prickly sensation of being under constant surveillance and whenever I looked up, a mongoose, warthog, or tawny eagle would be peering from a distance . . . taking in everything,
  missing nothing we did.


  But soon we too were creatures of the wild. The larger animals got used to us and sensing we posed no danger, started to move around us freely. The resident impala ram and his harem, normally as
  skittish as colts, grazed thirty or so paces away as if we were part of the scenery. Zebra and wildebeest came past regularly while kudu and nyala browsed nearby, completely at ease.


  That didnt mean we were entirely welcome. A troop of baboons led by a posturing male complained bitterly as they sauntered past for their daily ablutions at the river. We had
  inadvertently pitched camp slap in the middle of their domain and their fearsome leader had no hesitation in venting his ire. Sitting on top of a Natal mahogany tree, he would show his
  dagger-shaped yellow teeth and snarl HOOH, HOOH, HAAA across the valley. BOH, BOH, his deep territorial call echoed down the riverbed. To him we would always be
  trespassers.


  It was late spring and birds of all shapes and sizes, feathered in an explosion of African colours, chirped and sang the stories of their lives to all who would listen, while snakes 
  including the lethal black mamba  sought shade from the baking sun. My favourite was a beautiful rock python that lived in a group of boulders beside a gully. He was still a youngster, less
  than five feet long, but watching his olive and tan body rippling over the ground was as special as you could get.


  I always kept a firm grip on Maxs collar whenever this yard of elastic muscle glided past. Although he had long since learnt not to chase most wild animals, he still had a thing about
  snakes. Given half a chance he would have been onto the python in a blink.


  The Land Rovers two-way radio aerial also made a great scaffold for a one-inch bark spider that imperiously took up residence. Despite her diminutive size, she was an absolute dynamo.
  Every evening she strung out her web using the aerial as a support, and every morning she gobbled it all up, saving each precious milligram of protein snared in the gossamer threads, only to
  rebuild it again at dusk. We named her Wilma and her three-yard-wide web was an engineering marvel, an absolutely formidable, super-sticky trap that seized any flying insect in a grip of silky
  steel, including four-inch longhorn beetles, which she would methodically suck the life out of.


  Sometimes we needed to drive to the far end of the boma and as we started the vehicle she would hang on to her just-completed web in a flat panic at the engines vibrations. In the
  end, we always took pity on her and walked instead.


  At dusk, animals that lived in the sun went off to sleep wherever they felt safest. The landscape emptied, but not for long. It was soon repopulated under the light of the African stars by
  creatures of the night. Warthogs gave way to bush pigs with short, stiletto tusks; tawny and martial eagles were replaced by giant eagle owls that scouted the skies on silent wings, swooping down
  on vondos, plump oversized bush rats whose sluggish vulnerability is countered only by its prolific breeding capacity. Fiery-necked nightjars with bear-trap mouths customized for snatching insects
  in mid-flight soaked up the fading heat from the baked ground before soaring into the heavens. Bats, thousands upon thousands, scudded through the air and bushbabies, among the cutest creatures
  alive with their cuddly looking little bodies and huge eyes screeched raucous mating calls from the treetops.


  Hyena, perhaps the most maligned and misunderstood of all Africas animals for their unfair reputation of being savage scavengers, but one of my favourites, skulked in the alleys of the
  dark looking for dinner. YOOUP YOOUP, YOOOOUP they called, marking their territory with their manic cackles. Huge dog-like footprints the next day sometimes showed that they had come in for
  a closer look at us. We used the spotlight intermittently to track this seething theatre, only because leaving it on for too long lured swarms of bugs that attacked us in squadrons. Its bad
  bush practice to keep a light on continuously as light attracts insects, insects attract frogs, and frogs attract snakes. Our only permanent illumination was the campfire.


  One morning we woke to find leopard droppings near the Land Rover. The local male had marked his territory right where we were sleeping, delivering a firm feline message  this was also
  his space.


  Living so close to the ground, so to speak, also gave me plenty of time to study the herd and I became fascinated by their individual quirks. Nana, huge and dominant, took her matriarchal duties
  seriously and like a fussy housewife utilized every inch of the bomas confines to the maximum. She marked out the best spots for shade, the best shelter from the wind and 
  uncannily  knew feeding times to the minute. She also knew exactly when the waterhole and mud pond were due to be refilled by us.


  Frankie was the herds self-appointed guardian. She delighted in breaking away from the rest and storming past us at full speed, head held high and glaring fiercely just for the hell of
  it.


  Mandla, Nanas baby boy, was a born clown whose antics kept us endlessly amused. Full of bravado he would regularly mock-charge us  just as long as his mum was close by.


  Mabula and Marula, Frankies thirteen-year-old son and eleven-year-old daughter were always quiet and well behaved, seldom straying far from their mother.


  Nandi, Nanas teenage daughter and mirror image, was much more independent and would often wander around exploring on her own.


  And then there was Mnumzane, the young bull and son of the previous matriarch who had been demoted from crown prince to pariah after his mothers demise. He was no longer part of the
  herds inner circle and spent most of his time alone or on the periphery of the group. This was the eons-old elephant way; herds are fiercely feminized and once a male approaches puberty he
  is evicted. This is natures way of scattering its seed otherwise all herds would be interbred. But sadly the trauma of young males being ostracized from their families can be
  heart-wrenching; similar to desperately homesick boys being sent to distant boarding schools. Usually in the wild they meet up with other young evicted males and form loosely knit askari
  bachelor herds under the guidance of a wise old bull.


  Unfortunately we didnt have a father figure for Mnumzane, so he was simultaneously going through the agony of losing his mother and sister, as well as being evicted from the only family
  he knew and loved. Come feeding time, Nana and Frankie would roughly shoulder him away and he only got scraps after everyone else had had their fill.


  We saw he was losing weight and David made a point of feeding him separately. His gratitude was wrenching to watch, and David, who has a natural affinity with all wildlife, started paying him
  special attention, slipping him extra alfalfa and fresh acacia branches every day.


  Mnumzanes lowly status was confirmed one evening when we heard a series of prolonged high-pitched squeals. Denied the use of the Land Rover by Wilmas web-building activities, we
  sprinted to the other side of the boma to see that Nana and Frankie had the youngster cornered and were shoving him onto the electric fence.


  Look at that, David panted as we ran up. Theyre using him as a battering ram, trying to force him through to make an opening.


  So they were. Mnumzane, caught between hot wires and a mountain of flesh and tusk, was screaming himself hoarse as electricity jolted through his young body. The more he screamed, the more they
  pushed.


  Eventually just as we were about to intervene  although Im not quite sure how  they released him. The poor fellow bolted and ran around the boma at full speed, loudly
  trumpeting his indignation.


  He calmed down and found a quiet spot as far away from the rest of herd as he could. There he stood and sulked, miserable to his core.


  This incident showed conclusively that Nana and Frankie understood exactly how an electric fence worked. They knew that if they could bulldoze Mnumzane through the live wires, they could break
  free without getting shocked.


  Despite this, to my intense relief, by now the dreaded dawn patrol had stopped. Nana no longer lined up her brood at the northern boundary, threatening a mass breakout and despite the odds we
  seemed to have made some sort of progress in the few weeks they had been there. But neither of us expected what happened next.


  The next morning soon after sunrise I glanced up to see Nana and baby Mandla at the fence right in front of our little camp. This had never happened before.


  As I stood, she lifted her trunk and looked straight at me. Her ears were down and she was calm. Instinctively I decided to go to her.


  I knew from hard experience that elephants prefer slow deliberate movements, so I ambled across, ostentatiously stopping to pluck a grass stem and pausing to inspect a tree stump 
  generally taking my time. I needed to let her get used to me coming forward.


  Eventually I stopped about three yards from the fence and gazed up at the gigantic form directly in front of me. Then I took a slow step forward. Then another, until I was two paces from the
  fence.


  She did not move and suddenly I felt sheathed in a sense of contentment. Despite standing just a pace from this previously foul-tempered wild animal who until now would have liked nothing better
  than to kill me, I had never felt safer.


  I remained in a bubble of well-being, completely entranced by the magnificent creature towering over me. I noticed for the first time her thick wiry eyelashes, the thousands of wrinkles
  criss-crossing her skin and her broken tusk. Her soft eyes pulled me in. Then, almost in slow motion, I saw her gently reach out to me with her trunk. I watched, hypnotized, as if this was the most
  natural thing in the world.


