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THE ABU HERD
As a guest of Abu Camp, you are invited to immerse yourself in the elephant herd and to get to know each
one personally. Explore the fascinating environment of these great beasts and even sleep out under the
stars overlooking the elephant boma. By the time you leave, you will feel a special, emotional connection
to the herd that is both humbling and rewarding.
CATHY – The matriarch of the herd, Cathy was born in Uganda in 1960.
After capture in the Murchison Falls National Park as a baby, she was
taken to a safari park near Toronto, Canada, where she was ‘recruited’
by Randall Moore to return to Africa for the filming of Circles in a
Forest, a movie set in the Knysna Forest in South Africa and based on
the classic novel by Dalene Mathee. With her co-stars, Abu and Benny,
she was moved to the Okavango Delta in 1990 to start the very first
elephant-back safaris in Africa. She quickly acquired the reputation of
being the ‘limousine’ of the riding herd as guests found she was the
most comfortable of the elephants to ride. Her stable temperament and
gentleness made her the natural matriarch and she has always had a
steadying influence on the herd, particularly on the youngsters.

SIRHENI - Sirheni was one of the original ‘brat pack’ of six young elephant
orphans saved from a cull in the Kruger Park. Her name means ‘where
the old cows meet’ and Sirheni is a very doting and natural mother in
the Abu Herd; indeed she has all the necessary maternal attributes of
calmness, patience and a loving nature and is a great favourite among
the handlers. She gave birth to Raditlou Wantha, the first baby to be
born within Abu Camp. Poor little Raditlou was two months premature
and sadly died after just 13 days. Sirheni quickly mated with a wild bull
in the area and presented the camp first with Pula and then “baby Abu”
– both lively young bulls who have since been released into the wild.
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LORATO – Firstborn of the late Kitimetse, Lorato was born just a few days
short of Valentine’s Day, giving rise to her name, which is a derivation
of the word “love” in Setswana. Brimming with personality and a fast
learner, she quickly made friends in the herd, particularly with Naya
(since released into the wild), Paseka and Warona. She enjoys being the
‘big sister’ to all the youngsters.

PASEKA – Her name means “Easter” in Setswana and refers to the
time of year she joined the Abu Herd. Paseka was found in April 2009
abandoned by a wild herd in the Okavango after being attacked by
hyaenas. She took refuge in the generator room of Seba Camp, at which
point it was too late to “let nature take its course”, so she was taken to
Abu where her wounds were treated and Sirheni, who was lactating at
the time, duly adopted her.
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WARONA – Sirheni’s fourth calf was born on 17 December 2011 and
named Warona by the elephant handlers, which is a Setswana name
meaning ‘For Us.’ Originally she spent a lot of time with Cathy, walking
at the front of the herd, but as she grew older she began to mingle
more with the rest of the herd and the guests. Her “sisters,” Lorato and
Paseka, play with her and generally try to keep her out of trouble.

NALEDI – Born 27 November 2013 to Kitimetse, on an incredibly starry
night, hence her name, Naledi, which means “star” in Setswana. Sadly,
Kitimetse passed away in January 2014, and such a young calf being
orphaned so suddenly meant that immediate action had to be taken.
Initially, it was thought that Naledi could be nursed by either Sirheni or
Cathy, who were both lactating. However, neither of them was able
to provide enough milk for Naledi so the decision was made to move
Naledi to a safe and comfortable space away from the herd where her
elephant handlers could provide love, care and attention around the
clock as well as feeding her by bottle. Naledi’s older sister is Lorato.
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Despite the sustained success of elephant safaris, we have never lost sight of our original vision: To return
previously captive elephants to the wild. With the help of other conservation stakeholders, we are able to
achieve this – a unique aspect of the Abu elephant programme which not only sees elephants returned
to their natural habitat, but also provides invaluable research data which furthers our understanding of
the conservation needs and challenges of Africa’s most iconic species of megafauna. The reintroduced
elephants, along with the Abu herd, act as ambassadors for elephant conservation, adding their eloquent
voices to a compelling narrative that the world cannot afford to ignore.

