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In his recent book The Secret Elephants, Gareth Patterson acknowledges that we  
have probably learnt more about elephants than any other large, wild-living  
mammal. And yet some of the discoveries he has made about the tuskers that still 
live in the wilderness surrounding South Africa’s popular holiday town of Knysna 
highlight the fact that there’s much more to learn. Tim Jackson caught up with  
Patterson to discuss some of his recent insights into these elusive beasts.

T E X T  BY  T I M  J AC K S O N



CHASING
tim jacksonphantoms



64 a f r i c a  g e o g r a p h i c  •  j u n e  2 0 1 0 65w w w. a f r i c a g e o g r a p h i c . c o m

If you were to ask me off the top of 
my head what the seaside town of 
Knysna is famous for I’d probably 
come up with beer, seahorses, oys-
ters and the Pink Loerie parade – 

Africa’s biggest, boldest and most 
colourful gay carnival. Oh, and its ele-
phants, which are unique. Not only are 
they the most southern of the conti-
nent’s elephants, but they are also the 
only unfenced population in South 
Africa. Official sources maintain that 
just one individual survives, prompting 
the population here to be described as 
‘functionally extinct’. For the rest of us, 
they are the stuff of myth and legend.

In the mid-1990s, in an attempt to 
boost a dwindling population, several 
young elephants were relocated from 
the Kruger National Park to the area. 
At the time it was thought (wrongly, as 
it turned out) that Knysna’s elephants 
were confined to the forest. Because 
these youngsters preferred feeding at 
the forest edges and in the adjacent 
mountain fynbos vegetation, it was 
assumed that they hadn’t adapted to 
the forest environment and they were 
removed five years later. 

In 2001 wildlife researcher and en vir-
onmentalist Gareth Patterson decided to 
take a closer look at the situation. What 
was originally a short voyage of discov-
ery has since turned into something of 
an odyssey, and Patterson has spent 
thousands of hours combing the forests 
and fynbos of Knysna, piecing together 
clues that are slowly revealing more 

about population numbers (there’s cer-
tainly more than one elephant) and 
behaviour. A decade later, the pull 
remains as strong as ever, and he can 
still be found wandering the trails in 
search of yet more insights. I was fortu-
nate to track him down and ask him 
about his adventures.

When people hear the name ‘Gareth 
Patterson’, I think it’s fair to say they 
associate it with your love of lions and, 
in particular, the work you did rehab-
ilitating George Adamson’s lions to the 
Tuli area of Botswana. So the obvious 
opener has to be: why elephants?
I’ve never really drawn a dividing line 
between lions and elephants. When I 
was working with George’s lions in 
Tuli, I was in an area renowned for its 
elephants. I came into contact with 
them almost every day and I simply 
had to learn about them – it’s safe to 
say that I managed to survive six full-
on charges. Then in 1999 I became 
occupied with the plight of 30 ele-
phant calves that had been snatched 
from Tuli, supposedly to reduce ele-
phant numbers [30 young elephants 
were separated from their families, sold 
and exported to a South African-based 
animal broker, with the intention of 
selling them on to various institutions 
across the world]. 

Actually, it was lions that drew me to 
the Knysna area in the first place – I 
was involved with some rescued lions 
that had been relocated to a private 

reserve close by. But I had always been 
intrigued by the Knysna elephants. As 
a teenager living in Malawi, I read Nick 
Carter’s book Elephants of Knysna and  
it just stuck in my mind. I never 
thought that I’d be walking in his foot-
steps all these years later.

The landscape around Knysna is so 
different from Tuli’s savanna wood-
lands. What were your thoughts as 
you stepped into the forest here?
Knysna was totally foreign to me as I 
was used to a dry Africa. Here there 
were no horizons and the trees made 
strange noises. At first I expected 
gnomes and fairies to jump out! It is 
an enchanted place. The great forest 
trees, I am sure, have souls. They pul-
sate with an invisible life and energy, 
and each tree is very much an indi- 
vidual. In the forest, I am amongst a 
crowd of living beings.

