
ELEPHANT WARNING SIGNS: 

1. Rocking of the foot (swings one of the feet up and down) often associated with kicking up dust. 

PS: Not when he’s doing it to re-root vegetation or feeding. 

2. HOLDS (prolonged) his/her ears out (remember elephants control their temperature by 

FLAPPING the ears.) This is different; the animal holds them out longer than a flap… This is to 

show you how big he/she is… A warning of its size… 

3. Shaking of the head. Normally just one or two shakes and then moves off. 

4. Tail being held out at 90 % (stiff tail) 

5. Trumpeting  

OFTEN MANY OR ALL OF THESE SIGNS CAN BE SEEN IN ONE SIGHTING, BY ONE ELLIE IN A MINUTE OR 

TWO… SOMETIMES FOLLOWED BY WHAT IS KNOWN AS A ‘MOCK’ CHARGE. 

I’ll chat about that at the end. 

Those are the basic signs to be aware of. This is simply his or her way of letting you know that they are 

uncomfortable. Sometimes it’s because of another ellie or a lion encounter or simply a ‘tiff’ with another 

ellie (most likely). The alternative is that your presence is causing it. Either way… if these signs are being 

shown, respect and awareness is important. 

IF these signs are shown by a    ……………… it is advised that the following is done: 

 

Female elephant cow: If you have space to move back, do so quietly and calmly. Start your car, don’t rev 

it and panic, simply SLOWLY move backwards and out of the sighting, reposition if possible further away 

and enjoy the sighting. She just wants you to give her room or she feels you are too close to her young. 

NEVER get between a mother and a small calf. She will get upset! 

Bull Elephant:  These are normally the big boys that move on their own or in small bachelor herds. If 

they are just walking past or grazing or with a family for a visit, the same applies. If they are having a bit 

of a tussle with one another, rather stay a bit further away, just to be safe, but same applies. Again, if 

they suddenly turn and move towards you, but show no signs of irritation or warning signs. Stay where 

you are, they are coming into your comfort zone, not Vice Versa. Only if the signs are shown should you 

move. If they are walking down the road (any elephant) simply move to the side of the road and stop 

and turn off engine. If there is space for them, they will use it. Don’t block their path. 

Bull elephant in musth 

Musth: is a periodic condition in bull elephants, characterized by highly aggressive behavior, 

accompanied by a large rise in reproductive hormones – testosterone levels in an elephant in musth can 

be as much as 60 times greater than in the same elephant at other times. Rather keep your distance, if 



you cannot avoid a close encounter.  Give as much space as possible BEFORE he gets too close and turn 

off engine and sit still and enjoy the experience.  

Young Bull elephants and young females  (small enough to be teens but big enough to think they can 

take you on) 

These guys/girls are the most energetic and quizzy… Often the ones that ‘mock’ charge or go to the 

point of touching the vehicle. The same ‘rules’ apply, but standing your ground and just letting them do 

their thing is the best option here. If they’re very close and you feel uncomfortable, a loud clap, usually 

will put them off, don’t continue to clap just one or two should do… If not Start the engine and without 

revving up and down, just slowly raise the revs, if he has stopped but close, just wait till he moves off.  

3 zones are taught in our courses: the fright, flight, and fight zone (this applies to most animals) 

Picture 3 circles around the animal from above(birds’ eye view) like a target in archery…  yellow, orange, 

red…. 

NEVER ride towards elephants, personal space is VERY important!  If they show no signs of being 

irritated and move towards you, that is fine… If they come right up to you, but still show none of the 

warning signs. Just enjoy the sighting 

1. 

If you approach an animal, and it continues to do what it was doing, you are merely a part of the 

surroundings…. Next you will enter the Fright Zone (yellow) – The animal now stops what it was doing 

and is affected in some way by your presence (you have its attention) 

2. 

If you continue your approach, you will enter the Flight zone (orange) The animal in most scenario’s will 

run away/ flee/ take ‘FLIGHT’  - Ellies don’t normally do this, this is the stage / zone you will get your 

warning signs… 

3. 

If you’re stupid enough to continue your approach or ignore the warnings.. You will be in the animals 

FIGHT zone. Not a good place to be… RED ZONE!  Usually followed by a full charge and certain contact, 

injury or death… 

 

MOCK CHARGES AND REAL CHARGES 

If your vehicle is stationary and switched off, and you become unexpectedly surrounded by peaceful 

elephants, don’t panic. Don’t even start the engine, as that would startle them. Just sit there and enjoy 

it; there’s no real cause for concern. Only when they’ve passed and are a distance away should you start 



up. When you do start – never start and move off simultaneously, this will be interpreted as the vehicle 

being very aggressive. Instead start up quietly, wait a little, and then move. 

MOCK CHARGE 

More often a situation occurs when one from the herd will be upset with you. In that case you’ve 

approached too closely. Then an annoyed elephant will usually first mock charge. This usually first 

involves a lot of ear flapping, head shaking and loud trumpeting – mock charges are often preceded by 

‘displacement activities’, and the animals often show uncertainty about charging. The ellie then runs 

towards you with ears spread out, head held high, and trumpeting loudly. This is terrifying, especially if 

you’re not used to it. But be impressed, not surprised. However terrifying, if you stand your ground then 

almost all such encounters will end with the elephant stopping in its tracks. It will then move away at an 

angle, with its head held high and turned, it’s back arched, its tail raised, and the occasional head-shake. 

