
PURISTS might frown at the 
number of  alien trees, but for 
those whose spirits soar when 
they see a towering tree of  any 
kind, Benvie Gardens, located 
in the Karkloof, KZN Midlands, 
beckon with green fingers.

In addition to the huge var-
iety of  trees from around the 
world, and banks of  colourful 

azaleas, the history of  the gar-
dens is also fascinating.

Back in 1882, a Scottish emi-
grant, John Geekie, arrived in 
this country. He brought with 
him a dream to establish a 
magnificent garden. So those 
who love horticulture and 
those who love birds, often 
doff  their gardener’s caps and 
binoculars to this man whose 
green fingers continue to bring 

joy. Many people think that 
the gardens are only open in 
azalea season, and while this is 
certainly the best time to visit 
– for that is when nature is a 
riot of  colour – time spent here 
in any season can be soothing. 
Even the drive from Howick, 
along the Karkloof  and York 
roads, meandering across the 
hills is special.

Geekie was a cabinetmaker 

by profession, so perhaps it 
is inevitable that a man who 
worked with wood should be 
drawn to trees. He started 
importing seedlings from 
around the world. Although 
sometimes their footing 
appears pretty precarious, 
several of  those trees are still 
standing today in the arbor-
etum. It is a rare sight in 
this country to gaze upon a 

mountain ash tree with a mas-
sive 6.8m circumference. What 
is also unusual is to see a tree 
growing out of  the base of  
another tree which has died. 
Using a host to establish a new 
growth in this way, is becoming 
less frequent, as Jenny Rob-
inson (Geekie’s great-grand-
daughter) said it took much 
longer for a tree to establish 
itself  in this fashion. 

Robinson and husband 
John are the modern-day cus-
todians of  this bit of  paradise. 
The family still continue the 
tradition of  furniture-making 
at Intingo Furniture, but they 
also farm. Many of  the wind-
ing paths, which cover some 
2km, are lined by azaleas, 
rhododendrons and mistbelt 
greenery. The visitor comes 
across ornamental lakes, 

interesting nooks and benches, 
and towering trees which no 
doubt could tell many a tale. Sit 
on the lawns and enjoy a pic-
nic lunch. As to birdwatchers, 
they can expect orange ground 
thrush, olive woodpecker, 
Chorister robin-chat, Knysna 
turaco, grey cuckooshrike, 
white-starred robin, and even 
the endangered Cape parrot. 
When the migrants arrive in 

early summer, the cuckoos 
are in force… so expect red-
chested, black, African emer-
ald, Klaas’s and Diederik 
cuckoo. You might spot forest 
buzzard drifting above the can-
opy or even the elusive narina 
trogon. Keep an eye open for 
waterfalls and pools. 

● Pensioners get dis-

counts on certain days. 

Call 033 502 9090.

SAKHILE Mathenjwa 
was a professional 
hunter, who laid aside 
his rifle to become a 

game guide. Now he is focusing 
on a community camp, Wildlife 
Spirit, which is geared to cher-
ishing the environment.

The camp, perched high 
above the Pongolapoort (Jozini) 
dam, has five rondawels in a 
stunning setting. 

Mathenjwa labours from 
dawn to dusk – building, paint-
ing, renovating, sorting out the 
electrics and plumbing – to get 
this little corner of  Africa fully 
operational.

He began his “green walk” 
when someone persuaded 
him conservation was a better 
option than hunting. 

“For a time I was a guide 
at Thanda Game Reserve in 
Zululand, before coming to run 
Wildlife Spirit,” he says.

Funding for Wildlife Spirit 
comes from an unusual source. 
Tessa and Robin Gerlach ori-
ginally made gin in London 
before moving to Hamburg, in 
Germany, where they bought a 
distillery and an apple orchard, 
and set up the Elephant Gin 
company. 

While visiting Thanda, the 
Gerlachs came in contact with 
Digs Pascoe, one of  the found-
ing members of  the Space for 
Elephants Foundation.

They were already sup-
porting two foundations, but 
wanted to add Space for Ele-
phants as a beneficiary. 

After discussions with Pas-
coe, it was agreed that they 
would plough 7.5% of  the prof-
its of  their artisan “Elephant 
Gin” into the Space for Ele-
phants Foundation, on the pro-
viso that it be used to support 
and educate communities such 
as the Wildlife Spirit Centre, 
as well as for conservation of  

the Pongolapoort Elephant  
population.

Pascoe’s partner, Heinz 
Kohrs, a vet practising in Pon-
gola, says: “Pascoe’s health 
meant he could not oversee the 
project and Mathenjwa stepped 
into the breach.” 

According to Kohrs, each 
bottle of  gin is named after an 
actual elephant.

Mathenjwa says the camp 
serves traditional fare like 
samp and beans, and ujeqe (a 
special Zululand/Tonga way of  
making bread by placing dough 
in a plastic bag and immersing 
it in boiling water).  

“We tell our visitors about 
elephants and wildlife,” says 
Mathenjwa. “We want to bring 
school children here so they 
can spread the conservation 
message around the Jozini 
area.”

During the Sunday Tri- 
bune’s sunset visit to the camp, 
one of  the local indunas, Bheki 

Sikhakhane, popped in to 
check out the vibe. He indi-
cated his approval of  what 
Wildlife Spirit was doing and 
said he would have a word with 
the local chief  to promote the 
project.

Mathenjwa, who clearly 
has many ideas, says they 
have been given a special 
press, which he will get up and 
running. “It will enable us to 
produce paper from elephant 
dung. 

