Chapter 4

A COUNTERPOINT
IN AFRICA

[MAGES OF ELEPHANTS PERMEATE GLOBAL POPULAR
and consumer culture in the twenty-first century, turning up not
just in nature documentaries but also in advertising, company
logos, children’s books, cartoons, and all manner of decorated con-
sumer goods. Almost always this popular, globally commercialized
image is of an African elephant, not an Asian one.

There are an array of aesthetic explanations for this tendency.
The African elephant is taller—or at least the savanna subspecies
is; the African forest elephant of the Congo is relatively small.!
The concave slope of the African elephant’s back and the slightly
more upright angle at which it carries its head lend the species a
kind of grandeur and stateliness that some may find lacking in the
Asian species. The African elephant’s ears are huge and splendid
while the Asian elephant’s are rather small. Many graphic designers
Surely appreciate how the African elephant’s forehead rises seam-
lessly from the line of its trunk. The Asian elephant’s forehead, by
c?ntraSt: Juts upward into a bumpy, domelike protrusion. Both spe-
15, of course, are beautiful and majestic in their own right, and
:;:l;l: t‘;:an)’ -artists have found ways of conch.ing t:e' :;gz;ﬁi:
ey be A.S_lan elephant. But visually comparing t eA it

| ¥ side, it’s not difficult to discern why many mo
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94 GIANTS OF THE MONSOON FOREST

illustrators, designers, and iconographers have been drawp (0 th,

African species.
African elephants exist almost entirely in the wild, Wheregg ,

quarter to a third of Asian elephants are working animals, Mogy
with mahouts. Thus while Polo Ralph Lauren’s logo shows a horg
with a rider, Banana Republic’s shows an African elephant, whe
like virtually all African elephants is riderless. The mahoyt would
be a better-known figure to the world if Asia’s long—standing cul-
tures of elephant domestication and mahoutship were mirroreq in
Africa. Why aren’t they?

Understanding the divergence in the two species’ experiences
with humans requires a look at human attempts at domesticating
both African and Asian elephants over the past several thousand
years. This story takes us far beyond Southeast Asia and India,
to the Mediterranean world in classical times, including much of
North Africa, Southwest Asia, and southern Europe. In turn, by
looking at how efforts at domesticating African elephants succeeded
briefly in this Mediterranean and African zone but did not endure,
we can throw into sharper relief the complex and unique dynamic
that emerged between humans and elephants in South and South-

east Asia, and that continues to shape the Asian species to this day.

THERE ARE ROUGHLY ten times as many African elephantso"
the planet today as there are Asian elephants.? But unlike in Asia,
elephant domestication in Africa has never been widespread- "
thermore, while the history of elephant domestication in Asi3 has
b'een continuous over the past three millennia, in Africa the pr&°
tice has occurred only in fits and starts. It is possible t0 misa’)n'
strue the contrast as evidence that Asia’s long-standing tradinm:
of capturing wild elephants has caused that continent’s eleph?”

; s
opu ; . erst
Population collapse, Byt comparing the histories of Asian v
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Jephants OVer the past several millennia reveals a more

African €
complicated
The earliest
the archaeologic

n, civilization,
owing an elephant with a cloth, or pannier, draped across

he imagery strongly indicates that the Indus Valley civ-

iliar with taming elephants.® Scholars disagree

picture.
evidence of elephant domestication appears in

al record of the ancient Indus Valley, or Harap-

pa whose excavated legacy has left us several stone
seals sh
its back. T
lization was fam
Jbout whether to date ele
10 the second millennium B.C. or even
be settled here. A more pertinent question, perhaps—though the

phant domestication in the Indus Valley
earlier, a debate that won’t

gical record gives us no means to answer it—is just who
mestication. Did the inhabitants of the Indus
ves, or did they learn it from a

befriending forest

archaeolo
invented elephant do
Valley civilization invent it themsel
: neatby culture that was perhaps more adept at
? animals than at stone-carving?

Whatever the case, by the first millennium B.C., elephant domes-
tication was widespread throughout the Indian subcontinent. Pow-

erful kings and princes demanded elephants as beasts of combat for

thej ' -
l ir armies, Elephants were also employed for nonviolent tasks,

and so on. But the

r like logging, transport, marching in parades,
u'se of' elephants for military combat appears to have been espe-
:;11,): ;:ﬁzrtam .during FhiS epoch. A kind of war elephant “arms
forest Presegr ancient Indian kings motivated many to institute royal
that g steqq ves, where agricultural development was bann‘e'd, )
Ome haye [:’r:.upply of elephants could be caught for the military.
Serve the Spec‘p O’SQd that these royal preserves even helped to con-

ies’ numbers.* The idea is intriguing but somewhat

unlil(e]
Yie
Yen when ancient kings fastidiously protected elephant

Orests .

) thelr . . -

Scale and Wltimate ajm was to capture elephants at a massive
Mmar, ‘ i

lJIOOdyb ch them toward death: either immediate death in

attle

or ; . .

» OF genetic death in the military’s elephant corrals,
y p
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96 GIANTS OF THE MONSOON FOREST

where they were unlikely to mate. The forest-based €Conomjc actiy
ities in which the elephants were engaged—that is, in logging o ir;
cross-forest transportation—would have placed domesticateg .
phants in a far better position to reproduce.

An African tradition of elephant domestication shoys W i

le.

ancient records too. At Meroe, along the Nile River in present-day
Sudan, a civilization that historians refer to as the Meroites (o some-
times the Kushites) appears to have had an elephant—domesticating
culture as early as 400 B.C. A stone relief excavated from
Meroite temple site Musawwarat-es-Sofra shows a king riding an
elephant, with an attendant kneeling for them and holding the ele-
phant’s trunk. The excavations here indicate that the complex had
a large enclosure, possibly a corral for the domestic elephants.’
Little is known about the Meroites; and nothing about how their
tradition of domesticating elephants came about. Meroe was a
major metalworking center in the ancient North African world—
one archaeologist has whimsically dubbed it the “Birmingham
of Africa,” after the metalworking city of the English Industrial
Revolution.® As a center for metal crafts, Meroe had significant
trade networks extending in all directions, including eastward ©
Yemen and the Arabian Sea. Since Indian trade also extended t.o
Yemen, it’s plausible that the Meroites learned of elephant domestt
cation through contact with Indian merchants. Of course, [ndis™
had been domesticating a different species—the Elephas genus:
which the Asian elephant is the only surviving member, Pl ffo'i
the African elephant’s Loxodontg genus millions of years ago/b‘
there’s no reasop this modern, Linnaean sort of distinction WOL: 8
have prevented the Meroites from trying to do in their 0% ba

ard w ' ' ’
.y . hat thejr tradesmen informed them the Indians gl
In theirs.” Thae said, it’s e
vated

r

! Sjnﬂo
qually plausible that the Meroi® of

their _ _ ently
own |oca] domestication methods, mdepend

their trade contacts
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The Meroites’ use of elephants seems to have been an isolated
phenomenon in Africa for another cet?tury. Of course', we can’t
discount the possibility that a culture in southern Africa domes-
icated elephants during this period but never left a stone record
of it. Training the sub-Saharan African elephant as a work animal
would have been especially practical and useful. Other large her-
bivorous mammals in southern Africa (giraffes, zebras, gazelles,
and so forth) are far more difficult to domesticate than African ele-
phants. Nor could horses or cattle easily have been brought from
northern to southern Africa. A biting insect called the tsetse fly is
widespread in tropical southern Africa and carries a parasite called
the nagana pest, which is especially toxic for most work animal
species originating from Eurasia—but not to African elephants. In
the historical record, though, it’s only at Meroe in Sudan, and not
insouthern Africa, that we find hard evidence of elephant domesti-

cation in Africa during this time.