  Davids voice echoed in the surreal background. Boss.


  Then louder, Boss! Boss, what the hell are you doing?


  The urgency in his call broke the spell. Suddenly I realized that if Nana got hold of me it would all be over. I would be yanked through the fence like a rag doll and stomped flat.


  I was about to step back, but something made me hold my ground. There it was again, the strange feeling of mesmeric tranquillity.


  Once more Nana reached out with her trunk. And then I got it. She wanted me to come closer and without thinking I moved towards the fence.


  Time was motionless as Nanas trunk snaked through the fence, carefully avoiding the electric strands, and reached my body. She gently touched me. I was surprised at the wetness of her
  trunk tip and how musky her smell was. After a few moments I lifted my hand and felt the top of her colossal trunk, briefly touching the bristly hair fibres.


  Too soon the instant was over. She slowly withdrew her trunk. She stood and looked at me for a few moments before slowly turning and returning to the herd that had gathered about twenty yards
  away, watching every move. Interestingly, as she got back Frankie stepped forward and greeted her, as if to welcome her return to the fold. If I didnt know better I would have said she was
  giving her a well done. I walked back to the camp.


  What was that about? asked David.


  I was silent for a while, absolutely awestruck. Then the words tumbled out, I dont know. But what I do know is, that its time to let them out.


  Let them out? From the boma?


  Yes. Lets take a break and talk about it.


  We drove to the house for a mug of fresh coffee, animatedly discussing what had happened.


  Nanas now a very different elephant to the one that arrived here, thats for sure, said David. In fact the whole herd is different. The aggro has gone like
  its been switched off. Maybe we should phone KZN Wildlife and see what they say.


  No . . . we should just let them out. Wildlife has already said we must keep them in for three months. Theyre not going to change their minds now.


  David nodded. Youre right. Remember what we said one night after they came back from Umfolozi? That to get this herd on side we had to get the matriarch to trust at least one
  human? Well, thats now happened. She trusts you.


  OK. Radio Ndonga and tell him to make sure the outer fence is fully powered. Well let them out into the reserve early tomorrow.


  We drove back to the boma and the enormity of what we were about to do hit me. If I was wrong and the herd broke out, they would be killed. I started having second thoughts, but while
  doing the final fence patrol for the night, I noticed the elephants were more relaxed and calmer than I had ever seen them before. It was almost as if they anticipated something special was about
  to happen. Sensing that made me feel better.


  At 5 a.m. a game guard radioed me from the energizer shed to say that power was off in the boma. David lifted the gates hefty horizontal eucalyptus poles off their
  hinges.


  I called out to Nana, who was standing at the fence about fifty yards away, and deliberately walked in and out of the entrance a couple of times to show it was open. Then David and I went and
  stood on top of an anthill at a safe distance from the entrance to get a grandstand view.


  For twenty minutes nothing happened. Eventually Nana ambled over to the gate and tested the space with her trunk for some invisible impediment. Satisfied, she moved forward, herd in tow, and
  then inexplicably stopped halfway through the exit. For some reason she would go no further.


  Ten minutes later she was still standing there motionless. I turned to David, Whats going on? Why doesnt she go out?


  It must be the water in front of the gate, he said. The trench we dug for the delivery truck is full of rain and she doesnt like it. I think she wont go
  through because its too deep for Mandla.


  Then, for the first time, we witnessed a graphic demonstration of Nanas Herculean strength.


  On either side of the gate stood two eight-foot-high, eight-inch-wide eucalyptus poles sunk thirty inches into concrete. Nana inspected these with her trunk, then put her head down and gave a
  push. The shafts buckled as the concrete foundations popped out of the ground like corks.


  David and I stared at each other, stunned. My God, I said, we couldnt even have done that with the tractor. And to think that yesterday I was letting her touch
  me!


  The way around the trench was now clear and Nana wasted no more time, hurrying the herd down a game path directly to the river. We watched the thick summer bush swallow them up.


  I hope weve done the right thing, I said.


  We have. She was ready.


  I could only hope that he was right.


  
    
  


  chapter ten


  As soon as the herd disappeared, we struck camp. All this entailed was throwing sleeping bags and a fire-blackened kettle into the back of the Land Rover, but it was symbolic
  in the sense that we were moving on.


  Max was still at the boma gate, watching the woodland that had seemingly gobbled up the elephants. I called him and he looked up askance, as if asking if I wanted him to pursue the
  animals. If I had said Fetch! I have no doubt he would have bounded into the bush. Size meant nothing to him; he was absolutely without fear and had no concept that a single lift of
  Nanas foot would have converted him into a pancake.


  After dropping David off at the lodge, I drove to the Ovambo guards cottage to give an update.


  I was about hundred yards away when Ndonga came sprinting up waving his arms. Quick, Mr Anthony. Turn off the motor and keep quiet, he whispered. Theres a leopard
  about forty yards ahead . . . just to the right of us.


  I killed the engine and squinted into the bush, my eyes scouring every inch of the area where he was pointing . . . and saw nothing.


  A leopard out in broad daylight? Cant be.


  Ndonga put a finger to his lips. I saw it just two minutes ago as you were driving up. Just keep still . . . itll come out again. Just watch that big bush over there. Thats
  where it came down.


  The thicket was certainly big enough to hide a leopard. But leopards are primarily nocturnal and it would be highly unusual to see one wandering around at midday.


  Then out of the corner of my eye I spotted one of the Ovambos come out from behind the house and nod at Ndonga. He was wiping his hands with a rag, which he quickly stuffed into his pocket when
  he saw me looking at him.


  Ndonga, who had been crouching near the car, stood up.


  Well, I suppose youre right, boss. Your Land Rover would have frightened it off anyway. Pity. Its the first leopard Ive seen on Thula.


  I nodded. We knew there were several leopards on the reserve from their tracks and the markings Id seen recently by the Land Rover had confirmed it, but they had been vigorously hunted
  before we took over and as a result were so secretive that few had seen them. Thus Ndongas account of one of these beautiful dappled cats bounding out of a tree in brassy sunlight so close
  to human habitation was absolutely amazing.


  So whats happening, Mr Anthony? he asked.


  Weve let the herd out. I want all of your guards to go on patrol and track them. Also, check the fences. Make sure the power stays up permanently. And double-check that there are
  no trees anywhere even remotely close by. I dont want the elephants shorting the wires again.


  Ive already done that. All trees near the fence have been chopped.


  The last time I had heard that was just before the herd had escaped from the boma. I didnt want to risk it again.


  Youre sure?


  Of course.


  Well . . . OK. See you later.


  I drove off. The recent rains had brushed the bush in colours of green and gold and the fecund earth throbbed with life. Unfortunately, as beautiful as it looked, this rampant foliage would make
  the elephants more difficult to track. We needed to know all the time exactly where they were in case they attempted another breakout.


  Biyela, our loyal gardener and everybodys friend, ran up to welcome us back as Max and I got out the car, glad to be home. As I walked through the door Franoise told me that
  Ngwenya, my security induna or foreman, wanted to see me.


  He was sitting on a tree stump outside the verandah of the rangers quarters about thirty yards from our house. This was unusual. He obviously didnt want to be seen approaching me.
  I walked over.


  Sawubona, Ngwenya. I see you.


  Yebo, Mkhulu.


  We spoke for a bit about the unusually wet weather and the elephants. Then he got to the point.


  Mkhulu, we all know strange things are happening.


  Such as what?


  Such as the shooting of nyamazane  game  on Thula Thula.


  I stiffened. I had been so absorbed in the elephants that the poaching problem had been put on a backburner.


  But now I am also hearing strange stories, Ngwenya continued. And the strangest of all is that people are saying that Ndonga is the man who is doing the shooting. The man
  killing our animals.


  What? The blood drained from my face. What makes you say such a serious thing?


  Ngwenya shook his head, as if he too couldnt believe it. Ndonga shoots the buck, but the skinning is done by the other Ovambos and by Phineas, the gate guard. Then sometimes a
  truck with ice comes late at night with no lights and fetches it. Or sometimes Ndonga takes the meat to town.


  How do you know this?


  It is what the people here are saying. Also, I am told the other Ovambos are unhappy. They complain in the village that they are doing all the hard work and Ndonga gives them no money. He
  only gives them meat. Not even good meat  they get maybe the head and shins. Thats all.


  How long has this been going on?


  Ngwenya shrugged. Since the day you came. But I have only found this out now. That is why I have come to you.


