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neverforgotten
With South Africa reeling after its worst year of rhino poaching, we pay 
tribute to an intrepid champion of the endangered species – the late 
conservationist, explorer and ‘elephant whisperer’ Lawrence Anthony.

WORDS GENEVIEVE SWART
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Finally, we sat down – over coffee on a deck with glorious 
views – to interview Lawrence.

Tell us, I invited, how you go about “elephant whispering”.
“Oh,” he said, “I don’t do that any more.” 
Turned out Lawrence’s talents weren’t limited to “elephant 

whispering”. He was an intrepid champion of all wildlife. A 
property developer turned safari lodge owner. A conservationist 

instrumental in uniting Zulu tribal lands to create the vast 
Royal Zulu Biosphere. A big, bearded man, over six foot, who, 
when interested in a subject, spoke with such enthusiasm that 
all around fell under the spell. The impossible became possible. 
The incredible credible. This was, after all, a man with charisma 
enough to charm elephants. 

Fortunately, he had a sense of the ridiculous. Asked about his 
“elephant whisperer” nickname, Lawrence roared with laughter 
and said: “Somebody coined that for me and it’s appeared in 
magazines all over the world. But it’s actually not true, it’s just 
part of a trend. You get elephant whisperers, buffalo whisperers 
… eventually we’re going to end up with a warthog whisperer.”

The nickname had its origins in a remarkable adoption in 
1999. Lawrence had recently bought Thula Thula, which means 
“peace and tranquillity” in Zulu (the land, he told me, was 
once part of King Shaka’s private hunting grounds). Out of 

M
ILITARY HEROES have a guard of 
honour. Royals have a lying in state. 
For South African Lawrence Anthony 
– a man The Guardian once described 
as “the Indiana Jones of conservation” 
– perhaps the finest send-off came 

from the herd of wild elephants he loved. 
Lawrence died of a heart attack in Johannesburg in March 

2012. He was 61. Two days later, a procession of 21 African 
elephants arrived at the farmhouse where he and his wife, 
Françoise, lived on their game reserve, Thula Thula. The tuskers 
were once frequent visitors but had not been there for six 
months. The elephants lined up against the fence and waited, 
rumbling, the sound they used to make when Lawrence came 
to meet them. They were “edgy”, agitated but not aggressive. 
They stayed a few hours, walked around the house, then left “in 
a solemn one-by-one line back into the bush, as in mourning”, 
says Françoise. “We have seen them only once back since.”

Françoise believes the elephants – who had an extraordinary 
relationship with Lawrence – picked up that something dis-
tressing had happened, as staff in the reserve and at the lodges 
were devastated by the unexpected news. “Despite no scientific 
evidence for their sudden arrival at the main farmhouse after 
so long, we all feel they came to pay their respects.”

ELEPHANT WHISPERER
I met Lawrence in December 2007 on a three-day press trip 
to Zululand. There had been much publicity about Thula 
Thula’s owner and his amazing ability to communicate with 
traumatised elephants, and the local British Airways magazine 
wanted a story on the phenomenon. I flew to Durban, met a 
photographer and drove five hours north through the green cane 
fields of KwaZulu-Natal to the indigenous oasis of savanna, 
forest and riverine bush at Thula Thula.  

The ‘elephant whisperer’ nickname 
had its origins in a remarkable 
adoption in 1994

Lawrence in his Landy, checking up on members of a threatened species.  
International organised crime syndicates are funding a brutal, high-tech  
assault on rhinos – last year, more than 600 were killed in South Africa. 
Opening spread: ‘Elephant whisperer’ Lawrence Anthony greets bull 
elephant Mnumzane, which means “sir” in isiZulu.
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the blue, Lawrence had a phone call asking if he could find a 
home for seven “rogue” elephants, trouble makers infamous 
for busting through electric fences. “You can have them for 
free,” he was told.

Lawrence had never had much to do with elephants before, 
but seized his chance. The herd arrived at Thula Thula’s electri-
cally fenced boma about 2am. By the next night, they had 
broken out. The elephants ran amok, charging herd boys and 
trampling a ranger’s hut. A helicopter search launched while 
Lawrence and Françoise hit the back roads. 