This isolation had changed dramatically by the third century
B.C. What changed durin

_ g the intervening years was the incredi-
ble Influence, thyey,

ghout the Mediterranean world (which included

N .
orth Africa), of the Hellenic Macedonian king Alexander (pop-

I
Ularly known as Alexander the Great
the Balkap Pen

323 B.C. Alex

“Mpire Proved

Owp brief but
0 the Upper r
Phay,

), who conquered lands from
insula to the Indus River Valley between 336 and

) . .
ander’s experience at the easternmost reach of his

decisive ip launching Europe and North Africa’s
often SPectacular “war elephant” era. In 326 B.C,,

. leaches of the Indus, Alexander was impressed by the
v
dey haq Aty of the ¢nemy Indian king Porus

Seen try;
Mostly . ned elephang before,

fangp
M toagy g PR carrying

ible im rege: Ut Porygg terri
: $810

i n

n deEr On th

el

(or Puru). Alexan-
in Persia, but they had been
supplies or hauling wagons
tying elephant cavalry made an indel-
¢ Greek soldiers at the battle of the Hydaspes,

Ay Pun; s
Mab. This i, turn shaped Alexandet’s subsequent
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98 GIANTS OF THE MONSOON FOREST

military thinking, as well as that of his generals, especially }q leag
general Seleucus, whose infantry had borne the main brunt of the

Indian elephants’ attack.’
The tactical strength of Porus’s war elephants lay partly i, s,

ability to carry several soldiers at once, who could fire Arrows ip
multiple directions. More importantly, though, the elephang Were
incredibly effective as a first line of attack, sweeping aside the Hel.
lenes’ defenses with their great tusks and powerful trunks, then
stomping and kicking stunned infantrymen, while even the beg;.
trained horses scattered in fright. Alexander’s forces ultimarely
prevailed in the battle, but his and Seleucus’s immediate thought
was to gain elephants of their own as tribute, along with these ele.
phants’ Indian mahouts, who could teach the Hellenic soldiers the
art of mahoutship.”” The Alexandrian forces would send the ele-
phants and mahouts westward, as a new weapon of war to wreak
havoc upon enemy armies around the Mediterranean.
Alexander died only a few years after this battle, but many of
the post-Alexandrian Hellenic successor states, inspired by Alex-
ander’s experience, built up armies with large elephant cavalries.
The general Seleucus gained control of the largest of these succes-
sor states, the Seleucid Empire, in which elephants played a crucial
role as pack animals, both in military and civilian life.!" The Selew
cids, as the rulers of this empire came to be called, had an ecolog
ical advantage over the other post-Alexandrian successor states
acquiting elephants, becayse during this time the natural habifa" o

the Asian elephant stj]] extended across Persia into Mesopotami*™
both fully within the Seleucid domain.!2

f
Nonethdess’ the Hellenic states cut off from a natural SUPPIY?
Asian elephants could still " nd thelf

trade for them or seize them (
attendants)

the sma]] H
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ce on the Ionian Sea, far from

was ]OCa
an elephant’s na
Pyrrhus and his generals used their elephants

n southern Italy in 280 B.C. and wresting

‘ the AS!

Mediterranean,

to great effect, marching o
theisland of Sicily from the Carthaginian Empire in 277 B.C.13

After their defeat, Carthaginian leaders built elephant cavalries
of their own. They had some elephants shipped from the east, but
had its own local supply of elephants: African pachy-

eral

the city also
the foothills of the nearby Atlas Mountains, in modern-

whose river valleys in classical times were
ants of North

derms in
; day Tunisia and Algeria,
wetter and greener than they are today. These eleph

Africa looked somewhat different from the large savanna elephants

o the south, though they were of the same species. The North Afri-

can elephants were smaller—a bit smaller, even, than many Asian

elephants. But they were still physically imposing and seemed
promising as combat animals.

The Carthaginians hired the Numidians, a tribal group from the
Atlases, to catch and tame the local elephants. Carthage’s elephant

cavalry became a mixture of Asian and African elephants." The

el .
ephant tamers and mahouts were also a mixed lot, composed of

bo : e : _ o
hth Indians and Numidians. Despite the tamers’ mixed origins,
t 0 . . b
X ugh, Carthaginians referred to mahouts as “Indians '—a word
that, i : .

» In the context of elephant culture in the classical Mediterra-

hean w .
orld, came to refer to a profession (mahoutship) rather than

: = ::;:p; f:]C.)m the landmass of India.”

: and Afric, eir:erfa.nean geographers at this time o

lang bridgf: ouagblnmg them as connected at their extremitics by a

Surely an inly ; eyond the Indian Ocean. The Indian Oce'an was

could Jng;, a: d Sea’_ these geographers Supposed——other.WISe how

k "aphers_ Who e Africa both have elephants? Other classical geog-
1t more credence to the tales of sailors, disputed the

theg,
Y. By
" the proposed Indo-African “land bridge” would show

conflated India
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100 GIANTS OF THE MONSOON FOREST

up on some European world maps as late as the medieval era, gye,
a thousand years after Carthage first mixed Indian with Afric,,
mahouts, which had contributed to the original misperceptiop
Only in the fifteenth century, when Vasco da Gama reached Indj,
from the Atlantic, were Western geographers satisfied, once and for
all, that the hypothetical land bridge did not exist."

Carthage was not the only North African power to train Afri-
can elephants for war during the third century B.C. Egypt, which
had become another Hellenic successor state, ruled by a royal line
called the Ptolemies, clashed with the Seleucids over control of the
Levant, the far eastern Mediterranean coast. Wishing to build an
elephant cavalry of their own to compete with the sophisticated ele-
phant divisions of the Seleucids, the Greek-speaking kings of Egypt
established elephant-hunting ports along the so-called Troglodyte
(or “cave-dweller”) coast, today’s Sudanese and Eritrean shore
of the Red Sea. The largest of these hunting ports was Ptolemais
Theron (Ptolemy of the Hunts)."