  Thanks, Ngwenya. Good work.


  These are dangerous times. He eased himself off the stump. The Ovambos must not know I have spoken to you. Sale gahle, Mkhulu. Stay well.


  Hamba gahle, Ngwenya. Go well.


  I sat there, stunned as if I had been smacked on the head. This was a horrific accusation, not just because the poachers had killed so many animals, which was bad enough. But to add insult to
  injury, if Ngwenyas allegations were true, was that my own employees were guilty of poaching my animals with my own rifles. The LeeEnfield .303s that the Ovambos had been issued with
  belonged to Thula Thula.


  Boss.


  I looked up. David was standing next to me.


  The electrician has arrived. Hes at the gate. Should we take him down to the energizers?


  I nodded, remembering that we had booked the man to check the fences electrics thoroughly now that the elephants had been freed. As we got into the Land Rover the radio crackled into
  life. It was Ndonga. I tensed with anger. My head guard may be innocent and I had to give him the benefit of the doubt, but Ngwenyas story rankled deep.


  Weve found the elephants. Theyre right on the northern boundary.


  Excellent, I replied, fighting to keep the fury out of my voice. Keep an eye on them and wait for us. Well be there in about fifteen minutes.


  With the electrician squashed between us straddling the Land Rovers gear stick and Max on Davids lap we drove off. It made sense that the herd had emerged at the far border, the
  direction of their previous home, but nevertheless it was chilling news. Were they still determined to break out, I wondered?


  As Ndonga had said, gangs of workers had indeed chopped down all trees within felling distance of the wires. Narrow vehicle tracks had been hacked out to make a rough road for anti-poaching
  patrols and maintenance checks along the boundary, so it was relatively simple to keep the animals in sight as we followed from a distance.


  Nana was moving down the line, the tip of her trunk just below the top electric strand, sensing the pulse of the surging current. With her clan following, she had walked almost the entire twenty
  miles of the reserves perimeter using her natural voltmeter to check if there was any weak link  any section without power in the fence.


  By now it was nearly four oclock. It had taken the animals most of the day to circumnavigate the reserve and I was relieved to see that despite checking for breaks in the power, Nana was
  not attempting to make direct contact with the fence. She wasnt going to take the pain and smash through like the previous matriarch had at the Mpumalanga reserve.


  But just as the herd was completing its tour, we saw a large acacia standing proud right next to the wires that Ndongas clearing gang had inexplicably missed. It was the only
  danger tree along the entire border that had not been felled, and it stood out stark as a monument.


  Dammit, groaned David. Both he and I knew what was going to happen next.


  Sure enough Nana and Frankie stopped, saw the tree and loped over for a closer inspection.


  No, Nana no! I shouted as they positioned themselves on either side of the acacia and started shouldering it, testing its resistance. There was no doubt they were going to shove it
  down and if we were going to prevent the inevitable breakout we needed to get closer. Fortunately a gate was nearby and we sped out of the reserve and onto an adjacent track putting us on the
  opposite side of the fence.


  As we arrived, the tree was creaking wildly on its roots and Nana gave a mighty heave. With a rending crack the trunk splintered down onto the barrier, collapsing the poles and
  snapping the current, causing an almighty short circuit. Forsaking caution I rushed up and snatched at the wires to see if they were still live. As I feared, the fence was dead. And with the herd
  almost on top of us, we had a real problem.


  No, Nana, dont do it! I yelled with only a tangle of dead wires and flattened poles between us. My voice was raspy with desperation. Dont do it!


  Fortunately the frenetic clicking and snapping as the wires shorted had spooked her and she took a hasty step backwards. But for how long?


  Thank God the electrician was there and as I pleaded with the agitated animals he and David got to work. With Nana, Frankie and the youngsters barely ten yards away, they calmly untangled the
  birds nest of wires, chopped the tree free, reconnected the cable, straightened the poles and got the power going again.


  While all this was happening, I continued speaking directly to Nana as I had in the boma, using her name often and repeating again and again that this was her home.


  She looked at me and for at least ten minutes we held eye contact as I kept talking.


  Suddenly, as if baffled by what all the fuss was about, she turned and backtracked into the bush. The others followed and we exhaled with relief.


  It was only then that I realized I hadnt even considered picking up a rifle in case everything went amiss. My relationship with the herd had certainly changed for the better.


  However, something else caught my attention during the commotion, something more sinister. It was the Ovambos. As the tree had come down, to a man they had bolted like startled rabbits. This was
  strange, I thought. These much-vaunted rangers were actually petrified of elephants, not quite what you would expect from experienced men of the bush.


  Then it flashed. It was as if I was seeing clearly for the first time. A fog had miraculously lifted. Despite their braggadocio, these men were not game rangers at all. They never had been. They
  were soldiers who could shoot straight, but otherwise knew precious little about conservation. They were now out of their element. I had always wondered why the Ovambos, who were supposed to be
  top-drawer trackers, had led us the wrong way during the original breakout. Now I knew.


  Any remaining niggles of doubt in my mind dissipated. It was suddenly as obvious as the sun beating down on us. The guards were indeed the poachers, just as Ngwenya had said. They were the ones
  who had been plaguing the reserve for the past year, decimating the buck population. The last thing they wanted was a herd of wild elephants on Thula Thula.


  Having no experience with elephants, let alone this unpredictable herd, they realized that with angry jumbos around their poaching racket would be ruined. The reason was simple. Most poaching is
  done in the dark and one would have to be a brave  or monumentally foolish  man to trample around in the bush at night with this temperamental herd on the loose. It would be suicide.
  They desperately needed to engineer another escape so their lucrative sideline could continue.


  Even though the evidence was completely circumstantial, the jigsaw pieces started fitting together. I suddenly remembered Bheki telling me a gun had spoken at the boma on
  the night the elephants first escaped. Could someone have deliberately fired those shots to panic the herd and prompt a frenzied stampede?


  This also explained why the fence wires had initially been strung on the wrong side of the boma poles. And of course there was no leopard at the cottage earlier this morning. I would bet
  the farm that they had been butchering illegally slaughtered animals and my unexpected arrival had almost caught them red-handed  literally. Ndonga had to distract me while they hurriedly
  hid the evidence. Thats why the game guard had come out from the back of the house wiping off his hands: they had been covered with blood.


  And what about the tree that had been left standing right at the fence? That was probably the most obvious clue of all. It was far too coincidental not to have been deliberate.


  I had been set up. Totally fooled.


  However, not only had we been grotesquely betrayed, but  more importantly  the elephants were now in danger.


  David, I said, pulling him aside. I need to talk to you.


  
    
  


  chapter eleven


  We climbed into the Land Rover and I fired the engine. I was fuming, not just at the Ovambos, but at myself for being so gullible. I had been taken in like a naive child.


  Whats the problem? asked David.


  The problem? The damn Ovambo game rangers. Thats the problem.


  Bloody idiots. They shouldnt have missed that tree. I mean, how dumb is that?


  No, I shook my head vigorously as I drove off. No, its not that. Its the poaching. The Ovambos  theyre our poachers. Theyre not rangers at
  all. Theyre the bloody poachers.


  There was a stunned silence.


  Youre kidding me, said David. Nah . . .?


  Its them all right. Red with anger, I listed all the evidence, from the wires on the wrong side of the boma poles to what Ngwenya had just told me.


  Davids face hardened as he took it all in. He, more than anyone else, had been at the frontline of the clashes with poachers.


  He sat still, fists clenched. Then he said quietly, Turn around, boss. I need to have a chat with them about a few things.


  Davids nickname in Zulu was Escoro, which means boxer, or fighter. Well-built, fit and unafraid, he had a reputation as someone you didnt mess with. He now had his sights
  set firmly on the Ovambos.


  Uh-uh. I refused. I understand youre pissed off. I feel the same, but we have to do this cleverly. This is our biggest opportunity to smash this damn poaching ring
  once and for all. They cant know were on to them.


  David looked at me, unconvinced.


  Weve got to pretend everythings OK until we get all the evidence, I continued. Otherwise well blow it. At the moment all weve got is hearsay and
  they will just deny everything.


  OK, he said with some effort. But when its over we are going to have a little chat.


  Thats up to you. But until then we cant let the guards out of sight, even for a minute. Weve got to get two of our best rangers up to their house permanently. Get
  Ngwenya to brief them so they know whats going on. I want them living and working with the Ovambos twenty-four hours a day and reporting their every move. Thatll stop them doing any
  further shooting and buy us time.