ABU – Known at first to all as “Baby Abu”, Abu was Sirheni’s third baby
born in 2006. A firm favourite at the camp, this playful and energetic
young bull entertained guests with his efforts to keep up with the herd
and mimic their conduct during the rides. Abu was, of course, named
after the late and much lamented tusker, Abu (see below) after whom
the camp was named. As he grew older, he became known as “Young
Abu” and left the herd of his own accord in 2013.

GIKKA – Another of the original brat pack of Kruger Park orphans, Gikka
was named after her distinctive ‘folded’ ears. Before she gave birth to
Naya, she insisted on sharing duties with Sirheni in looking after Pula
when he was a baby, constantly making mud and sand baths for him
to play in. Gikka has a great love of water and her short tusks set very
close to her trunk enable her to perform amazing ‘acrobatic’ feats in
the lagoons and pools. Both Gikka and her calf Naya were successfully
released back into the wild in July 2011.
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NAYA – Gikka’s daughter, born in March, 2003, developed into a sweet-natured and very lovable young
elephant, who used to be inseparable from Pula, before the latter’s release. Naya, whose name means
“to give”, was a relatively delicate youngster and another camp favourite. She was released back into the
wild along with her mother Gikka in July 2011.

NANDIPA – Nandipa was the first of the Abu herd’s female elephants to be released. She was a Kruger
orphan and arrived in Botswana in 1990 with Mafunyane and Thando. She had an uneasy relationship
with Cathy, matriarch of the herd, preferring to spend as much time as she could with big Benny, the
floppy-eared giant. On her release she happily mixed with “the boys” and joined them in exploring the
Okavango. Since then, Nandipa has given birth to three calves including a strapping bull named Ntongine
and the latest youngster born in 2013. She is sometimes seen in the vicinity of the camp showing off her
family herd.

PULA – Born at Abu Camp in 2000 to Sirheni, Pula developed into a playful and captivating young bull.
His name means “rain” in Setswana, as his birth coincided with a massive and much-needed storm in the
Okavango. At birth, he measured 91 cm in height and it took him an hour before he took his first hesitant
steps. Pula was released in August 2008.

SEBA – As a young bull, Seba was rescued from a Kruger Park cull to star in the Walt Disney production,
Whispers, an elephant allegory that was filmed in and around Abu Camp. In fact, Seba means “whispers” in
Setswana. Always a mischievous and adventurous young elephant, Seba adapted quickly to his freedom
and roams far and wide, usually in the company of Thando.
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THANDO – “The lucky one” was another of the Kruger orphan bulls released with young Seba in 2003.
Thando, always independent of spirit, was a boisterous teenager, always ready to fight with males of
a similar age. He is very protective of Seba, however, and the pair is frequently seen together and has
travelled far from the home range. When young, he had distinctive reddish hair on his head and this can
still be seen when the sun shines on it.