This area was outside the Ptolemies’ sphere of direct influence,
and handsome sums had to be paid to local elephant hunting tribes
(referred to in records as “Troglodytes” and «Blemmyes”) to ¢aP"
ture elephants alive rather than kill them for ivory and meat. The
captured African elephants were taken by specially designed ships
up the Red Sea coast and then by canal across the desert to Memph
on the Nile, the Ptolemies’ major city. (Eventually the canal 10U
was deemed impractical, and the elephants were marched OVerland
instead.)'® Here they were trained for warfare. The prolemics e

phant specialists seem to have been a mix of Indians and Mero
Possibly some of the Troglodyte elephant catchers came into Egﬂz
?:r:::ls: ;Zpi)jcrc:ne war mahouts. The Ptolemai‘C elep};:lgf ;]fhc
modern site o)f’ thee:néwas 3 t N 2.17 .d 73 Af
aza Strip. The Egyptian Prolemi€s ha This
can elephants; the Persian Seleucids had 102 Asian elephaf‘ts'

jtes:
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was, evidently, the only battle in history where African and Asian

combat elephants Were made to fight each other. Records of the

battle assert that the Asian elephants, who were larger and better
traine

else W
By this point in the third century B.C., Mediterranean mili-

d, thoroughly outperformed the African elephants. But much

as going on in the battle, and the Ptolemies won the day.”

tary strategists were beginning to realize that Alexander and his

successors may have overestimated the effectiveness of elephants

in combat, and that the subsequent arms race in elephants, which
had mobilized thousands of elephants, both African and Asian,
away from their natural habitats and toward the Mediterranean,
had been irrational. Combat elephants were most effective against
armies that had no prior experience with them. Porus had deployed
his elephant cavalry against Alexander with notable success, just
as Pyrrhus of Epirus and his elephants had taken the Romans and
Carthaginians by surprise during his campaigns in southern Italy
and Sicily.

But Roman generals adjusted their field tactics in anticipation
of further elephant-based frontline attacks. They realized that war
elephants, though very fast when charging, lacked a horse cavalry’s
ability to change direction quickly, to avoid oncoming Spears and
atrows, In the forests of India, this disadvantage might be offset
by the paucity of large open spaces needed to fire a projectile at al
clephant from a safe distance, but the Mediterranean was drier and
more sparsely vegetated. The Roman generals divided their oWD
defensive fron¢ lines into comblike formations 0 that charging ele-

Phans could be easily enveloped and speared from the side. The

strategy proved effective.2

ingT:Z:Zlc ient Mediterranean world’s most .

ian Ieaderephants was the ambitious camp.al
Hannibal Barca against Rome 11 218

army
m .
arched with thirey-seven war elephants from 5

famous episode involv-
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102 GIANTS OF THE MONSOON FOREST

France, across the high, white-peaked European Alps (though iy,
unclear through exactly which pass they crossed), and ing, the Ita].
ian Peninsula. The elephants seem to have been a mix of Asian apg
African. Hannibal’s personal elephant was named Surys, S0me.
times translated as “the Syrian,” so was likely an Asian elephant 2

The march looms large in Western memory, the stuff of epic
narrative and stirring paintings—and yet one senses in accounts
of the failed campaign the limits of the Carthaginian military cop.
manders’ elephant knowledge. For instance, when passing through
France (Gaul, as it was known then), Hannibal’s elephants were
unable to ford the Rhone River—a far gentler stream than the
Sissiri during monsoon season. The soldiers had to build a small
fleet of rafts to ferry them across. Why couldn’t the elephants do it
themselves? Likely because these elephants had spent most or all of
their lives in arid parts of the Iberian Peninsula or North Africa and
so had little experience swimming.??

Nor would the Carthaginian commanders have known that
elephants, if raised and trained near a proper river, could develop
incredible swimming and fording abilities—more useful, even, than
their abilities during combat. The value of elephants for logistics,
rather than for combat, does not appear to have dawned on an o
the North African or European military strategists of this era—"
oversight that surely stemmed from Alexander having ignored i
transport elephants he encountered in Persia a century carlet” 5

From the second century B.C. onward, the use of war elephﬂﬂge
in the Mediterranean world declined, all but disappearin® by: (0
first century A.D. Part of the explanation for the declin® QPI_)e:l[o.
be geopolitical: the triumph of the Romans, ruling from e Jiet”
pean seat of power, and the defeat of the other ambitio"® Meanges
ranean powers to the south and east, closer to the naturd! !

; w
of African and Asian elephants. The Romans did employ

he Bt

phantsina variety of military campaigns throughout f
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continents from Greece and Macedonia to Iberia and i
aul. But

(hey never invested as heavily in the development of large-scal
e-scale ele-

phant cavalries as had Carthage and most of the Greek-speak
-speaking

0 ers—rivals whom the Romans ultimately vanquished.

P
An even more iMportant reason for the decline of the Medi
editer-

ranean combat elephant was that the natural ranges of both Asi
sian

ond African clephants rapidly contracted during this period. In

the late classical era, Asian elephants retreated eastward, and the
b

African ones
outhwest Asia and the North African coast, but also from places as

moved south. The animals disappeared not just from

far south as Meroe. Wild elephants adjacent to the Mediterranean
sphere may have been overcaptured and overhunted by humans,
but the more decisive factor in this spatial retreat was that North
Africa and the Middle East both became hotter and drier over the
the late classical period, as the Saharan and Arabian des-
on what had formerly been verdant grassland.”

n elephant fades from historical view

course of
erts encroached up

The domesticated Africa
In the region along the Red Sea

d their elephant ports, a
ed Axum, located in

ds attest to the

until modern times—or nearly so.
coast where the Ptolemies had establishe
kingdom arose during the first millennium call
modern-day Ethiopia and Eritrea. Numerous recor

Axumites’ use of domesticated elephants hundreds of
anquished in the Mediterranean
pt. In

years after

the last elephant cavalry had been v
region, and the last Ptolemy was depose
A.D. 533 the Byzantine emperor Justinian s€
the Axumite king greeted him on a chariot drawnb
unts (which may b
an elephant
roach the city.*

n the margins of
2 large number
77 A British

d from power in Egy
nt an envoy fo AXUM;
y four elephants.
e apOCI‘YPhal)

Late in h (0]
r i C

In the century, Islamlc acc 0
cavalry t

2 that an Axumite king sent an army with
Sac;i\iicca’ PUt the elephants refused t.o apl'n
| g this period, an Ethiopian hill tribe ©
ofxi:;;zze Beja people, are reported o have L.lsed

elephants in a battle against Arab invaders-
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104 GIANTS OF THE MONSOON FOREST

colonial administrator in Sudan OPiﬂed in the 1950s that these
Bejas were the descendants of the Blemmyes, or Troglodytes, wh,
had caught wild African elephants for the Ptolemies of Egypt cight
centuries previously.28 The Axum ruling class spoke and wrote
Greek for many centuries, so it Seems plausible that the Axumite
elephant—domestication culture came directly from Ptolemaic
Egypt. Alternatively, perhaps the Meroite elephant catchers and
tamers migrated into the Axumite region, following the elephants
in their retreat from an expanding Sahara. Or perhaps the Bejas
and Axumites developed an elephant-domesticating tradition inde-
pendently of Meroite Sudan and the Hellenic world. In any event,
as late as the sixth century, a culture of elephant domestication
appears to have persisted in the region of Axum.? It disappeared
with subsequent Arab conquests. The Arabs, unlike the Axumites,
were camel domesticators, which gave them an enormous advan-
tage as the Sahara gradually expanded.®
Domesticated elephants retreated from the Western experience
for over a millennium. As the centuries passed, dim Western memo-
ries of trained elephants manned by mahouts tended to be negative:
a symbol or storytelling trope signaling outside military incursion
against the sphere of the Abrahamic religions. This is likely why
the story of Hannibal’s elephant-mounted march against Romé the
eventual focal city of much of Christianity, looms large in Weste'rﬂ
ZZZT::Z;?L(: :}‘I?;;}: b.i:l’ical story of the Maccabee -rebels;:;::-
narrative tradition: al:l: Shwalr elel')hants fooms 21E¢ ‘ln;hzxumite
campaign against ’MeCC:’ y h:usllms refer to the faile e o
shows up in modern srox ?:Sl; e Year ‘of the Elephar'lt- « pare?
Pelennor Fields and in Gey clling too, in J.R.R. Tolkien
orge Lucas’s Battle of Hoth.