After walking around for a few days, 
I was left thinking, ‘Hang on, there are 
no signs of elephants here.’ So I was 
over the moon when I saw my first evi-
dence of them, particularly as it was 
the spoor of two individuals, aged 
about eight and 14 years. Against the 
backdrop of gloom and doom about 
the status of the population, here was 
confirmation that they had been 
breeding. There was a future for these 
animals – there is nothing sadder than 
a local elephant extinction. 

But I was left with a lot of unan-
swered questions. How, for instance, 

could the forestry people be certain 
there was only one elephant? That’s it? 
No-one shedding a tear? ‘Wait a min-
ute,’ I thought. ‘How are we going to 
deal with this – this really is a good-
news story.’ 

I later found the droppings of ele-
phants too, but it was only when I 
touched the bark of a tree that the ele-
phants had brushed against that these 
animals became real to me. When I 
touched that tree, the Knysna ele-
phants stepped out of the realm of 
rumours and old stories. 

But I had to wait until 2004 before  
I saw my first elephant. It was an extra-
ordinary experience that somehow 
marked the end of innocence of the 
study – the seemingly endless days of 
discovery, when I learnt about the ele-
phants from signs and interpretations 
in the forest and mountains.

You’re obviously sure there is more 
than one, but how many elephants do 
you think there are out there?
That’s the question everyone asks! Quite 
recently I’ve been involved in genetic 
work with Lori Eggert. She is an expert 
on forest elephants, which she is study-
ing in Central Africa. Lori uses genetic 
material from dung [the intestinal cells 
found in the droppings provide a sam-
ple] to try to calculate elephant num-
bers. Using the dung that I collected for 
her, we were able to deduce that there 
must be more than five female ele-
phants in the Knysna area. The results 
are not 100 per cent flawless and I’ve 
sent off more droppings now – I wish I 
could share the results with you, but we 
need to confirm them first. We do know 
that the elephants here are more genet-
ically diverse than the nearest popula-
tion at Addo Elephant National Park.

The best-known elephant is called 
The Matriarch. She was last seen in 
1999 and would be very old by now. 
There haven’t been any sightings of an 
old, old elephant since then. In my 
book, The Secret Elephants, I talk about 
the individuals a lot. The most obvious 
is one I call Strangefoot as she leaves a 
peculiar spoor. There’s a musth bull that 
I know of too, which must be between 

30 and 40 years old. And another 
whom Ian Whyte [former SANParks 
elephant expert] and Joyce Poole [doy-
enne of East African elephant research 
and co-founder of Elephant Voices] 
identified from a picture as a young 
bull. There’s young male I call The 
Youngster, plus several nameless 
females and some whose sex remains 
unknown. We know that some of these 
are males, but we haven’t yet identified 
them in the genetics work, so there 
must be more elephants wandering 
around than those five females. Judging 
from the dung I’ve found, there have 
also been at least two calves born since 
I arrived. So I’d say there must be about 
a dozen elephants moving around the 
area right now.

Even if there are a dozen or so ele-
phants in the Knysna area, surely it’s 
not a population that can be expected 
to thrive much longer. Aren’t there per-
haps better things you could be doing 
to help elephant conservation?
I’d have to disagree. It’s long been 
thought that these elephants only live 
in the forest here. But they are not re-
fugees, hiding in the trees. Admittedly, 
their access to the coastal plain is very 
limited because of human develop-
ment, but I’ve tracked them to within 
two kilometres of the N2 highway to 
the south. One of the most interesting 
things I’ve found is that they range 
through the fynbos vegetation as well, 
and seem to forage there as long as they 
are not disturbed. At three metres tall, 

We know how important [elephants] are in shaping the vege-
tation in savanna and forest systems, but we also need an 
understanding of how they may have influenced fynbos

ABOVE  A rare sighting indeed. 
SANParks’ scientist Hilton Herd has 
been fortunate to photograph Knysna’s 
elusive elephants on several occasions.
 
OPPOSITE  Gareth Patterson’s research 
is challenging long-held beliefs about 
the habits of the elephants in this area. 
His analysis of dung samples has 
revealed that they consume species  
of restio, the reed family commonly 
occurring in fynbos. The findings prove 
that the pachyderms are not confined 
exclusively to the forests, as was  
previously thought.
 
