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Elephants and 
So Much More

Text: Gaynor Young
Images © Gaynor Young and Kim Mcleod (In house photographer Thula Thula)

I took my iPad out onto the balcony to read and write. As I 
sat sipping a glorious cup of tea, I thought to myself: You are 
finally here. You are at Thula Thula Game Reserve. I smiled.

Thula Thula Game Reserve
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 I climbed out of the Jeep that had transported me 
through hot and arid countryside and looked around me. 
Green lawns, a mass of beautiful trees, and in front of me, 
Thula Thula’s homestead. “You must be Gaynor?” a rippling 
French voice said behind me. I swung round to find myself 
facing Francoise Anthony, the owner of Thula Thula. She is 
tall, blonde and beautiful, the sort of person one is instantly 
in awe of. I was enfolded in her arms as she laughingly said: 
“How wonderful to finally meet you.”

Thula Thula was started by Lawrence Anthony and 
his wife, Francoise. I had read his book, The Elephant 
Whisperer, in which I met the herd of elephants with 
whom Lawrence had formed a unique bond. They had 
taught him about love, freedom and loyalty. Lawrence 
died three years ago, but Francoise has maintained his 
vision. Thula Thula is a home not only to these elephants, 
but also to countless other animals. Francoise has also 
recently started a rhino orphanage.

A small monkey sat catching the evening rays of 
sunlight. He made such a perfect picture. Gently he picked 
at something on the ground and chewed contentedly. How 
I wished that I could capture his essence on film. All around 
him were clusters of monkeys eating, chasing one another or 

simply sitting in groups and, I would imagine, chatting. A 
giraffe moved with grace up the dry riverbed before me. He 
stopped, regarded me calmly, and then moved on, swaying 
regally out of sight.

To my left, a Nyala buck silently ate her evening meal. 
Her tail, like a pendulum, swung left, right, left, right, 
rigorously keeping time. I went forward, wanting to see 
her more closely. Her head slowly lifted and her eyes met 
mine. I did not move. Neither did she. A moment passed. 
Then she broke the connection, turned and ambled off into 
the gathering dusk. Thula Thula had opened her wings and 
spread them softly around me.

The next morning I was off on my first game drive. We 
turned a corner and there they were. The elephants! I could 
not believe that I was looking at the elephants I had read 
about in The Elephant Whisperer. So many of them. And we 
were so close. They were aware of us, but continued to do 
what they were doing. There was Nana, the wise matriarch, 
and Frankie, her warrior sister. I was amazed at their calm 
acceptance of these gawking onlookers. I could have stayed 
there for ages, watching and absorbing these incredible 
creatures, but granting them their privacy, we moved on.

The rhino orphanage was fascinating. Francoise is 
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very protective of these orphans whose parents 
were hacked to death before them in the most 
grotesque and horrifying manner. I remember 
going to a game reserve as a child. We would 
laugh and marvel at the rhino’s long horn on his 
nose before driving past and commenting on the 
mass of Springbok somersaulting their leaps in 
front of us. Those days of carefree laughter at the 
rhino’s long horn are over. Through the Thula 
Thula Rhino Fund Francois is constantly raising 
funds for the training of anti-poaching teams to 
continue the fight for the rhinos’ survival.

I went for a walk with the rangers, Shandu 
and Shiva. With my brain damage, I find it very 
difficult not walking on a straight, smooth, 
pavement-like surface, but I had Shiva to cling 
onto and an old school friend, Frances Park Ross, 
to push me up the hills from behind. The rangers 
have encyclopaedic knowledge about the reserve. 
They were able to name every bush, flower, 
animal and bird. I even learnt which flower can 
poison an unwanted husband and leave no trace!

Francoise is the most extraordinary person. 

Although Lawrence’s elephants are the draw card 
to Thula Thula, it is Francoise, nevertheless, that 
holds together the wonderful world that makes 
Thula Thula cast its enthralling spell. 

I first heard the words “Thula thula” when 
my sister, Megan, was a baby. I remember 
Letty, who worked for us at the time, rocking 
her to sleep with those soothing words. This 
Thula Thula has left my own dreams rich with 
elephants, giraffe, zebra, rhino, delicious food 
and a laughing, French accent… elephants, and 
so much more!

For more information, visit  
www.thulathula.com. Follow Gaynor Young’s 
blog on www.earearblog.com or connect with 
her via www.facebook.com/earearblog or on 
Twitter @earearblog. 