This n 5 et
e . o
gative narrative IEgacy contrasts. with ihe impfcssl

formed b iti (0) “] y
y BrltlSh eI 1 942 6
I f gees ﬂeemg Bl.ll’llla in 1 ’ f k uSed

t salvatj
vation. In recent history, elephants have bee?
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. war Ot to scatter and intimidate the enemy’s front line but to
Jvoid confrontation with the enemy altogether: to hide, avoid,
ond escape: This is a pattern which we’ll see extended to Vietnam
; Juring the 1960s (Chapter 5) and to the Kachin Hills of northern
_ purma up 0 the present day (Chapter 8). But elephants rarely if

play this role in storytelling conventions shaped, in part, by the

ever
ancient Western world’s dramatic and ultimately abortive experi-
ment with the elephant as a weapon of violent combat.

k WHAT ABOUT African elephant domestication in lands farther
south, beyond Axum? European explorers’ records from the nine-

weenth century give us a few indirect hints of indigenous elephant
thern Africa. These hints are

Jomestication in central and sou
obscure and unreliable but also tantalizingly suggestive. During the
1810s, the British missionary and explorer John Campbell traveled
among the Tswana peoples of southern Africa. His guides told him
of a group to their northeast—near Maputo Bay, in modern-day
Mozambique—who “rode on elephants” and “used elephants as
beasts of burden.” The Tswana called this group the Mahalaseela
people, which may translate as “people of the road” or “people of
the cloth.” According to Campbell’s informants, this northeast-
ern neighbor also taught other tribes in the region how to inocu-
late against smallpox. Campbell opined that the Mahalaseela had
“0astal trading links with the Portuguese (whose maritime empire
::;;I:i:i to India). Little else is known about the group.’! Whoever
Nl lif; E::d w'hatever t.heir true relationship with elephantsf, d
Migtation o, as likely radically disrupted by the.Mfecane or force
after Campb: ls’a'mOHg the. region’s polities, wl.u'ch took p]af;?;on
COmparabT information-gathering exped.ltlo.ns of the :
e secondhand mention of indigenous elephant

OmCSt' .
Icatg ;
on in southern Africa comes from the records of the

their
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Scottish explorer David Livingstone. In 1869 Livingstone reported
in a letter to a friend that he had found an indigenous people in the
Maniema region of central Africa, just west of the Africap Great
Lakes, who said their ancestors “tamed and rode elephants” [,
ingstone added that there was “a total absence of the idea south o
this®—so we can deduce that he was unaware of Campbell’s report
from a half-century eatrlier, about the supposed Mahalaseela ¢le.
phant riders.*

One reason Livingstone pressed his Maniema hosts for informa-
tion about local traditions of elephant riding was his desire to sug-
gest a historical link between the peoples of the African Great Lakes
and the peoples of the classical Mediterranean world. Livingstone,
like numerous other European explorers of the African interior,
hoped to demonstrate that after the classical era, “Hamitic” peoples
from northeastern Africa, with strong genealogical and cultural
links to Egypt and to Hellenic antiquity, penetrated into the inte-
rior of the African continent, following the Great Rift Valley, and
settled near the source of the Nile. The theory was based mainly
on the fact that the Ptolemaic Egyptians had possessed some par-
tial understanding of the Nile up to its source. The ancient Greek
Egyptian geographer Claudius Ptolemy had recorded that the river
began at two lakes that drained the “Mountains of the Moon.™
These could very well be lakes Victoria and Albert, which drain
into the Nile, and the Rwenzori Mountains, which have snowY
peaks and partially drain into Lake Albert. Livingstone and his
contemporaries supposed that if quasi-Hellenic, “Hamitic” P
ples living in the Lower Nile during the classical period had good
geographical knowledge of the upper Nile, then perhaps during
the eventual Arab invasions of northeastern Africa, these grouP”
retreated southward, passing through Meroe and Axum, and sef:
tled in the continental interior—Dbringing their knowledg® of €€

g, ) ury
phant domestication with them. Bolstered by nincteenth-cem
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Western racial attitudes, these searches for lost “Mediterranean”

7 peoples stimulated popular interest in and support for expeditions
: 1t the outermost frontiers of European empire.*
} Subsequent ethnographers in the Maniema region do not seem
o have found anything echoing Livingstone’s report. Maybe Liy-
ingstone, Overeager to find some artifact or oral memory that could
link the African interior with the ancient Mediterranean world, had
asked the indigenous people in Maniema a set of leading questions
in order to get a desired result. Or perhaps some Maniema tribes
really did have such a tradition, and Livingstone talked with the last
individuals who still spoke of it. If they did have such a tradition,
it would not necessarily follow that their elephant-domesticating
knowledge came from the Mediterranean sphere.

Livingstone likely had elephant domestication on his mind for
additional reasons, besides this wish to associate Great Lakes

peoples with the classical Mediterranean. In 1868, a year before

Livingstone’s letter, the British had invaded Ethiopia (then called
Abyssinia) and brought with them forty-four Asian elephants,
with Indian mahouts, to assist in transportation and logistics. The
Ketiof instituting elephant-based transportation in sub-Saharan
Alrica gained Mmomentum among European explorers and colonists
Petween the 18605 and 1890s. European colonists were aware of the
e limitations that the tsetse fly placed on horses and mules in
[t)}:; :iggzn :Opics., African elephants seemed i.mpervious.to the fly,
Port elephy new if they could be tamed effectlvely.. If %\smn trans-
Sitiong] la;t“ tcsi could be brought into Ethiopia, -Wthh .1s at a tran-
¢ coulq bu ¢ between northern and equatorial Africa, perhapj
if gy an exe br.ought into the tropical tsetse zone as well(.i A.n
A way ¢ traip er’mfnt failed, then Europeans could try to devise
. " African elephants, or perhaps find some half-lost

"ldi
genou . .
s - .
referredt adition of doing so, such as the Maniema tradition
0 i
Y Livingstone 35
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The Belgian Empire’s King Leopold financed the one
- g . y djor
experiment in introducing domesticated Asian elephaps into

ical Africa as a means of transportation. It took place in ]879,:(:2:
pold was especially eager to establish an elephant-baged transpor
service for his vast domain in the Congo, where human porters,
nearly all of whom were enslaved laborers, tended to flee at the figt
available opportunity. Leopold hired an Englishman who, along
with a group of Indian mahouts, brought four Asian elephants
from India to Tanganyika.

