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Here, an a teiith-Hoor terrace sinte of The Plerre hotel, The Hle-
phiar Whisperer has come to 'talk specifically abour Abu the tented

camip he tdbages in Botswana that accoinmaodares eight, possibly

tedn, cuests who conte to hive ainong the creatures he sa loves!
“Abu' 15 a complete inntersion into @ Single Spectes, which
Happens to be bhe 0f the taest chdrisinatic of Al labd miakn-
fhals. Lorentz says.“The Africahelephant has abways inspired a
vilst rahiize of respohses in bis—awe, exciteingnt, happinesy, feur,
watider, lingheer, respect. and humility. They possess a deép level
of ehotional intelligenie. ahd bemig privileged ehough o penid
e with them in their natural environment s, quite simply;

ofie of those things yoti have ta de before you die”

LAST SEPTEMBER PHOTOGRAPHER ALEXANDRA PENNEY
and I'did just that, traveling 40-somdething hours, first on British
Atrways to Johannesbure; then to Maun, Botswana, where we
Hew on a 14-year-old single~engine Cessna 2006 to 2 dusey lietle
private arstrip for o 20-minute drive to Abu, a0 300,000-acre
ganie camp tounded 20 years ago by American environmentalist
and entreprencur Randall Moore and now owned, in part, by
Microsaft’s Paul Allen. Abu was meant first as a refuge for or-
phaned and endangered elephants; and second asa safari camp. In
1987 Moore was approached by a South African film prodacer
looking tor several trained elephants for & movie he was making
in the Knvsna Forest of South Africa. Maoare, SUTpPT ismngly, found
his elephant, Abu, in & wildlife park in Grand Praicie, Texas; and
another, Benny, in-a zoo in Fore Worth. Both elephants were
believed 1o be orphans from South Africa’s Kruger National
Park; Abu was being tragically mistreated mn the mistaken belief
that he was in a hormonally heightened condition called musth,
during which bull ¢lephants can become highly aggressive. After
much attention and TLC {from Moore, Abu, Benny, and a cow
cilled Cathy were put on a boar to South Africa tor their star-
ring roles mn the movie Cireles in o Foreste—and, unwitingly, as
the founding elephants ar the camp Moore would name Abu.
Moore was a pronecr at the ame, proving w the world that in-
deed the African elephant could be “tramed.” i hiswaords, *but
never, ever tamied” In 1991 he was jomed by a voung fellow
mamed Michael Lorentz, now RN THTLSEAI1S direcror of i'i|c11h;|t:l
Back Safuris, whose most prominent property is Abu

The maicamp ae Abu is peacefully situared on the edge
of a lagoon amid a volupruous overgrowth of marshes and
hardwood trees: While there are grander camps—Grumer
and Singita are two | have pecsonally experienced and writ-
ten about m these pages—few possess maore anthennecity or
greater sense of real place. Abuiis, in faer, rather modest by the
standards of these above—there s, for example, no infiniry
pool or Wik service, and the mmn lodge 15 0 simply appomnted
open-=atr salon sev over a lirge and eypansive wooden deck
fordrinking, dining, and socializing, There are five individual
cinvas tents, iipeccably appointed incasore of Affo-Bedouin
style. (A renpwation is currently under way and shouald be
completed 'by nexe Marchy) Ar night one fally asleep—or do

I mean s kepr wide awaker—with the slobbering crunch of
hippos smight-grazing - the waters just outide your tent

Abu 15 obwiously devoted to the pursuic of bush lusury, great
styvle, service, comfort, and food. And while it embrages ug many
up-to-date eco/green minatives as possible, all this is merely
a backdrop to the real reason for coming: shuring a few days
of your Iife ywith some of the most wonderful creatares on







| SEE IT AS ECOLOGICALLY
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ENGINEERED BY ELEPHANTS.

—MICHAEL LORENTZ
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Baby elephant Lorato
In front, with matriarch
' Cathy In the back
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earth. As Moere once renvarked, ®1 have been ler down time
and ameagany by humans, but very rarely by an elephant.” That
riteans thore thatt just ridivg the elephiangs, Te micans Hving among
therry 24/7 while thev are walking, feeding, nind-bathing, swin-
prtg, even sleeping A pladform bed has been builoin the elephants’
bema—or quarters—that lets you hterally sleep among them.
Currently thie herd is at 11, including year-old Paseka, whose
nanie niedns "Easter” in Serswarid, as <he was found armound Easter,
abandoned by her herd after being attacked: by hvenas. Miracu-
lausly she somehow freed berself From the awaek and in the mid-
dlie of the night found her way to camp. Ina happy endinig that not
‘even Disney or Spielberg could have uhjcmiwc:l g, she was aetopred
by Sirhieni (the nante means “where the old cows nieet™), who
was juist wedning her pwi thise-year-old ofpring, Baby Abu,

Buit i the elephatits dre the heart of Abu, the maliputs ags ity
soul, These 15 magnificent men not only care for and help train
and drive the elephants on safiri: they also hoist you and your
saddle, or howdaly, onto the ele-