Françoise flagged down a pedestrian: “I ask, By any chance 
have you seen seven elephants? He looks at me. He looks right, 
then left. And then he shakes his head, No, madam.”

Eventually, Lawrence got his elephants back, but one more 
Houdini trick and they’d be shot. Desperate, he drove to the 
boma and lived there 24 hours a day. “They were bananas, 
crazy elephants. But what I did was ignore them, I would park 
off and read a book.”

For two weeks, he spoke sweet nothings. “Hello my babbas, 
how are you, what’s happening, you’re looking beautiful, ooh, 
you’re a good-looking boy; just talk rubbish. They pick up the 
vibe.”  One day, he returned from a coffee break to find the 
malevolent atmosphere had dissipated. ‘Everything was calm. 
[The matriarch] put her trunk out to me … she was just sniffing 
me. I took a decision and let them out.” 

The elephants stayed put. Lawrence formed a lifelong bond 
with the five-tonne matriarch, who he called Nana – one 
photograph shows her gently reaching out a trunk to touch 
him. The herd would turn up to greet him after trips away. 
He walked in the bush with those he was close to. And when 
Nana’s first baby was born at Thula Thula, she brought her 
out of the bush to greet Lawrence in his Land Rover. “I started 
reversing, I didn’t want to disturb mother and baby, but she 
kept coming. She brought the baby to my door – it was only 
three or four days old. She introduced me.”

Later, Lawrence returned the honour. “When I had a grandson 
– I made sure there was an electric wire, my son and his wife 
weren’t helluva happy – but Nana came up, I was about 10m 
from her, and I held the baby up. Her trunk came up, she was 
smelling – she got it, she knew exactly what I was doing.”

Lawrence resolved not to continue “whispering” – or  
“listening”, as he preferred to call it – with new elephants. “My 
purpose was to help them settle, not to tame them.”

Ultimately, such monumental achievements could not be 
captured in a mere magazine article. While I was at Thula Thula, 
Lawrence showed me a draft chapter of what he called “The 

Herd”. That book became the bestselling Elephant Whisperer. 
Lawrence might not have felt comfortable with the title, but it 
was always going to be a winner in the marketing department.

BAGHDAD ZOO SAVIOUR
In 2003, Lawrence was the first civilian – other than journal-
ists – into Iraq after the US invasion. His mission: to save the 
animals of Baghdad Zoo. 

When I met Lawrence, his adventures had recently been 
published in Babylon’s Ark: The Incredible Wartime Rescue 
of the Baghdad Zoo, the first of three books co-written with 
his brother-in-law, journalist Graham Spence.

For us, he summed it all up in two words: “Just nuts.”
The decision to go to Baghdad was made one soul-searching 

night at Thula Thula. Lawrence was haunted by images of past 
wartime zoo atrocities, including the ravaged face of a lion in 
Kabul. This time he felt he had to make a stand.

The next day he rang a friend, a US attache, then “using 
some serious poetic licence”, phoned the coalition Central 
Command in Doha, Qatar, saying he had been assigned to 
take over Baghdad Zoo. 

Days later, he was in Kuwait. 
“I wasn’t brave at all, I was very naive,” he confessed. “I got to 

Kuwait and waited there while the invasion went on. I saw the 
film of all the tanks being cheered and all the Iraqis – remember 
those days, the Iraqis all loved the Americans, Saddam Hussein 
was gone … I thought, it’s over! I still can’t believe it today, I 
went to Kuwait Airport and hired a car and drove to Baghdad. 
Jesus Christ. I had two young Arab guys [Kuwaiti zoo workers] 
guiding me. And we got halfway and I realised this is a bad 
mistake. It was so dangerous, the places we’d come through, 
we couldn’t go back. We just kept going. And then when I got 
there, I couldn’t get out.”

He wanted to sleep at the zoo, but US soldiers warned it was 
too dangerous. Instead they took him to the once five-star 
Al-Rashid hotel. “The Americans had shot the shit out of it, 
so there was no electricity, there was no water, there were dead 
bodies all over the place … But I lived with all the tank crews 
that took Baghdad – it was amazing.”