The elephants were marched across the arid grasslands toward
Lake Tanganyika, the huge, long body of water that marks the
beginning of the westward-flowing Congo basin. Many of the Indian
mahouts, seeing the conditions of the landscape and the available
vegetation, had misgivings about the expedition and turned back.
The elephants got sick, either because many of their skilled atten-
dants had left, or because the ground vegetation was inappropriate
for them. The problem was not, apparently, the tsetse fly. At any
rate, Leopold’s experiment had failed.%

In the early twentieth century, Belgian colonists in the Congo
turned their attention to the domestication of the native elephant
species. Hiring mahouts from Ceylon and eventually employing
indigenous labor from the Congolese Azande people, the Belgians
created training centers for African elephants at several locations in
the northeastern Congo. By the 1930s, the mahouts at the domes”
tication camps were all Congolese, and they’d developed methods
quite unlike those in South Asia. The African elephants mairﬂ}’
pulled large wagons, One English visitor was impressed by the Afr
can pachyderms’ acumen in performing the job. Should the wago?
brakes fail going down g hill, noted the visitor, the elephants WOUI.
“seize hold of the wagon-pole in their trunks and throw back th?r
full weight on the loaded wagon. . . . I have seen them doiné i

: G he
on their own initiatjye »3 Though the training centers showed !
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comise of the domesticated African elephant, the need for ele-
hants as @ mode of transportation declined in sub-Saharan Africa
aps motor transport became more widespread,* Nonetheless, the
precedent set by the Congolese camps eventually proved useful in
the establishment of elephant safari parks elsewhere in southern

Africa, such as in Botswana and South Africa.
)

EVEN IF WE SUPPOSE that Campbell’s and Livingstone’s
nineteenth-century informants provided them with good informa-
tion, and that the Mahalaseela and Maniema peoples really were
riders of African elephants—and even if we suppose that other sub-
Saharan African peoples elsewhere domesticated elephants too but
left even less trace of having done so—a question still lingers: why
does Asia have a continuous history of elephant domestication,
enduring for millennia, whereas in Africa it occurred so sporadi-
cally? The Luba kingdom in the eastern Congo, the powerful Song-
hai Empire in West Africa, the Great Zimbabwe kingdom in the
south—they were all surrounded by large herds of elephants. Yet
People in these areas either hunted them or simply left them alone.
Being strong and intelligent and naturally resistant to the tsetse
fy the elephants were the best local candidate for animal domes-

ticatj . . :
°n. S0 why weren’t Africa’s powerful kingdoms and empires
domesticating ele

_ phants as the kingdoms of India and Southeast
Asig Were?

.The likely explanatio
With the intengjt

%Pposeq

n is perhaps counterintuitive and has to do

¥ of historical processes of deforestation in Asia as

tO ' : . - .
Africa. In Asia, the growth of immense agricultural civ-

N the Ind()~(3&lr1§::;eti(: Plain and the Great Plain of China
ast

l]lzan’OnS
er":lSed v

; or .
es estlands, Qver several thousand years, these societ-

UIIt u
P de , ;
Sl"rounding "¢ human populations and expanded deep into the

*lvan tegions. Biological evidence shows that only
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a few millennia ago, Asian elephants, today so closely associateq
with hills and forests, once dwelled on these open plains—¢h,; they
used to be grazers feasting on grasses, rather than forest browsers
munching on bamboo leaves, creepers, and vines.* The large, agy;.
culturally intensive societies of India and China, which together
over many millennia have contained a significant percentage of the
world’s human population, pushed the elephants out of these plains,

As these agricultural civilizations expanded into elephant hab-
itat, an individual elephant faced four possible trajectories. One,
if the elephant maintained its original habitat in the plains, it
faced great peril from the farmers tending new paddies and fields.
Two, the elephant could flee into the forest, having learned that
all humans are the enemy. This elephant would have a better shot
at survival than the first one, but in the forest, it could easily meet
people who hunted elephants for ivory or meat. Furthermore, the
elephant would likely have no real sense of where the farmers would
next breach the forest margin. This elephant could easily find itself
trapped in a small, isolated pocket of forest—still alive but unable
to mate with a large herd.

In a third scenario, the elephant might be captured by humans
associated with an expanding agricultural kingdom. This elephant
would march in roya] parades and religious festivals, or it would
become a combat elephant and fight armies in some distant battle

feld. This elephant would likely spend much of is life in a st2be

with very limited mating opportunities, or perish in battle, either
fate being a genetic death,

Ne i
edless to say, none of these first three possible trajectories W2

artj .
particularly good for contributing to species survival. But there
was a four ; 3
in t possible path. As agricultural societies were GXPand
g,

1t
h nly large animals like elephant g
qman populationg too, usua]

with the Prospect of absorpt

they were displacing not o

AcE
ly smaller farming cultures. Fac

i 101¢
I0n into a much larger and 1
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sive agricultural empire, these groups chose, for one reason

fear of enslavement, determination to preserve lan.

oF another (
1age and Spiritual practices, etc.), to migrate into the forested hills

her than stay put. Fleeing their old lands and arriving in new
r

ones, these
pi Jdies to some extent; but mostly they had to adopt new crop-

oduction techniques, especially swidden (shifting field) agricul-

keeping with the limits and possibilities of mountain

“fugitive” cultures would clear forestland and irrigate

pr
ture, more 1N
-cology.* Some political geographers and anthropologists even use

2 special toponym for the uplands of South and Southeast Asia,
«7omia” (from zomti, which means “highlanders” in the patois of
the Naga Hills). This region has been a kind of layered receptacle
for different waves of people who fled powerful kingdoms in the
adjacent lowlands and underwent self-reinvention up in the hills.*
Most of northeastern India and Southeast Asia’s elephant-
domesticating hill tribes underwent this experience of group exo-
dus and self-reinvention. The Kachins were pushed out of Yunnan
after a series of Mongol and Han invasions there.* Moving into the
upper Irrawaddy Valley and the Hukawng Valley, they then dis-
placed many of the Hkamti Shans of that region, many of whom
in turn fled across the Patkai Mountains to the Lohit and Dihing
valleys.* The Was, a swidden-practicing, elephant-domesticating
people in the northern Shan Hills, were displaced into that region’s
mountain forests by expansions of Tai-speaking kingdoms in
flearby valleys.* The Khas, who have had a mahoutship culture
'lr(‘);l;:éoresm of Laos, fled from the Vietnamese c-oastal .plain' in
o 'Ch'i’npu;hed out by Lao peoples who were fleeing an invasion
e anda:rhjihe Karens, along the hilly border c01‘mtry between
& migrateg 6fllland, appear to be an admixture of dlffefent gﬁfoups
owlap s rom expanding agricultural kingdoms 1n different
$: from the lower Irrawaddy (in Lower Burma), from