“NOW SOME MIGHT SEE THIS LANDSCAPE AS RAVAGED,
bt acially savs Lorentz, gesturiiig out and across thie desolate
terrai of acicla and gnarled seraneler Ai trees, mopani bushes,
and the occasional primal grandeur of a lone baobab, "1 prefer
rorsee it as ecologically enginevred by elephanes.” Right now
six of us are an hour inte the first drive of the day: bumping
atyd swivitig in our howddhs: On this' particular day, which
begltis with a breakfase buflet at six n1 the morning and will
wimd down as we drift in the canoe-like vessels called moko-
fos poled by niahouts through wetlands on our way back to
canip, we will have sightines ol impalas, zebias, abd gieaffes i
abunidanes. Lions still elude us. But beiig on ci-.,-ph.;rﬂ-—ixuk.
wie conte close to beitig eveball-to~eyveball with Cape buffalo.
Along the way there will be fanraste birdlife, incliding fish

cagles, lilae-bredsted rollers, and saddle-billed searks.
On our last night, an elaborate barbecue was sét upin a bush
clearing some 20 minutes from camp. Under the stars and a fll
oo, the table was sex wath dried

phants several tmes a day. They
become (‘mn}'r.lhinm, soul mates,
buddivs, guides, and. yes, pro-
tectors, “Frank, | think U'm shd-
ing” 1 would suggest nervoushy
perhaps 20 tines 4 day. Frank
would simply turn, look back at
me, smitle, laugh, and consele me
with “Pon’'t worry, All 1s okay”
He was always night: it just occa-
stomally took a big suspension of
belief as nding atop an elephant
feels sometmes “kc...\\i&:ll, X
actly what vouid think riding
atap an elephant would feel like.

Puring my. three days at Abuw,
Lorentz, who guides only on
special request (but has access to
first=rate  gudes), wnmersed s
in his world—and theirs—con-
stantly remuinding that “the rich-
ness of the elephant’s lite needs to
be understood.” He would suggest
that we walk beside the elephants
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wood sculptures and rocks, white
china, linen napking, and cur ervs-
tal, Antelope steaks sizzled on the
grill as we were plied with wild
mushroom tisetto. caulilower gr-
tn. tiramisy, Veuve Chicgquot... You
get the point, As we st drinking
and talking, an enormous hyena
appeared out of nowhere, stealth-
ily eirdling the open fire—mnd us.
It lurked ar the grll, hcking the
meaty drippings. The thought of
I'llL'ill]liL'I'lnéi |“)' 4 il?‘ .'i}l_‘l'l‘?} \\'h.ﬂ
had earlicr seemed a lovely hetle
candlelit path o our makeshift loo
was now 1o lengrer part of the pro-
gram. Later. hyena sated and gone,
the moon barsting with lght, we
headed back to camp. Joseph, the
driver, searched around the road
for mightife, Hashing beams meo
the wall trees thar lined it There,
atop an taly palmy we watched rap-
turowsly. for what seemed hours, a

as well as ride theny—being on
the ground s away o hear, feel,
touch; and experience their enormiuty in o very: different way.
Lorentz studied to be a liwyer but wanted to be a wildhfe vet.,
“T didn't have the grades or the dsapline” he says. Neverthe-
less; he has a lavyers precision, a vets love and knowledyge of
animals, and, Iwould add, the soul ofa poet. Conversation is of=
ten interspersed wath iterary and historical mierences, ke how
Hannibal and his men rode 0 massive herd of elephants i the
second Pume War from Carthage to the ITherian Penmsula and
across the Alps, OF the 3% ¢lephants that survived, 37, Lorentz
proudly pomts out, were Afmcan, and “only two were Indian.”
The discovery of ivory, he explains, put an end to African
clephants being used for transportacon: Untortunately, they
became more valuable dead than alive: And who kpew that
the trunk of one elephant has 30000 muscles, making pos-
sible everything from uprooting an entire tree from its roots
to delicately picking a dime off @ marble floor?

Faimily ot 15, mavhe 20 baboons

asleep 10 vartous poses. The im=
age lingers: [t was totally surreal. Baboons, outlined by Aoodlights?
Suspended from branches? Nestled in hollows and swingig bn
ther wmils? Inskyscraper-high trees e the: middle of the African
night? But by now I would have beheved anytling was possible.
After all, it was just another day—and mght—at Abu. ]
“Porhaps the hest way to do Abw is i combination with two o
three other camps,” suggests WAl Jones of Journeys by Design
(212-56R7639; journeysdydesign.comy, wifio: organized my oun brilliantly
arranged trip o Botswana and tailars private safaris o0 the regron.
I stayed at Abu Camp, Eleplant Back Safaris, which offers three-
and five=might packages, tor a (2<might safort, ombiming three
nights av Abuawith, say, z"f.u'._u‘;r Camyp, Vimbura Mains Camp, and
Tongabezi Lodge, near Victorta Falls, vates starr at $185,500 per
person, excluding tnternational flights The eloplant experience af-
fords excetlent wildlife sightings year-reund.