MAFUNYANE – At the age of 14, Mafunyane became the first of the Abu Camp elephants to be released
back into the wild in February 2002 as part of the research project. Born in the Kruger Park in 1987,
Mafunyane was one of the original “brat pack” of Kruger orphans and joined the Elephant Back Safaris
operation at the start as a baby. The young bull regarded Abu as a father figure and from an early age
was given to trying to emulate the then-herd leader. When Abu died in December 2002, Mafunyane
kept a vigil over the remains of his mentor, chasing away hyaena and other predators. He still pauses to
pay his respects to Abu’s skull, now placed near the site of the nearby Seba Camp, whenever he passes.
Mafunyane took some time to adjust to his freedom and tended to stay in the vicinity of Abu Camp
before beginning to explore areas beyond his home range.
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ABU – The term ‘star quality’ is difficult to define even in humans but Randall Moore recognised it
immediately in the elephant he found in cramped quarters in a wildlife park at Grand Prairie, Texas, in 1987.
Moore was looking for a mature, well-tusked bull to take the elephant lead in the movie Circles in a Forest,
due to be filmed in South Africa’s Knysna Forest. The elephant’s name was Abu and Moore realised that
there was something special about him despite the poor conditions in which he was being kept, in the
mistaken belief that he was in musth and possibly dangerous. Soon Abu, well-scrubbed, well-behaved and
responsive to Moore’s ministrations, was on board a ship bound for South Africa – and stardom.
Abu’s ‘star quality’ shone through during the filming in the Knysna Forest. He played the part of Big Foot,
a giant tusker that looms out of the misty forest glades to terrorise a village. Abu readily learned a great
range of ‘behaviours’ needed for the film, including the ability to save the human star from drowning by
lifting him with tusks and trunk gently from a stream and depositing him on terra firma. He won immediate
acclaim for his role and was soon the star of one of the award-winning commercials for IBM as the older
elephant leading a baby on a long journey over dunes and rocky paths.
Abu won international recognition when he starred with Clint Eastwood in White Hunter, Black Heart ,
which included a scene in which the elephant charges the film star and tosses and ‘kills’ his black tracker.
The manner in which he seemed to understand immediately what was expected of him gained him the
honoured soubriquet “one-take Abu” in Hollywood as he tended to get it right in the very first take.
He went on to star in several feature films and numerous commercials, all enhancing his international
reputation. According to Moore, Abu revelled in making films and in learning often complicated manoeuvres
for the cameras. “He seemed to know he was going to be called on when the film crews arrived and
started unloading their equipment. He would immediately strike his best poses for the director, just like any
human star,” Moore recalled. “Abu loved playing the part of the roughest, toughest bull on the block when,
in fact, he was the gentlest and easiest animal to work with.”
Away from the cameras, Abu was just as special. As Elephant Back Safaris’ herd expanded, Abu took on the
role of father figure for the young elephants, encouraging them to play their part in the team and being
firm when errant behaviour called for it. “He was always ready and willing to help when problems arose
with the other elephants,” said Moore. “He was a very special elephant.”
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KITIMETSE – Kiti, as she was fondly called, was found abandoned
by a wild herd in the Okavango after being attacked by a crocodile
as a baby. She was taken to Abu Camp and her wounds treated,
before being given the name Kitimetse which means “I am lost” in
Setswana. She made a full recovery and she was slowly introduced
to the rest of the herd where she became fully accepted, forming
a close bond with Gikka and Sirheni. She was famous for her
“blowing kisses” and gentle demeanour and provided both
researchers and guests with important data on elephants and
the animal kingdom as a whole. She is known to have mated
with Mafunyane and, in early 2008 gave birth to Lorato. Shortly
after giving birth again in January 2014, she sadly passed away in
January 2014 due to health complications, but her legacy lives on
in Lorato and her last-born, Naledi.

BENNY – Benny was one of the original trio (with Abu and Cathy)
brought from America specifically to feature in the film Circles in a
Forest, which was shot on location in the Knysna Forest in South
Africa. Benny was born in the Kruger National Park in 1959 and
shipped to the US as a baby. He was found by Randall Moore in a
zoo at Fort Worth, Texas. A large, rather timid bull, Benny became
a firm favourite with many guests at Abu Camp. His floppy ear
added to his sad aspect and endeared him to all. In the Okavango,
Benny eventually learned to overcome his shyness of water and
in his old age took readily to his reintroduction into the wild.
Unfortunately, Benny died after sustaining severe wounds in a
fight with a wild elephant. He is remembered with great affection
by all at Abu Camp.

abu camp

abu camp remembers

MTHONDO MBOMVU – A stocky, magnificently proportioned bull with a broad head and splayed tusks,
Mthondo Mbomvu was born in Zimbabwe in 1975. As a young elephant he was transferred to the Pilanesberg
National Park in South Africa where he had a reputation as a rather troublesome animal, hanging about
with other youngsters and lacking the parental guidance and control that adolescent elephants require. He
joined the Abu Herd in 1993 where, under Abu’s firm guidance, he developed into a quiet and dependable
adult. Mthondo was reintroduced during the last quarter of 2009 and was closely monitored until he
ultimately passed away.
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