(in central Thailand), and from the Zimme
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Plain (in northern Thailand). Hence the various Karen languages
a

. elements of Tibeto-Burman, Austro-Asiatic, and Tai.
mix e

Such groups all sought to keep at arm’s length.the large agricyl.
tural societies that had just displaced them.* This me‘ant they had
to adjust to forest life. But unlike the already establls'hed human
inhabitants of the forest, they could not base their new lives entirely
on hunting and gathering. If they infringed upon the preexisting
groups’ hunting grounds, they risked starting a war. So these forest
newcomers turned to activities like logging, mining, and portering,

Now, imagine an elephant like Pagli—the “crazy” female ele-
phant at the Mithong logging area that we learned about in Chap-
ter 2. Imagine that a Pagli-like elephant met such a displaced band
of humans in the forest and, rather than avoiding them, followed
them, hoping for attention and food treats. Imagine she refused to
follow a wild herd. After a period of puzzlement at the elephant’s
behavior, the group might choose to befriend her. They might
attempt to train her for work—or better yet, they’d try to train one
of her offspring, who'd be a better candidate for domestication,
being familiar with the humans from birth.

The forest location of the work would give the Pagli-like ele-
phant and her offspring free foraging time, which would also meat
ample mating Opportunities. What’s more, if the displaced human
group became sufficiently wealthy and powerful, based on its cul-
tivation of forest fesources, it might be able to pressure the hunt¢!

tribes deeper in the hills, and the farmers farther down the valley
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| est elephants who avoided humans would have decent but lower

chances of genetic survival. And the elephants who refused to flee

into the fore

elephants; would
Thus, over time, the elephant species as a whole would gradu-

st at all, or who wound up in royal stables or as combat

have very poor chances of genetic survival.

y become more likely to possess traits conducive to the needs of

all
the fugi

would beco
attuned to their practical needs. They would become more dex-

tive cultures. With each passing generation, the elephants

me more cooperative with these humans and more

«erous at handling logs, and more agile and ingenious at crossing
seemingly uncrossable monsoon rivers with human passengers on
their backs—more useful, then, in helping these communities keep

; the expanding agricultural kingdoms at arm’s, or trunk’s, length.

And unlike the domestication of cattle or other livestock, all this
would take place without the humans ever implementing a plan for
sclective breeding. Humans would simply catch elephants in the
forest, then train them for types of work that created wealth for the
community and gave the elephants freedom to wander the forest
at night. Other elephant lineages would peter out due to the activ-
ities of other human groups. Thus, even without human-imposed
selective breeding, a process known to environmental historians as
anthropogenic evolution—the evolutionary alteration of a nonhu-
Man species through human activity—would occur.”’
kin];c){iil;w t:e sch.eme further: eventually, a powerful a‘gricu !
e gl 1ght see 1n‘the nearby hills an abundance ().f highly train-
ing dOmsantS and high-quality mahouts. The medieval Burmt.ase

into tended to bring Hkamti mahouts from the northern hills
the royal capital citj : . be art of
es to train the valley Burmese 10 T

Mahoutel:
utShl ) a .
P- The Burmese royal elephant minister’s main assistants

e tradis;

aditig ) .
eleph nally Hkamti, and numerous words in the Burmese
ally in

ant ¢q .
m _ .
India Mand system are Hkamti.*® Some kings, espect

’ Came t
0 an to
value elephants to such an extent that they began

Jtural
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set up forest preserves for the elephants—thus reinforcing th hil

from ki
ing elephants. Such measures were also put into Place, to 5 lesser

tribe mahouts’ ability to discourage hunters and farmers

degree, in many Southeast Asian kingdoms.s! By contrast, g},
measures were never adopted in China, where the elephant hyq
almost entirely disappeared over the past two millennia, 2

Adding an extra layer to the dynamic, many kings in South and
Southeast Asia likely found their elephants most useful not whep
these kings were actually in power and keeping their elephants in
royal stables, as trophies of prestige or weapons of comba, byt
rather when the kings were overthrown and fleeing with their ele-
phants into some forested refuge, to become bandit chiefs there—
to become “Zomian.” Medieval Asian chronicles and European
sources often speak of such kingly escapes: leaders’ absconding
from lost battles or palace coups on elephant-back into the mon-
soon forest. Here too the clephants who bore the kings into the
wilderness went from a poor situation for elephant reproduction to
a good one, %

The African elephant faced an entirely different situation. By the
first millennium, elephants had been pushed out of North Africa
once and for all, primarily because the North African grasslands

had turned to desert. Some North African elephants likely migrated
south and interbred with the herds there.

In the sub-Saharap zone, humans were not destroying elepha®
bitat to anywhere near the same extent as in Asia. This mea™
at the non-Paglis of the African elephant species had at least #
good a chance 4t survival as the Paglis. The complex dynamic in

Asia—where dense agricultyra] kingdoms were rapidly erasing fof"
estland, “all

ha
th
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with a set of human needs. This doesn’t mean that African ele-
phants
easy to train. The experiences of the combat elephant culture in

wound up less intelligent than Asian elephants or less

North Africa in classical times suggest otherwise, as do the Bel-
gian domestication experiments in the Congo during the colonial
as do the experiences of modern elephant safari parks in

period (
Africa, and of circuses that became adept at training both elephant
species for shows). It means, rather, that unlike the Asian elephant,
the African elephant’s physical and cognitive abilities never became
organized around sustaining codependent work relationships with
groups of human beings connected to the resources of the forest.
And so rather than sustaining themselves over the millennia, cul-

tures of elephant domestication in Africa occurred far more spas-

modically than they did in Asia.
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Chapter 5

BREAKABLE
CHAINS

THE EPOCH OF THE “COMBAT ELEPHANT” ENDED TWO
millennia ago around the Mediterranean and in Southwest Asia. In
India and Southeast Asia, the use of combat elephants lasted much
longer, up until just a few centuries ago. But the introduction of
increasingly powerful guns and cannons to Indian and Southeast
Asian warfare brought the era of the combat elephant to an end
here as well.

Yet the story of domesticated elephants was not subsequently
disentangled from stories of warfare among human beings. We've
already seen how important elephants were to people fleeing Burma
during World War II. And just as elephants can be instrumental
in such escapes and rescues, or in furtive forest work, they also
can be useful for rebel soldiers seeking to avoid stronger armies:
This use of elephants—for the logistical needs of rebel armies™
extends into surprisingly recent decades. Indeed, since World War
11, such rebel forces as the Kachin Independence Army in norther”
Burma, the Karen National Liberation Army in eastern Burma, 3"
the Vietcong in Vietnam have employed elephants for logistics™

; : u
transporting supplies through the forest, hidden from the watchf
eyes of aircraft flying overhead.!