  Done, boss, said David and a slow, wicked grin started to spread. Ndonga is also going to be seeing a lot more of me. I will be his new best friend, starting
  tonight.


  The next morning we were out early to see what the elephants were doing. After a couple of hours bouncing around in dense bush we found them grazing in the middle of the reserve, about as far
  from the fence as you could get. Mnumzane was a hundred yards or so from the main group, stripping leaves from a small acacia. We eased forward until we were close enough to see them clearly and I
  did a head count. Seven  all there, engulfed by long grass and succulent trees and stuffing their mouths like kids at a birthday party. With nearly double the rainfall, which meant double
  the food yield of their previous home, Thula Thula truly was a pachyderm paradise. I knew Nana, the most astute of matriarchs, would not fail to notice this rich bounty, especially after a dry
  Mpumalanga winter and the confines of the boma.


  The tranquillity of the scene made it all worthwhile. After all the stress, drama, danger and frustration this hugely aggressive herd seemed at last serene in their new home. At least for the
  moment.


  Theyre exploring, and they like what they see, said David. This must be better than anything theyve known before.


  I nodded. Maybe, just maybe, our gamble in letting them out of the boma early had paid off.


  We drove back up to the house where Franoise greeted us with a trenchermans breakfast of boerewors  spicy Afrikaner sausage  bacon, eggs, tomatoes and toast,
  and mug after mug of home-made coffee. Bijou, Franoises little Maltese poodle, and Penny, the bull terrier, were with her and I always chortled at the contrast between her two dogs
   both snow-white but one fluffy and soft, the other muscular and hard. Pennys loyalty was infinite. Thula Thula was her home and as self-appointed protector of the realm she guarded
  it with her life.


  Please tell Phineas I want to see him.


  Ngwenya shifted uncomfortably He knew what was coming.


  Manje? Now, he asked.


  Yes, now.


  Ngwenya moved reluctantly to the door and then turned back to face me. We must be very careful Mkhulu. If the Ovambos hear we are talking to him they could kill him. These men have killed
  before. They are tsotsis, thugs of the worst kind and people in the village are very frightened of them.


  Thats why the village will help us when we go to the police, I replied.


  Phineas was the gate guard who had been used to skin the slaughtered animals. He was a simple, sickly young man, having long been afflicted by Aids, the scourge of modern Africa. On the streets
  the slang for Aids was slow puncture, a particularly apt description of how the disease gradually saps ones life and frail Phineas was no exception. We had moved him from the
  labour team to far less demanding gate duties to ease his day.


  I was gambling that he would side with us and become a key witness. All I needed was the correct approach.


  Phineas arrived and as is customary in rural Zululand, he came in without knocking. Crouching low, he moved across the room and then sat down without being asked. He averted his eyes and stared
  at the floor, which is considered good manners.


  Yehbo, Phineas, I greeted him.


  Sawubona, Mkhulu, he replied without looking up.


  Instead of first politely discussing ones health or the weather, again customary in rural Zululand, I went straight for the jugular.


  Phineas, I hear that you have been tricked into skining animals that the Ovambos have stolen.


  The effect was instant. Phineas glanced around wildly, as if looking for an escape route. Then his sickly pallor turned even more ashen as his breath laboured out in wheezes, no doubt cursing
  his bad luck. If he had known what this meeting was about he would have headed for the hills and never returned. Now he was trapped.


  Come, Phineas, I said, pressing the obvious advantage of surprise. Everybody knows what has happened and I dont want to hand you over to the police. Jail will be a
  bad place for you. I am offering you the chance to help us.


  His head slumped on his chest. Then, without warning, he started sobbing. Even though I knew that Aids had crippled his immune system, ravaging his physical and mental health, I was taken aback
  at how quickly he broke and my heart went out to him. No doubt his conscience had also been preying brutally on his weakened state of mind.


  Ndonga promised me money, he said, voice quavering. Then he did not pay me.


  You told me the truth, thank you, I said. But you will have to make a full confession to the police. If you do this, not only will you be protected from the Ovambos, but you
  will also keep your job.


  I will do what you ask, he said rubbing his eyes. I am sorry, Mkhulu.


  He then gave me full details of the poaching ring, exactly how many animals and what species they had shot as well as times and dates. I was astounded at the scale of the operation. These
  bastards had slaughtered at least a hundred animals  which translates into several tons of meat, and thousands of dollars of profit.


  I now had my first witness. We spent the rest of the day piecing together information, interviewing other staff fingered by Phineas, collecting facts, and taking more statements until we felt we
  had a case. But I decided to stew on it all for a while and see what other stories emerged over the next few days.


  In the meantime my rangers were busy moving into quarters next to the Ovambos while David was Ndongas new best friend, constantly shadowing him and seriously curtailing any
  poaching activities. I also started calling Ndonga over the radio at all hours, day and night, asking where the Ovambos were, setting meetings in the bush and making surprise visits to their
  house.


  The tension was starting to tell. Ndonga didnt suspect we knew anything but he was as jumpy as hell, never knowing what was coming next. Whenever the Ovambos went out in a group, my
  rangers would radio me and we would drive up to them from nowhere, exchanging pleasantries and just hanging out. The confusion on their faces was almost comic. The main thing was that they be given
  no opportunity to poach.


  Oblivious to all this human intrigue, Nana and her family appeared to be settling in well and I decided to spend a morning watching them, just to see for myself.


  After about an hours drive I found them shading themselves under a sprawling giant fig right next to the river. It was still early, but already the mercury had rocketed to almost 100
  degrees Fahrenheit. I stopped the Land Rover, crept forward and settled down under a leafy marula tree about fifty yards downwind. They stood motionless but for the gentle flapping of their ears,
  cooling themselves as best they could. Elephant ears are the size of a hefty womans skirt and act as a natural air conditioner. Behind each massive flap of cartilage is a roadmap of veins
  that pumps gallons of blood just beneath the skin and gentle fanning cools the corpuscles, which in turn lowers the body temperature.


  Mnumzane was about twenty yards nearer to me than the rest and sensed my presence. He moved closer and watched from a comfortable but wary distance, then continued grazing, glancing up every now
  and again. It seemed he preferred my company to that of the herd and made no effort to raise the alarm.


  He was a superb specimen, well proportioned with strong tusks. He would soon grow into a great bull, lord of all he surveyed. But at the moment he was a confused and lost teenager, still aching
  from the death of his mother.


  In the background Nana found a succulent young paper-bark acacia tree and decided it was ideal for a family lunch. She pushed gently, testing the trees strength, and then adjusted her
  angle; put her head down and with a push-relax-push motion worked up massive momentum. The tree rocked violently and as it swayed at the very end of its tether she gave a final shove and it came
  splintering down.


  The rest of the herd ambled across to join in the feast. If there is one thing that elephants have, its time, large dollops of endless time spent without having to commute to offices like
  less-privileged mortals. Even when a juicy bush banquet is on offer, they dont rush.


  The sound of the tree crashing stilled the bush for a few moments and I noticed a nearby family of nyala prick up their ears. The bull scented the air, knowing instinctively what had happened.
  Once the elephants moved off, he and his harem would also be able to gorge on the felled acacias juicy top leaves that they would never otherwise be able to reach. In fact, during dry
  winters when grazing is poor herds of antelope often shadow elephants for days waiting for the matriarch to bulldoze a tree down.


  The noise also alarmed a leguaan, a large African monitor lizard that had been raiding birds nests up in a red-flowered weeping boerbeen tree overhanging the river.
  Startled, the four-foot-long, black-grey reptile sprang off a high branch, twisting through the air and belly-flopping into the river.


  At my feet Max heard the splash and thinking the reptile was a snake, was off like a shot into the reeds before I could grab him. Splashing about in crocodile territory was suicidal for even
  large animals, let alone a dog, and when he came out shaking his dripping torso like a sprinkler, I tersely reprimanded him. Try as I may, I was unable to wean him off his snake fetish.


  None of this perturbed the elephants. Nana, Nandi and Mandla stood on one side of the fallen tree with Frankie, Marula and Mabula on the other, methodically converting leaves and bark into
  edible mulch with the most powerful molars in the animal kingdom. Although they were now one family, each group was the remnant of a much larger herd that had been cruelly whittled by sales and
  execution. They still sometimes instinctively bunched in their original two groups.