Often you’ll find the ‘teenagers’ of the herd doing this – testing you and showing off a bit. 

However, if you flee or back off rapidly during such a mock charge, the elephant will probably chase 

your vehicle, perhaps turning a mock charge into a full charge.  An elephant can move at 40 kph.  In the 

bush, that’s pretty fast, even for your vehicle. 

As a fairly desperate measure, not normally needed, if the elephant is really getting too close, then 

increasing the revs of your engine – commensurate with the threat, will encourage the animal to stop 

and back down. Don’t beep your horn/hooter, don’t rev up and down, but do steadily press your 

accelerator further down as the elephant gets closer. 

REAL CHARGE 

If you are really unfortunate, you could come across an upset or traumatized animal, or one that really 

perceives you as a threat and that makes a full charge. This is rare – expected only from injured 

elephants, cows protecting calves, males in musth and the like. Then the individual will fold its ears back, 

put its head down, tucks the trunk away under the chin (to avoid hurting itself when it makes contact!!!! 

and runs full speed at your vehicle. They will generally be quite too, not trumpeting! If this occurs, then 

your only option is to drive as fast as you can.  This is why we noted earlier that when parking to 

observe, you should be prepared for a ‘one point turn’. If you can’t get away, simply put, you are in deep 

trouble.  I guess the option is to try revving, as above, matching its threat with your engine’s noise – but 

you better also put on those seat belts because your vehicle is in for a really rough collision. 

 

INFO TAKEN FROM MY FGASA TRAINING BOOKS AND SOME EXPERIENCE IN THE GUIDING INDUSTRY- 

TRIED TO EXPLAIN AS SIMPLY AND CLEARLY AS POSSIBLE. HOPE IT HELPS, 

 

HAPPY SNAPPING AND ENJOY THESE SPECIAL ANIMALS!  IF THERE IS ONE WORD TO REMEMBER, IT’S 

RESPECT.  



ONE QUICK STORY OF MY OWN: 

ONE DAY, I REMEMBER SITTING AND WATCHING A SMALL HERD CROSSING A RIVER AT A PRIVATE 

RESERVE I WORKED AT. I HAD ONLY BEEN GUIDING FOR A YEAR AND WAS JUST GETTING RELAXED 

AROUND THE FAMILY HERD AND HAD ESTABLISHED A RELATIONSHIP WITH THEM OVER THE YEAR. 

 I DECIDED TO APPROACH THE BANK TO GET A PHOTO OF THE LAST FEMALE WHO WAS HELPING HER 

YOUNGSTER (WEEKS OLD) CROSS THE RIVER. WITHOUT WARNING SHE TURNED, PINNED HER EARS 

BACK,WAS DEAD QUITE AND RAN/WADED/SWAM BACK TOWARDS ME, KNOWING SHE WASN’T 

PLAYING AROUND (NO WARNING SIGNS, SHOWING FULL CHARGE SIGNS - I PUT MY CAMERA DOWN AS 

FAST AS I COULD, REVERSED MY LANDY INTO THE BUSHES BEHIND ME (stabbing a few guests at the 

back with acacia trees) and was JUST able to drive and turn (as it was a dead end / river crossing) AND 

got away in time… The guests laughed and were excited as most never new quite how serious it was. 

What I did wrong:  

1.went from the fright zone , into the fight zone (a protective mother and a river crossing with a stressed 

baby swimming/struggling to cross the river, maybe even for the first time) 

2.I did not have an escape route, where I could just drive away (first had to reverse and turn) 

3.BIGGEST MISTAKE: I didn’t show her respect! I wanted the shot (us photogs can learn from this) 

I CRAPPED MYSELF!! VOWED TO ALWAYS REMAIN RESPECTFUL AND THE SHOT IS NOT WORTH IT AT THE 

EXPENSE OF THE ANIMAL OR YOUR SAFETY!!!  

I TREASURE THAT LAST SHOT I GOT, BEFORE PUTTING THE CAMERA DOWN. NOT BECAUSE IT’S A COOL 

SHOT, BUT BECAUSE OF THE REMINDER…. (PHOTO: big female cow in the river coming towards me ears 

pinned back, neck extended, baby by her side) 

Ps: I didn’t know it at the time, but an experienced ex ranger was one of the guests in my vehicle.. He 

said nothing until his departure 2 days later, he pulled me aside just before he departed and calmly with 

a grin asked how many years I had been guiding, I told him a year or so… He said, “I was a ranger for 

many, many years and I’m glad you were able to get away in time on that Ellie sighting, that old girl 

wasn’t going to stop” and then he smiled and left… 

He said it in such a way, that I knew what he meant – You were lucky, that was serious and hope you 

learnt from that experience… I SURE DID! 

PSS: Also shows, sometimes they skip the warning part and it can turn ugly quickly. WILD ANIMALS ARE 

UNPREDICTABLE AND A FORCE TO BE RECONED WITH. 

 

REGARDS 

CATFISH ;) 