“We also want to make spe-
cial presentation boxes from 
elephant dung to hold individ-
ual bottles of  gin,” he says. 

Meanwhile, he feels it would 
be ideal if  Wildlife Spirit could 
obtain a liquor licence. 

“Then visitors can drink the 
crafted gin, have a traditional 
meal, and enjoy the beauty of  
Africa at sunset,” he says. 

“We have to become self-suf-
ficient. We cannot expect the 
funding to go on forever.”
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Keeping the Wildlife Spirit alive
A rare funding opportunity has fuelled an innovative project  
that pairs gin and elephants at a Jozini community camp

Sakhile Mathenjwa is the driving force behind the Wildlife Spirit community camp. Right: The specially crafted Elephant Gin bottle

TODAY is World Elephant Day, 
which raises awareness of  con-
serving these majestic animals.

Elephants have many 
engaging features, their incred-
ibly dexterous trunks and 
memory abilities make them 
complex social animals.

But there is much less dis-
cussion of  their brains, even 
though such a large animal has 
a pretty big brain (about 5.4kg). 

Until recently very little 
was actually known about 
the elephant brain. That door 
was opened by the pioneer-
ing efforts of  neurobiologist 
Paul Manger at the Univer-
sity of  the Witwatersrand, who 
obtained permission in 2009 to 
extract and preserve the brains 
of  three African elephants 
scheduled to be culled. 

The research was conducted 
at Colorado College in 2009-2011 
in co-operation with Manger, 
Columbia University anthro-
pologist Chet Sherwood and 
neuroscientist Patrick Hof  of  
the Icahn School of  Medicine 
at Mount Sinai. 

The goal was to explore the 
shapes and size of  neurons in 
the elephant cortex. 

The cortex constitutes the 
thin, outer layer of  neurons 
(nerve cells) that cover the two 
cerebral hemispheres. The 
arrangement and morphol-
ogy of  neurons is relatively 

uniform across mammals – or 
so we thought after decades 
of  investigations. It found the 
morphology of  elephant cor-
tical neurons is different from 
anything we had ever observed 
before.

The process of  exploring 
neuronal morphology begins 
with staining brain tissue after 
it has been fixed (chemically 
preserved) for a period of  time.

In our laboratory, we use 
a technique called the Golgi 

stain, named after Italian biol-
ogist and Nobel Laureate Cam-
illo Golgi (1843-1926).

The Golgi stain impregnates 
only a small percentage of  
neurons, allowing individual 
cells to appear relatively iso-

lated with a clear background.
This reveals the dendrites, 

or branches, that constitute the 
receptive surface area of  these 
neurons. 

The dendrites allow the 
cell to receive and synthesise 

incoming information from 
other cells. Once we stain neur-
ons, we can trace them in three 
dimensions under the micro-
scope. Here are three major dif-
ferences that we found between 
cortical neurons in the ele-

phant and in other mammals.
First, the dominant cortical 

neuron in mammals is the pyr-
amidal neuron. 

These are also prominent in 
the elephant cortex, but they 
have a very different structure. 
Instead of  having a singular 
dendrite that comes off  the 
apex of  the cell (known as an 
apical dendrite), apical den-
drites in the elephant typically 
branch widely as they ascend 
to the surface of  the brain.

 Second, the elephant exhib-
its a wider variety of  cortical 
neurons than do other species. 
Some of  these, such as the flat-
tened pyramidal neuron, are 
not found in other mammals. 

One characteristic of  these 
neurons is that their dendrites 
extend laterally from the cell 
body over long distances.

Third, the overall length of  
pyramidal neuron dendrites in 
elephants is about the same as 
in humans. Human pyramidal 
neurons tend to have a large 
number of  shorter branches, 
whereas the elephant has a 
smaller number of  much 
longer branches.

In terms of  cognition, my 
colleagues and I believe that 
the integrative cortical cir-
cuitry in the elephant supports 
the idea that they are essen-
tially contemplative animals. 

Observations of  elephants 
in their natural habitat by 
researchers such as Dr Joyce 

Poole suggest that elephants 
are indeed thoughtful, curious 
and ponderous creatures.

Their large brains appear to 
provide the neural foundation 
of  the elephant’s sophisticated 
cognitive abilities, including 
social communication, tool 
construction and use, creative 
problem-solving, empathy and 
self-recognition, including 
theory of  mind.

The special morphology 
of  elephant cortical neurons 
reminds us that there is cer-
tainly more than one way to 
wire an intelligent brain.

* Jacobs received his PhD in 
Applied Linguistics at UCLA, 
where he worked with John 
Schumann and Arnold B Sche-
ibel. 

He has lived in Germany, 
Japan, and China. He became 
a member of  the Colorado Col-
lege Psychology Department in 
1993 and developed the neuro-
science major in 1996.

His research interests 
include language acquisition, 
non-human animal communi-
cation, cognitive neuroethol-
ogy and comparative neuro-
anatomy. 

Most recently, he has been 
conducting collaborative quan-
titative neuromorphological 
research on several more exotic 
species: elephants, humpback 
whale, giraffe, manatee and 
Siberian tiger. – The Conver-
sation

KZN nature lovers find Benvie Gardens an oasis of tranquillity
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An orange ground thrush is perched on a branch at Benvie Gardens, located in the Karkloof, KZN Midlands.  The birds and trees make the venue a garden of delight.

Elephants play in water at their outdoor enclosure of the Pairi Daiza animal park in Brugelette, Belgium, last month. The animals seek maximum freshness as the heatwave continues across 
Europe.   PICTURE: EPA