  A draught eddied through the saplings and cosseted my back. The wind was edging to the south. When I had arrived I was downwind, but with the subtle shift I now had to move fast.


  As I stood I saw the tip of Nanas trunk suddenly angle and swivel towards me, snatching a trace of scent. She then stood back and, lifting her trunk to verify the odour, turned to face in
  my direction.


  Collecting my binoculars and water bottle I climbed into the Land Rover with Max just as she started advancing towards me, the rest of the herd falling in behind her. There was plenty of time to
  drive off, but I was intrigued by the fact that she was actually heading my way. Normally she would have hurriedly herded her family in the opposite direction.


  I manoeuvred the Land Rover into a good getaway position, steeled my nerves and waited. At the last moment, just yards away from me, she changed direction ever so slightly and walked past the
  vehicle, followed by her family who each turned to stare as they passed. Frankie, who was bringing up the rear, splayed her ears and gave an aggressive shake of her head towards me.


  Then suddenly, she swung off the back of the line, triumpeted harshly, and started coming at me, fast as a truck, her ears flared and trunk raised high. I knew instinctively it was a mock
  charge, and the worst thing to do would be to drive off as this could encourage her, perhaps spark a real charge. I braced myself as she pulled up spectacularly just yards away in a whirlwind of
  flapping ears, dust and rage. After tossing her head in anger once or twice, she stomped off back to the herd with her tail angrily erect.


  I stared after her, transfixed. Even though I had seen it many times a charging elephant is one of the most awesome physical spectacles in the world. Ill have to be careful with Frankie,
  I thought, once I had regained my ability to think. She was still too ill-tempered, too eager to vent her fury. Even though Nana was the matriarch, Frankie was far more dangerous.


  I followed them for a bit, thorns squeaking and stabbing the Land Rovers paintwork until the bush became too wild and I turned off on an old overgrown track and set course for home.


  I had just gulped down a pint of ice-cold water when the phone rang. The wildlife dealer was on the line.


  Really, Lawrence, I cant for the life of me understand why youre wasting your time with this herd, he said. I can let you have a much better one within a week
  and your problems will be over. You know, you could easily get yourself killed by this lot. They need more space, to be completely away from humans. Surely you owe that to them.


  You may be right, I said, fumbling for a pen and some paper. By the way, I never got the name of your company  or even your phone number. What is it?


  I wrote down the details and immediately dialled the Elephant Managers and Owners Association in Johannesburg, asking for Marion Gara.


  Marion, do you know who these people are?


  Oh God, Lawrence. Please dont tell me youre dealing with them.


  Why?


  This lot was trying to get your herd first but I beat them to it. They are registered wildlife dealers, perfectly legitimate, and I had heard they had already pre-sold your animals to a
  Chinese zoo  thats why I was in such a hurry to get them to you. Theyre pretty upset with me and are now trying to get the animals back to fulfil their contract. If you sell
  them to him, your elephants lives will be a misery. Therere few animal rights laws in China, so anything could happen. And even worse, the zoo only wants the babies so the two adults
  will probably be shot. Please . . . please dont deal with them.


  Well, you can relax, I said, relieved finally to hear the truth. My elephants are going nowhere.


  I phoned the dealer and told him politely never to contact me again.


  He was flummoxed. You can have all this money plus a new herd and you prefer to keep the problem, which is only going to get worse. Dont come crying in three months time
  because it will be too late for us. And for you.


  Im not selling.


  OK, OK.


  He then hesitated for a bit and I could tell he was mentally wrestling with something. Listen . . . dont tell my boss I told you this, but the previous matriarch, the one they
  shot, wasnt so bad. I reckon she was just trying to get the herd to better water and grazing, thats why she kept busting the fences. She was just doing her job.


  I put the phone down as that revelation slowly sunk in. The old matriarch had been doing her duty to her family  and she had paid for it with her life. They had even shot her baby
  daughter. My anger flared; no wonder this herd was traumatized.


  I never heard from the dealer again.


  
    
  


  chapter twelve


  During the next few days fresh information about the poachers kept popping up, all of it helpful.


  The Ovambos, unable to hunt due to our constant surveillance, had taken to slipping out into the village at night and getting rat-faced drunk at the local shebeen, a traditional, usually
  illegal, tavern. The more they drank the more they talked, and we made sure we always had an informer there. With alcohol-fired machismo, they bragged openly about their exploits. Slowly we were
  piecing together our case.


  OK, what do we do now? David asked.


  We go to the police and give them the statements. I have set it up with a lieutenant whos expecting us.


  The next day we drove into Empangeni, met with two senior policemen and recounted the full story, handing over all the affidavits.


  This is an open and shut case, said one after reading Phineass statement. Theyre as guilty as hell. Well be out there later to make the
  arrests.


  That was exactly what I wanted to hear and at 5 p.m. on the dot two police vans arrived. David and I led them through the reserve to the Ovambos cottage. It was strangely silent, with no
  one to be seen. Leaving the cars quietly, we split into two groups, heading for the front and back of the building.


  We were too late. As we burst into their rooms, all we found were rifles strewn on the floor and cupboard doors flapping open. All their personal possessions were gone. No doubt they saw us
  coming and instantly hotfooted it. They were now running for dear life through the bush and without knowing which direction they had taken, there was no way we would catch them before dark.


  The police said they would put a general alert out for the fleeing guards, which was all we could do for the moment. They are probably halfway to Namibia by now, one of the police
  said ruefully.


  Back at the house I recounted the drama to Franoise and we strolled outside, watching the blood-red sun ease itself down beyond the sweeping hills. The reserve looked tranquil. Perhaps I
  was imagining it, but with the guards gone the whole mood had changed  as if some particularly malignant force had been purged.


  
    
  


  chapter thirteen


  Thula Thula, at last, was finding its equilibrium.


  The elephants werent trying to be serial escapers and the poaching problem was largely solved. I knew we would never entirely stamp out poaching. In Africa a few tribesmen shooting the
  odd impala or duiker for the pot is going to happen whatever you do, and spending night after night out in the bush from dusk till dawn on guard against a few poorly armed youngsters soon loses its
  romance. Its when the operations go commercial, as what had happened to us, that problems skyrocket.


  On another front, my discussions with the amakhosi and the tribes about converting their surrounding cattle land to a game reserve were continuing well and progress was being made, albeit
  in tiny fractions, as the idea started taking hold. Trying to persuade thousands of Zulus, for whom cattle are an iconic form of wealth, that they should switch the use of their land to wildlife
  was an ambitious undertaking and fraught with many complications, cultural and otherwise. But there was no doubt it was the right thing to do. Patience and persistence were the keys.


  So now for the first time I could concentrate on our core mission  running an African game reserve.


  It is a tough, rewarding life. Each day starts at dawn and not only are there are no weekends, but if you are not careful you can also quickly lose track of the days of the week. Fences have to
  be checked and fixed daily, roads and tracks must be repaired and wrested back from bush encroachment or you lose them forever. The never-ending invasion of alien plants needs constant attention
   some plants are invaders from other countries, varieties that dont have natural enemies in Africa and are not palatable to wildlife, so their growth is rampant. Then there are game
  counts and veldt assessments, dam inspections and repairs, fire breaks to maintain, anti-poaching patrols, maintaining good relations with neighbouring tribes, and a hundred other things to do. But
  it is a good, clean life with just enough danger and adventure to keep you on your toes and enjoying it.


  The elephant herd was settling in nicely and staying away from the fences. I spent as much time as I could near them. Despite only being out of the boma for three weeks, they were already
  stuffing themselves on a myriad of delicacies and putting on weight noticeably.


  Obviously I always kept a comfortable distance and was as unobtrusive as possible, watching and learning about their behaviour, where their favourite watering holes were, what they were eating
  and where. But sometimes things didnt always go to plan. Once I got a fright when I thought the herd was some distance away. I got out of the Land Rover to make a call on my brand-new
  cellphone.


  Something made me look over my shoulder. To my horror, about twenty yards behind watching me was Frankie. And behind her was the rest of the herd.


  The Landy was only a short distance away and with an alacrity that impressed even me, I yanked open the door and leapt inside. However, in my haste I had dropped my fancy new phone, and the
  elephants were now milling around it. I had no option but to wait until they moved off before I could retrieve it.