When Lawrence saw the zoo, however, he realised the 
enormity of his task. Looters wandered at will, there were 
bomb craters, unexploded ordnance - only paved pathways 
were safe. The 30-odd survivors of the zoo’s 650 pre-war 
inhabitants  included lions, tigers and an Iraqi brown bear that 
had reportedly killed three looters. The animals had no food or 
water. Flies swarmed, the stench of decay was overpowering.  

At first, Lawrence considered shooting them all the most 
humane option. 

But determination prevailed. He scrounged steel buckets to 
carry water from canals, bought donkeys to feed the carnivores; 
cleaned the cages, stripping off and scrubbing concrete himself. 
He befriended ex special forces soldiers turned VIP bodyguards, 
who turned up when off-duty to deter looters.   

Amid the post-invasion anarchy, the zoo made a rare feel-
good media story. Soldiers gave up rations to feed animals 
and, two weeks after doing battle, Republican Guard soldiers 

Lawrence formed a lifelong bond 
with the five-tonne matriarch,  
who he called Nana.

Clockwise from bottom left: Lawrence, an unconventional conservationist; 
the reformed rogue elephants at Thula Thula Private Game Reserve; Brutus, 
one of Uday Hussein’s lions that Lawrence rescued in Baghdad; Lawrence with 
US Army Captain William Sumner just inside the Baghdad Zoo entrance.
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and US troops were working alongside each other at the zoo.
In six months, Lawrence transformed the zoo, initially 

using his own money. There were plenty of hairy moments. 
He unwittingly walked into the lion’s den at Uday Hussein’s 
palace. He liberated “suicide” ostriches that proceeded to run 
full-tilt at a US roadblock. And he learned when to dive for 
cover based on the sound of gunfire (“if you hear the bang 
and a simultaneous ‘crack’ overhead, then lead is flying your 
way”, he wrote). 

The US Army’s Third Infantry Division awarded Lawrence 
a medal for bravery, the UN gave him the Earth Day Medal 
and the New York Explorers Club invited him to join its ranks. 
There was talk of a Hollywood film, Good Luck, Mr Anthony. 
And when Lawrence finally got home, he founded a non-profit 
conservation group, the Lawrence Anthony Earth Organisation, 
and started pressing the UN to declare wildlife areas and 
workers illegitimate targets of war.

RHINO CHAMPION
Lawrence’s next crusade took him into another war zone. This 
time, in the jungle.  

When we visited Thula Thula, he was focused on the 
northern white rhino, the largest mammal since the woolly 
mammoth to be headed for extinction.

His rhino project started with disaster at home. Poach-
ers killed a Thula Thula rhino and escaped with the horn, a 
prize worth - ounce for ounce - more than gold on the Asian 

traditional medicine black market. Soon afterwards, Lawrence 
learnt there were only 15 northern white rhinos left in the 
wild, in Garamba National Park, a lawless wilderness in the far 
north-east of the Democratic Republic of Congo. Here, power 
lay with the notorious Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA), which 
had one of its bases in the area. LRA guerillas had killed rangers 
and UN soldiers; conservation work there was too hazardous. 

Fore more than 20 years, the LRA has fought a civil war - 
marked by atrocities on both sides - against Ugandan President 
Yoweri Museveni. “This is a registered terrorist organisation 
with the US government,” Lawrence told me. “There are four of 
them wanted for crimes against humanity by the International 
Criminal Court [and they have taken] the figures vary, between 
25,000 and 65,000 child soldiers. They are bad guys.” 

Yet, after bureaucracy stymied rescue efforts in the DRC, 
his dilemma was, what next? Say please, LRA, won’t you back 
off and let the rangers do their job?

Anyone else would have dismissed this as a mad idea. 
But Lawrence found out where peace talks were being held - 

Juba, in Southern Sudan - flew there and approached the LRA. 
As an impartial “man of the animals”, he won their trust and 
they agreed to help protect rhinos. 

This was a staggering achievement. 
“How,” I asked, “did you do it?”
“I went to them and said, ‘All the rhinos are dying, you 

have to stop killing them’,” he said simply. “We found that 
the rhino was their spiritual totem, of the Acholi tribe that 
makes up the LRA.”

Essentially, he cold-called a bunch of terrorists. Later, the 
terrorists invited him to their jungle hide-out. And he went.