. f-
As we saw in the case of Maggie—the elephant who ferried ¢
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ross the Namyung River during World War 11, ¢},
» then dis-

into the wild—“war elephants” who assist in e
¢ mergency

appeared

escapes Of

a”y imprOVC th
But this can bring about a conflict between the elephane’
S

evasive maneuvering (as opposed to combat) can act

eir ability to commingle and mate with wild foieu-
b st
Lwakened desire to mate with a new herd and the urgency of the

currounding human situation. A complex negotiation between ele-

phan
and based on interviews I conducted with Trans-Patkai mahouts in

¢ and mahout can ensue. Several accounts—both historical

2015 and 2016—indicate that the fettering chain is a focus of this

negotiation, in p
chain, we’ll remember, b

articular its capacity to be broken. The fettering
inds the elephant’s two forelegs when he or

she is roaming at night. The chain is slack enough that the elephant

can walk through the forest at an unhurried pace, and tight enough

to prevent the elephant from running.
Yet these chains often break. We saw this occur with Maggie

in the forest country beyond the Namyung. Holt Hallett, a British
th mahouts and their elephants through

civil engineer traveling wi
complained of the fre-

the Shan States in the nineteenth century,
quency with which the nighttime fetters failed. The travel party
often became delayed as the mahouts wandered through the forest
to locate their elephants.? Tenam, the long-haired Hkamti mahout

at the Mithong logging area, told me that Air Singh sometimes
on, an Adivasi mahout 0
lephant. And a former
hin Independence
etimes break

breaks his chains. In the same regi amed

Gudu reported the same thing with his €
ommander of an elephant brigade for the Kac
Al’f.ny remarked to me that his elephants would som
theie fetter ing chains, thus delaying the convoy.’
g:gozot use stronger chains? 1 asked.

abiliy of tyhhad a clear answer. I bega.n to suspe
M eleph, ? fettering chain acts as a kind of safety Vv

Nt’s urge to follow a wild herd becomes so gre

ct that the break-

alve. At times;
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118 GIANTS OF THE MONSOON FOREST

giant might injure himself or herself itself while attempting to shyf.
fle after them. Or due to pent-up spatial and psychological frustra.
tion, an elephant might pose a behavioral danger to the mahoyt
the following morning. When the urge is very strong, the elephant
exerts an extra amount of force against the fettering chain and—
snap!—it breaks. This is inconvenient for the mahout the following
morning, and it might be very inconvenient to the larger humap
operation the mahout is part of. But it helps to sustain the always-
tricky balance between the humans’ and the work elephants’ needs,

That said, in emergency situations, the stakes for the humans
might be so great that this inconvenience becomes intolerable to the
humans. In such moments, the give-and-take between elephant and
mahout can become far more complex. A story from the Vietcong
side of the Vietnam War provides a rare window into this sort of
negotiation. The story is about a Vietnamese mahout, Xuan Thieu,
and his elephant, Pak Chan (which seems to mean, simply, “Pack
Elephant”).*

Xuan was from a forested area of former French Indochina—his
account does not say exactly where, but it seems to be someplace
near the Truong Son Mountains. During the war, he was assigned
to work on the Ho Chi Minh Trail, the Vietcong’s long logistical
lifeline. The path wound for hundreds of miles through the rain-
forest, hidden beneath the cover of leaves, from North to South
Vietnam. When Xuan first reported to the trail, he was recruited
by an elephant convoy commander, Kien. Xuan was to become

a mahout.*

Xuan was not from a village with elephants or mahouts, and
at first the assignment worried him. “I found all sorts of reason®
1Ot To accept the new job,” Xuan would later write. “Recalling
all this I am still now ashamed of my first reaction.” He fegarded
the mahouts of the Truong Son as something of an alien grovP

Everyone bowed to them in respect, but nonetheless their life ¥2°
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Elephant combat, drawing by unknown Indian artist,
*eventeenth century. Philadelphia Museum of Art, 125th
Ann"“""sary Acquisition. Alvin O. Bellak Collection.
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Hannibal Crossing the Rhone River by Henri-Paul Motte, 1878,
British Museum. The war elephants went over on rafts
(though likely they were not carrying soldiers during the
crossing, as they are in Motte’s dramatization).

Transport i
elephant, North :
Vietnam, 1971. “*
Photo by Doan '
Cong Tinh.
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Elephants carr y possessions of Kachin refugees fleeing violencci in
Kachin State’s Hukawng Valley, May 2018. The group 1s crossing
the Mau Hka (river) near the village of Awng Lawt.
Photo by Jerome Palawng Awng Lat.
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Elephant carrying a log with his tusks, central Burma, 2016.
Photo by Jacob Shell.

NG 5 |
“leph TAGEAn elephant at a mahout family’s house, |

ant : _
Photq | °88ing village, central Burma, 2013.
Y Jacob gy, ol
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Burmay-Moti the elephant and Pradip the mahout, with passengef
and bags of rice, Sissiri River, Arunachal Pradesh, India, 2017.
Photo by Jacob Shell.
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An elephant pulls a car through the mud in the Hpakant region
of Kachin State, northern Burma, c. 2010.
Photo by Hkun Lat.
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An elephant drags a sled full of bamboo at an elephant
logging village in central Burma, 2013.
Photo by Jacob Shell.

Elephant and
mahout in the
Trans-Patkai
region, 2016
Photo by
Jacob Shell.
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s under the impression that mahouts were banned

When pressed to join the brigade, Xuan blushed
uldn’t possibly take

retive. He wa

from marriage.
he was already married, so he co

aﬂd jnsisted

the assignment:

The superior O
“[ am married too,’

s> [ come from the sea. All year round I worked

was used to the sun, sea air and wind, not to
wanted Xuan for his for-

fficer of the elephant brigade, Kien, would have
none of it. » Kien replied. “Have you ever seen
the sea? You haven

in the salt marshes. 1

he forest like you.” Kien, a maritimer,

est skills.
And with that,
phant. He demonstrated the command terms,

and Xuan was astonished to see that the elephant understood Kien’s

intentions—as if they were using a special language of their own.

Kien presented Xuan with Pak Chan the ele-
mostly Tai-derived,

d waved his big ears.®

Pak Chan eyed the new recruit an
became very close with Pak

Despite his initial misgivings, Xuan
Chan. The elephant was mischievous but also strong and intelli-
phant of the convoy, if not for his streak of
lled an episode on the

Pak Ve, across

gent: a potential lead ele
disobedience and troublemaking. Xuan reca
southern front where Kien took his own elephant,

the Mekong on a ferry.

When my turn came Pak Chan seemed reluctant to get onto the

ferry. Turged him on. He leisurely put his crunk on the plank to
test his strength. I said to myself: «\What strange behavior! Pak
V.e has already crossed the ferry, you must follow suit.” I let
him carry on. Crack! Unfortunately, he broke the plank in two-
zagl;tc :;ereemed to have done this intentionally, placing his weight
ashore ¢4 [eothe plank was weakest. Annoyed, the ferrymen went
ok for another plank. Pak Chan stood

Watchip
t
g the boats go by along the river. The ferrymen

by, carelessly
fastened 2
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120 GIANTS OF THE MONSOON FOREST

new plank in place. Crack! The elephant broke this one too. Pak

. . 7
Chan and Xuan wound up swimming across.