  Then it rang; the ringtone piercing the wilderness like a whistle blast. The elephants stopped, and then almost in unison, moved over to the source of the alien noise. Frankie was there first,
  snaking her trunk over the piece of plastic, trying to figure out what it was. The others joined in and I watched this bizarre spectacle of seven elephants swinging their trunks over a chirruping
  cellphone in the middle of the bush.


  Finally Frankie decided she had had enough. She lifted her mighty foot above the phone and thudded it down. The ringing stopped.


  The herd moved off, ambling along in their own sweet time. When they were finally out of sight I got out of the Landy to fetch the phone. It was embedded an inch into the ground and I had to
  prise it free. The clear plastic section of the casing was shattered.


  As an experiment I punched in a number  and it rang. It was working just fine.


  I later phoned Nokia and told them about the incident, congratulating them on the ruggedness of the phone. After a long silence the manager thanked me and hung up. I reckon even they
  didnt believe their products could withstand being stomped on by a wild elephant.


  However, it wasnt just the elephants that were adjusting. With the removal of the Ovambo guards, scores of other animals suddenly appeared on the landscape, as if by magic. Wherever I
  went I saw kudu, nyala, herds of wildebeest and impala and a host of smaller game scurrying about seemingly without a care in the world. Previously hunters had taken a shot at any creature that
  moved, and then the poachers had muscled in, blinding antelope with megawatt spotlights and shooting indiscriminately from vehicles both at night and during the day. No wonder the animals had been
  so skittish whenever a Land Rover drove past. Until now the only time I had really had occasion to appreciate the wildlife on Thula Thula was when David and I were camping outside the boma.
  A car engine would set the entire reserve in panic mode  with good reason, as I now realized.


  No longer. Almost overnight, a radical transformation had occurred. Hyena became more brazen in the evenings and we even got occasional glimpses of leopard, lynx and serval, the beautiful tawny
  black-spotted cats of the night, whose pelts are unfortunately still highly prized. The more the creatures lost their fear, the more of them we encountered and with mounting jubilation I discovered
  that despite mass poaching, we still had healthy populations of almost all of Zululands indigenous animals thriving on our doorstep. The whole reserve was now truly energized, and us with
  it.


  I found this totally astonishing. How could the simple removal of the guards have such an instant effect on the game? How could they know they were now safe; that the major poaching threat had
  been removed? Obviously this would not be regarded as evidence in a court of law, but to me, in the natural order of things, it was proof that the animals themselves now knew it was over.


  Years later I was in the Sudan on a conservation project when I heard an incredible story on good authority that sounded similar to my own. During the twenty-year war between northern and
  southern Sudan elephants were being slaughtered both for ivory and meat and so large numbers migrated to Kenya for safety. Within days of the final ceasefire being signed, the elephants left their
  adopted residence en masse and trekked the hundreds of miles back home to Sudan. How they knew that their home range was now safe is just another indication of the incredible abilities of these
  amazing creatures.


  Immersed in the bush each day with no pressing problems reignited another of my loves; birdwatching. With its diverse habitats Thula Thula has over 350 identified species of bird and is an
  absolute haven for twitchers, those unusual people obsessed with spending every free moment watching birds.


  On one glorious Zululand morning David and I were following the herd on foot through thick riverine bush, our footsteps on the leaf litter the only sound, when we came across a troop of monkeys
  grouped on top of a tall, flat acacia robusta. They were chattering and screaming insults at a magnificent martial eagle circling just low enough to demand their attention, but high enough for them
  to show some bravado.


  Or so they thought. Emboldened by the distance, the little creatures with their animated black faces were recklessly exposing themselves at the edge of branches instead of hiding within the
  foliage.


  As we watched, another martial appeared, coming in low and fast on huge silent wings. Flying barely ten feet off the ground and skirting tree trunks with deft twists and turns, her fiercely
  hooked beak and snowy undercarriage were just a blur as she glided under the tree canopy, hidden from the raucous monkeys. With a wingspan of more than seven feet, a martial in flight is always a
  stunning sight. But up as close as this it was pure wizardry  as she came over us we could feel the wind from her wings.


  With an imperceptible twitch of her tail feathers she suddenly pulled into an almost vertical climb heading straight up for the troop like a Stealth jetfighter. Before the monkeys could even
  guess what was happening she had plucked one off a branch, and was soaring through the sky to meet her mate with the still squirming primate hooked in her gnarled talons.


  The tawny eagle is also a masterful predator and, often hunting in tandem like the martials, it is a particular threat to newborn fawns in the breeding season. One day, Nana and the herd were
  browsing off on our left when for some reason I glanced skywards and picked out two of these majestic raptors, just specks in the azure sky, swooping vertically in perfect synchrony and eventually
  blasting into the tree canopy at impossible speed. They are going much too fast, I thought, as they plummeted through the tangled green foliage  they cant possibly stop in time.


  But a tawny can plummet down from the sky, strike its prey, and then land in the space of just a few yards. As we rounded the corner we found them both with their claws sunk into a nyala fawn,
  flapping their giant wings in unison as they coordinated their take-off to lift the deadweight. The impact of the high-velocity attack had instantly killed the fawn, but the mother was determined
  to fight back with all her worth. She grabbed her babys foot in her mouth and with legs locked stiff as metal shafts, she anchored herself in an awful tug-of-war to prevent the birds from
  flying off. The eagles, startled by our sudden appearance, dropped their booty and glided back into the heavens.


  No matter how heart-wrenching the situation, we never interfered with nature. Brutal as the food chain is, thats the balance of life in the wild. Terrible as the tragedy was for the nyala
  mother, the eagles also had to feed their young.


  But its not all blood and gore; there are also the brilliant colours and exquisite song in Zululand birds. Plum-coloured starlings, turquoise European rollers that winter with us, the
  gorgeous bush-shrike, blood-red narina trojans and countless others boasting plumages so flamboyant, the visual feast was unbelievable. Catching sight of a gwala gwala in flight, the only time it
  flashes its vivid scarlet wing feathers, can send the soul soaring.


  It did mine. Poaching, elephant charges . . . well, that was all yesterday, I thought happily.


  I didnt know how wrong I was.


  
    
  


  chapter fourteen


  One morning Franoise joined me on the quad bike, a four-wheeled all-terrain motorbike, while I tracked the herd.


  As we zoomed off on a dusty track, I marvelled at the profound transformation she had made in adapting to a life in the bush. Unlike me, her sophisticated upbringing in the buzzing metropolis
  and boulevard cafes of Paris were light years removed from the African outbacks of my youth.


  A good illustration of this was the first time she held a banquet at Thula Thula for some Parisian friends and laid a table out on the front lawn. It was groaning with Camembert and Brie cheese,
  exotic fruit, freshly baked rolls, salamis, pts and decorated in the most splendid wreaths of scarlet, white and mauve bougainvillea you could imagine.


  That I considered these, her favourite flowers, to be rampant alien invaders cut no ice with her at all. Zey are exotic and beautiful, and must be protected, she had instructed
  Biyela the gardener. Biyela having fastidiously verified the translation with Ngwenya, thereafter defended the colourful bushes with typical Zulu tenacity, threatening me with whatever garden
  implement he was carrying whenever I appeared too close.


  She was still laying out the table helped by a friend when a passing troop of monkeys swooped from the trees. Instead of merely chasing the mischievous animals away, Franoise and her
  companion fled into the house and resorted to shouting Gallic insults from behind a large plate-glass window.


  Undeterred by the colourful language and unable to believe their luck, the troop settled in and leisurely devoured the best French cuisine in Zululand. Fortunately they didnt have a taste
  for champagne, or else a few magnums of the good stuff would have gone down their gullets as well.


  By the time Ngwenya and I had shooed them away it was too late. The monkeys had scattered into the trees grasping hunks of squelchy cheese and handfuls of pt  not to
  mention every morsel of fruit and bread that had been laid out. The fact that I was almost paralysed with laughter didnt help the situation much either.


  But that was more than a year ago. Now she was much more comfortable in the bush and with her arms tight around my waist we rode through as shallow section of the Nseleni River to a high lookout
  point to see if we could find the elephants.


  The hill had a panoramic view and we spotted them briefly in thick bush bordering the river below, close to where we had just come through. We must have missed them by fifty yards or so and it
  worried me that I hadnt detected them  especially with Franoise riding pillion. I couldnt shake that niggling unease as normally Im able to sense when the
  elephants are around.


  There they are again, I pointed, and we watched as the elephants loped into view about a mile away, moving in single file across the deep-green flood plain disappearing back into
  the riverbed.