“I ended up with their trust and they started phoning me,” 

Lawrence’s next crusade took him 
into another war zone. This time,  
in the jungle.

Lawrence in 2007 with Martin Ojul (far left) and Godfrey Ayoo of the Lord’s 
Resistance Army, the notorious Ugandan rebels who signed an agreement 
with him to protect rhinos.
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he said. “Get this: a month ago, I get invited by the leaders to 
go and stay with them in the bush. No one has ever been in 
there before, into those camps before, ever! No outsider ever. I 
went and lived with them, talked to them about animals. I was 
in the north of the Garamba game reserve … I have photos of 
all these wanted leaders, I’ve got photos of child soldiers, the 
women and the wives, the guys and the guns.”

This was serious stuff. I stared at the telephone, on a plain 
wooden table in Lawrence’s thatched home at Thula Thula and 
thought about him on the line to faraway guerillas. Truth is 
often stranger than fiction in journalism, but this took the cake.

“So,” said my editor, when I told her later, “we’re calling him 
the ‘terrorist whisperer’ now, are we?”

At the time, however, Lawrence’s role was hush-hush. On the 
record, he would only say that the LRA had signed an agreement 
with him extending their ceasefire to include game rangers 
and to protect endangered species in their area of operation, 
which created an international precedent when tabled at the 
UN-sponsored peace talks. 

There was, of course, more to it. 
The full story is in The Last Rhinos, published posthumously. 

It’s the only one of his books about a failure – northern white 
rhinos are now thought to be extinct in the wild. Yet it’s entirely 
gripping – a thriller about the race to save a species and a 
powerful condemnation of the slaughter of Africa’s rhinos for 
the sake of a “superstitious medicine” in Asia.   

THE LEGACY
Françoise continues to run Thula Thula, where, as a chef trained 
in Paris, she delivers gourmet Franco-Zulu-inspired cuisine 

(“People come here just for the food,” Lawrence told me. “If 
I hadn’t met her, you’d be sitting in a tent somewhere with 
a boerewors [sausage] on a stick”). Visitors can still see the 
famous “rogue” elephants, peacefully grazing on marula trees. 
But rhinos have lost a champion in their hour of need. Funded 
by organised crime syndicates, poachers have gone high-tech: 
they use helicopters, AK-47s, night-vision equipment and 
veterinary drugs. South Africa, the largest sanctuary of wild 
rhinos, is losing a bloody bush war, with poaching deaths 
soaring from just 13 in 2007 to about 600 in 2012.   

Clearly, the world needs more people like Lawrence. For, as 
he wrote in The Last Rhinos, “If you just sit around thinking, 
nothing ever happens.”

THE ESSENTIALS
Books: By Lawrence Anthony and Graham Spence: Babylon's Ark 
(2007, Thomas Dunne), The Elephant Whisperer (2009, Sidgwick & 
Jackson) and The Last Rhinos (2012, Sidgwick & Jackson). 
Location: Thula Thula Private Game Reserve is in South Africa's 
KwaZulu-Natal province, 45 minutes from the port town of Richards 
Bay or a two-hour drive from Durban.  
Accommodation: There are two camps: the elegant Elephant Safari 
Lodge, renowned for its cuisine, and a luxury tented camp. From 
R1700 ($190) per person per night, includes food, accommodation, 
meals, bush walks, game drives.   
Saving rhinos: Shortly after Lawrence died, poachers shot at Thabo 
– a three-year-old rhino orphan – in Thula Thula. This led to the 
founding of the non-profit Thula Thula Rhino Fund. "We employ 
seven people just to guard our rhinos from poachers 24/7," says 
Françoise. Donations will be used to train guards in anti-poaching 
techniques and to buy much needed equipment, such as motorbikes 
and night-vision aids. francoise@thula-thula.co.za 
More info: www.thulathula.com

Armed guards shadow Thula Thula’s rhinos round the clock. Ruthless poach-
ing and the rising demand for ‘medicinal’ horn in South-East Asia has driven 
several South African reserves to take such extreme measures. Ironically, rhino 
horn is made mainly of keratin – the same stuff as our finger and toenails.
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