PAGE 63  Patterson rests in the dense 
forest. Next to him on a public pathway 
lies a trail marker, which he believes has 
been dented by elephants. Many of the 
signs in the forests around Knysna have 
received similar treatment.

BELOW  The elephants range within 
and beyond the eastern sector of the 
Garden Route National Park.
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the fynbos is really thick and it’s so 
easy to miss an elephant in that. 

Prior to the colonisation of the 
southern Cape, there were approxim-
ately 10 000 elephants in the area. We 
know how important the animals are 
in shaping the vegetation in savanna 
and forest systems, but we also need an 
understanding of the role they must 
have played in the southern Cape. It’s 
only now that we’re seeing how they 
may have influenced fynbos. 

One of the restio plants here – the 
species the elephants like to eat – is 
called olifantsriet [‘elephant’s reed’]. I 
don’t know whether the name is a 
coincidence, but I have found that 
they consume a lot of it. When I look 
at their dung, I can clearly see the 
spikelets of this restio. I contacted 
Peter Linder, probably the world’s lead-
ing restio specialist, and he was 
extremely surprised to hear about this. 
It was the first time he had heard of 
any large mammal, even elephants, 
eating these plants. 

How the reeds are dispersed remains 
something of a mystery, though. Could 
it be that elephants used to be one of 
their main dispersers, like they are for 
fruits in some tropical forests? The 
answer lies with this small population. 

Finally, can you tell me about the 
‘magic mushrooms’ that the Knysna 
elephants supposedly feed on? 
Well they’re not magic mushrooms for a 
start! But yes, the diet of these elephants 
has been one of the most valuable 
aspects of my investigation. I was very 
surprised to discover that about one in 
every two samples of elephant dung had 
a type of fungus in it. It took me a while 
to figure it out, but eventually I isolated 
it as Ganoderma, which grows on dead 
or dying ironwood trees in the forest. 
What is really interesting is that the ele-
phants use this mushroom over and 
above their day-to-day diet. 

Research into animal self-medication 
is barely a decade old, but the regular 
and consistent use of this medicinal 
mushroom by the Knysna elephants 
strongly suggests that it may be eaten 
for health reasons. In fact, it’s the first 
time that anyone has recorded that 
elephants consume this fungus.

Ganoderma is taken as an infusion by 
people throughout the world as a medi-
cine or tonic. Here in Knysna, local 
people – particularly those who live 
and work in and around the forest – 
boil elephant droppings in water, then 
strain off the liquid and drink it like a 
tea to detoxify the body and boost 
health. Now we know that it’s probably 
the Ganoderma in the dung that gives it 
its medicinal properties. The bottom 
line is that we can learn from the ways 
that animals look after their health. It 
is a poignant illustration of why we 
desperately need to protect wildlife and 
the remaining wild places.

Read  The Secret Elephants: The Rediscovery of the World’s Most Southerly Elephants  
by Gareth Patterson (Penguin Global, 2009). www.penguinbooks.co.za
Watch  The Search for the Knysna Elephants (NHU AFRICA). www.nhuafrica.com/dvd.html
Walk  ‘The Secret Elephants Forest Experience’. Four times a month, Gareth Patterson  
leads a maximum of 10 people into the forest. The three- to four-hour walk introduces them 
to the world of the Knysna elephants. For details and bookings contact Rozanne Savory on 
tel. +27 (0)44 386 0100 or cell +27 (0)83 408 9114, e-mail rozannesavory@telkomsa.net  
or go to www.garethpatterson.com

WIN     Africa Geographic and Penguin Books have a copy of The Secret Elephants to 
give away. Simply e-mail your name and contact details to sarah@africageographic.com with 

‘Secret Elephant Giveaway’ in the subject line before 30 June 2010, and this fascinating book could be yours.

THE SEARCH FOR THEKNYSNA ELEPHANTS



ABOVE  Patterson examines the spikelets 
of a restio. The life cycle of these plants is 
something of an enigma, but it is possible 
that elephants once played a role in their 
dispersal.
 
TOP  Hanging out in fynbos doesn’t make 
the elephants any easier to see. Its density 
provides ample refuge for the shy giants.
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