  Theyre moving off. Lets give them a bit of time to cross the river and go after them.


  About ten minutes later we rode back down the hill onto the flood plain and I slowly eased the bike down the cutting into the lazily flowing river, driving through with feet held high to avoid a
  drenching. Once on the other side, I gunned the motor to scramble up the steep incline and we shot to the top of the riverbank.


  Absolute disaster! I suddenly became aware of huge grey shapes morphing all around us. Incredibly we had ridden bang into the middle of the herd! The elephants had stopped to graze right at the
  exit of the river crossing  something I had not anticipated as I had thought they were on the move.


  Shock shuddered through my body. I suddenly felt minuscule, puny, unprotected on a tiny bike surrounded by edgy five-ton mammals. And even worse, I had Franoise with me. My throat
  tightened as my mind raced; how do I get out of this? With a river and steep bank behind and a herd of agitated elephants in front, the options were limited.


  What was even more disconcerting was that we had also cut off Marula and Mabula, who were slightly behind us, from their mother Frankie. They panicked and started squealing loudly. And if there
  was one single thing that could aggravate our already dire predicament even more, it was getting between an aggressive female elephant and her frightened young.


  We were in trouble. Deep trouble.


  Nana who was a few yards away on our right took two menacing steps forward with her trunk held high, and then thankfully stopped and backed off. That was terrifying enough on its own, but the
  real problem was coming from behind her: Frankie.


  I frantically tried to turn the bike and make a bolt for it, but the riverbank was too steep, the bikes turning circle too wide. We were hopelessly trapped.


  Trying to sound as unconcerned as possible, I said to Franoise, surprised that my voice was still steady, I think we have a problem. I was absolutely horrified that I had
  placed her in such mortal danger.


  By now Frankie was furiously reversing out of a thicket, trying to swivel and charge us. I drew my 9-mm pistol and handed it to Franoise to protect herself if anything happened to me.
  Basically, it was a peashooter as far as an elephant was concerned, but as a last resort, a shot may distract Frankie.


  I then stood up on the bike to face Frankie who was now coming directly at us  fast, furious and deadly. Clive Walker, the famous African game ranger, describes the experience superbly in
  his book Signs of the Wild. An elephant charge is accompanied by the sound of screaming demons. Except perhaps for the prospect of imminent hanging, there is nothing that serves to
  concentrate the mind more wonderfully.


  That summed it up exactly. On Frankie thundered. I pleaded for this to be a mock charge, desperately looking for signs that she just wanted to scare us away from her young. The key indication of
  this was if her ears flapped out. But no  with mounting horror I watched her fold her ears back and roll up her trunk to take full impact when she hit. A rolled trunk meant she was going all
  the way. This was for real, and with that awful realization my sensations heightened surreally, like in a slow-motion car crash. I heard someone hammering in the far-off village as if it was next
  door, while high above me I watched an eagle soaring and marvelled at its graceful flight, as if I had nothing better to do. I had never seen a sky so blue.


  On she hurtled, her huge frame blotting out all else. Lifting my hands as high above my head as I could I started yelling at her, then began screaming at the monstrous sight in a last-ditch
  attempt to pierce her mist of rage.


  Then just as I thought we were goners, her ears suddenly cracked out and she broke off and unrolled her trunk. But the massive momentum hurled her right up to the bike where she towered directly
  above us, glaring angrily through tiny eyes. I involuntarily sat down on the bike and looked up at the crinkled underside of Frankies throat in petrified wonder. She shook her huge head in
  frustration, showering us in the thick red dust from a recent sand bath and then backed off a few paces.


  Marula and Mabula scampered past her. After making another two or three terrifyingly threatening gestures at us Frankie turned and followed her son and daughter into the bush, away from us.


  I eased stiffly down off the saddle and turned to Franoise. Her eyes were tightly closed and I gently whispered that it was over. It was OK. The two of us sat still, too stunned to do or
  say anything.


  Eventually I found the energy to start the bike and pulled off in the opposite direction to the herd. We drove through the bush which seemed so still after the charge, as if the birds and trees
  themselves knew what had happened.


  Eventually we saw a truck carrying some visiting friends, waved them down and got off the quad bike. As they came across, Franoise started vividly describing what had just happened,
  gesticulating energetically. The only problem was she still had the cocked 9-mm pistol in her hand, finger on the trigger and each time she emphasized some dramatic point she waved the gun around.
  Our friends scattered for cover until I managed to retrieve the gun and cleared the breech.


  Back home I told the astonished staff what had happened. I cant believe youre still alive, said David, whistling through his teeth. She must have made a
  conscious decision not to kill you. Why do you think she did that?


  A good question. Elephants rarely break off once theyre at full steam and I still couldnt believe that Frankie had actually halted at the last minute. Why had she changed gears,
  dropping down from a lethal real attack to a mock charge? It was virtually unheard of.


  The next day I got on the bike and drove back to the river crossing where we had so nearly lost our lives to try to figure it out. I needed some answers. But try as I might, the crucial moments
  of the charge were a total blank, as if my mind couldnt grapple with the horror.


  So I retraced our route, driving through the same river crossing several times, mentally scrolling over the incident again and again. Slowly the details started fleshing out. I remembered I had
  been standing on the bike and screaming as she charged. But what was I yelling? My mind was still a void.


  Then in an instant it came flooding back. I was screaming, Stop, stop, its me, its me!


  That was all. In retrospect it sounds rather ludicrous, but thats exactly what happened. To shout Its me at a charging elephant, the most aggressive female in a herd
  protecting her panicked babies is about as lame as it gets. Yet it stopped her, and I knew then that she had somehow recognized me from the boma. I still believe she had spared our lives
  because she had witnessed her matriarchs interaction with me the day before I let them out.


  
    
  


  chapter fifteen


  The powers down again, said David with a grimace, this time on the western boundary.


  We were having endless problems with the fence. Our electrified border was temperamental and unreliable, given to more mood swings and irrational behaviour than a menopausal rhino. Everything
  affected it. Too much rain drowned the current. Too little rain affected conductivity. Lightning struck it with regular monotony, sparking out the voltage. Hyena, bushpig and warthog constantly dug
  holes beneath it, shorting the circuit. These were just some of the obvious problems; sometimes I swear it went down just because it damn well felt like it. It certainly didnt make our task
  of keeping a herd of angry elephants  one of which had just charged me  inside the reserve any easier.


  We had also just discovered that both Nana and Frankie had been impregnated by the dominant bull sometime before leaving the previous reserve. As elephants have such bulk, its often
  difficult to tell early on when they are carrying, but it had by now become obvious that our two adult females were gestating.


  Consequently, rule number one on the reserve was that the power always had to be on or we risked losing the elephant. Not that they were trying to escape any more, but all it took was for Nana
  to be walking near the boundary and sense that there was no power  and who knows what would happen? That meant there were mandatory dawn and dusk inspections along the entire twenty-mile
  perimeter, and often others during the day as well. We never went to bed with the fence not fully operational.


  The problem this time was not only that the power was down, the Land Rover also wouldnt start and it was getting dark.


  No problem, said David. Ill take the tractor.


  I looked across at Gunda Gunda, the onomatopoeic Zulu name for our faithful twenty-year-old beast. She was reliable all right and would do the job but she had no headlights and a twenty-mile
  bush drive in the dark without night vision can be a hairy ordeal.


  The African wilderness is merciless and to survive you need every genetic advantage you can muster. Consequently almost all animals have excellent night vision enhanced by a reflective membrane
  behind the iris, which catches even distant starlight and magnifies it. This membrane is why their eyes reflect so brightly in the dark when a light is shined at them. The big cats apparently have
  the best night vision but all species rely on acute eyesight either to hunt or to escape the predators of the night.


  Well, not all species. Theres a notable exception; the planets most dominant creature is completely night blind. And thats us  Homo sapiens.


  Try walking in thick bush on a moonless or cloudy night without a flashlight and see what I mean. Its so black you cant see anything . . . and I mean anything. Unless you can
  navigate by the stars (provided there is no cloud cover) youll be lost, maybe even panic-stricken, within minutes.


  I once crashed on the quad-bike at night about four miles from the camp. I lost my flashlight in the accident and had to walk home in the dark. I still remember that journey with trepidation
  today. I was completely blind and walked through the bush with both hands in front of me so at least I knew if I was going to hit something. I could have fallen into a hyena den and wouldnt
  have known until I woke up  or more likely, didnt.


  It took hours to get back and I was a bruised, nervous, thorn-scratched wreck when I did. What concerned me most as I blindly stumbled along was that every other living creature around was
  watching my antics as clear as day. To any predator I would have appeared as a wounded or disabled animal. Twice, when the bush seemed to suddenly come alive, I frantically fired shots into the air
  with my pistol. I was lucky to get home.


  So how did our ancestors survive the eons without keenly developed night vision? I know plenty of scientists and not one of them has ever been able to explain satisfactorily to me how puny,
  tasty, night-blind Homo sapiens endured so spectacularly when everything around us had to have excellent night vision if they were to make it through a summer, never mind evolve.


  Yet despite my reservations, David jumped up on Gunda Gunda and set off into the dusk. It was only when he was gone that I realized he had forgotten his radio.


  I went back to the house, made some phone calls and then walked out and sat on the lawn overlooking the reserve trying to spot Davids flashlight blinking on the far boundary when I heard
  a low moan crescendo into a rasping roar that made my blood chill. Max also froze staring out into the dark, alert.


  It cant be, I thought, and then I heard it again, oscillating eerily across the wilderness. This time there was no mistake. It was the call of a male lion marking his
  territory. As we had no resident lions on the reserve, this meant an itinerant animal had broken in.


  But even worse, the call was suddenly reciprocated, a curdling growl that bounced off the cliffs. That meant there were at least two lions roaming on the reserve. And of all places, the roars
  were echoing from the western boundary  exactly where David was driving along without headlights. They must have come in through the fence while the power was down.


  Out in the dark every creature on Thula would have heard the ominous call, for it was death itself calling, beckoning out for you.


  Nana too would have heard it. I imagined her standing frozen, ears flared, trunk up, smelling the air to work out where the call came from and thinking of the youngsters in the herd. Her tactics
  and habits would now change, as would everything else on the reserve.


  I bent down and patted Max, reassuring him.


  It sometimes happened that lions broke out of the nearby Umfolozi game reserve and went walkabout, raiding cattle and generally striking fear far and wide in the villages. When lions are on the
  loose they totally control the countryside. Theyre difficult to corner and find cattle or other livestock exceptionally easy prey. If they become too much of a problem, they are usually
  hunted down and killed by rangers.


  The breakouts are a result of pressure exerted, often forcibly, on young males by the dominant lion to quit the pride. An alpha male will not tolerate competition and once male cubs mature, they
  are chased off. However, with all territories in the reserve already taken by other resident prides, the youngsters are often forced outside the protected areas and into the human domain.


  These young males, usually brothers, are absolutely formidable and will stay out until they are older and stronger, all the while gaining hunting and fighting skills. They then go back into the
  reserve and challenge a patriarch for his territory and his harem. And at two against one, theyre often successful.


  I love lions, one of Africas most charismatic and iconic creatures, but I wished this pair had chosen somewhere else to do their gap year. We werent ready for them at
  Thula Thula just yet.


  However, my prime concern was for David. While he was on the tractor with its noise and greasy fumes he was relatively safe. But he was looking for an electrical fault, and to find it he would
  have to get off the vehicle and walk along the fence, sometimes for long distances. I knew he was carrying a small torch but no rifle, and walking in the bush at night unarmed with lions in the
  immediate vicinity is crazy stuff. If we had heard the lions earlier he certainly wouldnt have gone out and I was hoping against hope that he had also heard the calls. But Gunda Gunda is
  pretty noisy and I couldnt bank on that.


  I called Bheki who was at the rangers house  he had also heard the big cats  and told him David was out alone. Bheki shook his head and clicked his tongue. I could see he
  was also worried.


  We have to go to him, I said. Please get my rifle and bring plenty of bullets.


  I wasnt looking forward to the march in the dark but there was a rough outside dirt track running parallel to the fence for much of the way where there was little danger as the big cats
  were inside the reserve. If we were lucky we would find David and the hole the lions had dug.


  Then we heard it again: that spine-chilling roar. It was close, perhaps a mile or two away. By now I was acutely alarmed  the lions must have scented the tractor, but would they also
  smell the human driver? And just how hungry were they? They may not have fed for several days.


  The answering roar came back  this time even closer.


  Bheki, we must move faster, I urged.


  The Zulu grunted. He was as concerned as I was. David was extremely popular on Thula Thula.


  Gripping our rifles tight, we broke into a jog  well, as fast as you can go in the darkness. Even with flashlights it is always difficult out in the bush at night. Neither of us noticed
  our numerous trips and falls over rocks and bush roots. There was one aim only: to get to David before the lions did.


  About two miles later we saw a dim flickering light and to our intense joy it was David at a gap in the fence with Gunda Gunda chugging away close by.


  I was about to yell a warning, but he beat me to it.


  Lion! Big ones! he shouted, then pointed to the hole. They came in there. I left the tractor running to keep them away. Their spoor is all over the place.


  Relief washed over me. This guy was indestructible. Leave the tractor here for the night and walk back with us on the outside path.


  We closed the hole where the lions had dug under the fence pushing up the wires and shorting the electrical strands, which got the power up effectively trapping the lion in the reserve, and
  walked home. Tomorrow would be an interesting day.


  Telephone etiquette in the bush allows calls only after dawn. The sun was barely up before I had the Parks Board section ranger on the line.


  Have you lost a couple of lions? I asked.


  Ja, he replied. Two got out day before yesterday and have been causing chaos around a couple of villages. Theyre on the move, going your way actually. Have you seen
  them?


  Theyre both on Thula, I replied. Do you want to come and get them?


  Were on our way. Try and keep tabs on them until we get there.


  All the reserve staff were told to be extra cautious and the work teams were sent home. None of our employees had experience with lions so we werent taking any chances.


  While we were waiting for them to arrive I went out to find the herd. I picked up their tracks and shortly afterwards found fresh elephant dung within yards of fresh lion scat. They had crossed
  paths with the big cats but there was no real risk as an elephant herd is far too formidable for lions, however hungry they were. Provided of course the youngsters didnt wander off.


  I couldnt find them and went back to the house. Standing on the front lawn staring out into the bush, I remembered a harrowing incident last year when a hunting lioness charged Craig
  Reed, the senior ranger at Umfolozi. He was out on horseback with his five-months pregnant wife, Andrea, when the giant cat suddenly charged out of a reed bed at them. Craigs horse was
  spooked and bolted, but the lioness had already targeted Andrea and gave chase. An expert rider, she galloped through the bush at full speed. Scenting the danger, the horse needed no encouragement
  and was in full flight when Andreas foot suddenly slipped out the stirrup and she started sliding out of the saddle.


  As she fell she somehow managed to grab hold of the stirrup and was dragged through the bush as the horse galloped on with the lioness in hot pursuit. She watched horrified as the lioness got
  closer and closer until it was at her feet, and then, resigned to her fate, she let go. Amazingly, the lioness jumped right over her sprawling body, and got her claws into the horse.


  By now Craig had managed to turn his horse and frantically rode up firing shots into the air, scaring the lioness off. Thankfully Andrea was OK, although badly bruised and shaken, and in true
  frontierswoman tradition, gave birth to a fine baby boy four months later.


  The moral of the story is always to treat these magnificent creatures with absolute respect. I pondered this over a hurried breakfast and then met up with Bheki and his men to follow the spoor
  from the hole where the big cats had come in. But Thula Thulas hard clay soil makes tracking extremely difficult when its dry and after a few hours the trail had disappeared
  altogether. There also werent any vultures circling above, which meant the lions hadnt made a kill last night. That would have made our lives much easier.


  The Parks Board arrived and we searched the reserve for two days, alternately picking up and losing the trail until a fence check revealed a big hole under the wire. They were gone. We later
  heard that they had returned to Umfolozi.


  A few weeks later I was in Umfolozi on a night drive, when I asked the driver to pull over for a pit stop, having drunk several cups of coffee. It was pitch-black and as I opened
  the door he said casually, Better check first, and flashed a spotlight through the open door.


  There lying in the long grass, just ten yards from where I was getting out, were two big male lions. I swear they were the same youngsters that had been on our reserve  it was close to
  our boundary and I simply had that uncanny feeling. We had just seen the resident male, a giant beast sporting an impressive golden mane, with his harem less than a mile away.


  No doubt these two had returned from their walkabout at Thula Thula, hard and lean, to challenge him for the spoils.
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