Xuan recalls another story, one that illustrates the complex rela-

tionship between elephant and soldier-mahout along the trail. It was

later in the war. Kien’s elephant Pak Ve had died of pneumonia, and
Pak Chan had replaced Pak Ve as the lead elephant of the convoy.

Though he was the best elephant on the team,

tain flair for mischief. One day he walked thr
ge of Ta Noi. Xuan decided to

he still possessed a cer-

ough the cassava fields

of a tribal minority people in the villa
punish Pak Chan by chaining him to a barkless ironwood tree. The

villagers informed the brigade mahouts that a herd of wild elephants
was nearby, so the mahouts decided to chain the other convoy ele-
phants too for the night, to avoid trouble with the wild herd.

But Pak Chan broke loose! He found a weakness in one of those
faulty fettering chains that so often figure in forest mahouts’ tales.
The next morning Xuan and several other mahouts looked for
Pak Chan. They knew it would be easy to find him if he'd simply
wandered off in search of food, and much harder if he’d joined a
wild herd. Pak Chan was a male in his prime. But domestic males,
unlike domestic females, tended not to join wild herds. More typi-
cally they mated with a female and then returned to their mahouts-
So even in this scenario, there was hope of retrieving Pak Chan.
Looking at their missing elephant’s footprints, Xuan and the other
mahouts knew that he was after a mate.

At last they came upon the elephant, deep in the forest—2P
sure enough, he was there with a wild female: «playfully; b
was twisting his trunk with that of his mate.” The mahout® hi
behind some trees. One of them made a birdcall to get the &
E;:Eté)z;zslztle;tion, anfi the sound echoed across th.e ravif”

ose of his mate, raised his head t0 lister

IOOked perp]exed.n
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xuan cupped his hands and yelled, “Pak . .. Chan! Pak.. . . Chan!”

The gray giant looked “stunned, like a criminal caught red

TR T T S <

handed, his trunk and ears hanging down.”

The female, alarmed, darted into the woods. Pak Chan hesitated,
and then followed after her. The two animals crashed through the
woods away from the humans. This initial attempt to retrieve the
lead elephant seemed to have backfired.

The mahouts stopped to discuss what to do. One of them pro-
posed killing the female, the obvious source of Pak Chan’s recalci-

1 crance. The rest of the circle rejected the idea: “He would probably

go wild or grow listless from missing her.” Pak Chan’s feelings and
desires had to be taken into consideration. Discussing the matter
further, the mahouts determined that they needed to frighten the
wild female into the forest without hurting her, but also somehow
warn Pak Chan of their resolve not to let him follow her again.

The next day at around noon they caught up with the pair, who
were romancing each other (“romping,” Xuan writes) by a brook.
The mahouts waited quietly. Pak Chan and the female finished the
activity, and Pak Chan wandered off in search of leaves. This was
Xuan’s chance. He approached his elephant again and murmured,
“Pak...Chan...”

Pak Chan stopped eating and peered at Xuan. At this moment
the other mahouts fired their guns into the air, and the female
raced off into the forest. Pak Chan stood still, once again uncertain
what to do,

Xuan walked straight up to him. The elephant “looked straight
3 me,” Xuan remembered. “His eyes were fierce and tense under
'the glittering sun.” The other mahouts pointed their rifles, expect-
'ng the worst, But Xuan, trusting his elephant, waved them off and
*ePped closer, “Would Pak Chan be so reckless as to snatch me

a .
"d throw me down? Frankly speaking, I had never imagined such
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a situation. On seeing him, I had the feeling he was something of ,
prodigal son and my anger was overwhelmed by my affection fo,
him. As for him, I was confident that he wouldn’t forget so quickly
our times together.”

Pak Chan looked bashful and tried to avoid Xuan’s eyes. “Ag |
caressed his rough trunk I felt his skin twitch with emotion and
heavy tears fall on my cheek and shoulder. He looked sad and
depressed.” The elephant let the group of mahouts climb onto his
back, Xuan onto his neck.

“Pei!” said Xuan, meaning “Go.” The mahouts began to relax
and laugh together, and hearing this, Pak Chan’s mood improved.
The great animal “jerked up his trunk, looking far ahead, and took
big strides forward.”®

This affecting story exemplifies the complexities of the mahout-
elephant bond in wartime. Xuan perhaps intuited that the chance
to mate with this amorous wild female was one of the few bene-
fits Pak Chan could expect out of his service in the terrible con-
ditions of the war. To kill the female, who was possibly already
carrying the kernel of Pak Chan’s future offspring, was therefore
out of the question. Nonetheless, from the human perspective, the
two elephants’ “honeymoon” period had to come to an end, for Pak
Chan was needed to bring supplies through the forest to soldiers at

the front.
And what of Pak Chan’s side of the negotiatio

ultimately follow the female? Several deliberations .
rd wouldn’t easily

SCuan possiby
in-

n-——-Why didﬂ,t he

were perhaps at

play. One, he likely anticipated that the wild he
accept him, since he was a male in his prime. Two,

. ; 'ta] dis
managed to confront him at a brief moment of postco! i
s at some level; Pak

terest in the wild female. Three, perhap eak, they

grasped that though his odds of surviving this war were bl

vay
his side—and that any?

were somewhat better with Xuan at o
m OPP

marching up and down the Ho Chi Minh Trail gave hi
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cunity to mate with females in different wild herds. If these mates
then headed away from the fighting, toward the west, the odds of
his offspring surviving would go up.

As the war progressed, Pak Chan became one of the most capa-
ble transport elephants along the Ho Chi Minh Trail. His skill
wasn’t just in moving the war matériel—the food, clothes, med-
icine, ammunition, fuel barrels, tires, and so on—but in helping
the platoon detect danger ahead and stay clear of it. With his
huge, sensitive ears, he could hear all kinds of noises from afar.
He knew that the sound of propellers in the wind meant he should
dash under the forest canopy, for this was the sound of a recon-
naissance plane. The sound of a jet engine meant he had to get to
a ravine for cover as quickly as possible, for a jet meant bombs or
napalm. He also knew that the sound of a truck engine meant that
no sudden evasive action was needed at all, for this was almost
certainly the motor vehicle of a friendly battalion. The other ele-
phants would imitate Pak Chan, and the elephant corps remained

relatively safe.’

ANOTHER STORY comes to us from the Ho Chi Minh Trail.
A Vietcong platoon was crossing through the rainforest along the
base of the Truong Son Mountains. Like many platoons along this
foute, they had with them a few elephants to carry heavy baggage.
But no sooner had they left the camp than one of their elephants
became trapped in quicksand.
. ‘I:: soldiers tried for two hours to save the unhappy creature.
Suggested that the elephant should be shot, so the platoon
fjgilj i‘:{e its tusks and distribute the meat to the surrounding vil-
* PUL” one soldier recalled later, “we felt we couldn’t do that:

thege
clephants had done a lot for the regiment.”

eej :
"8 the huge animal sink, sorrowfully, deeper and deeper 1nto
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the mire, the soldiers lost hope of saving it. But the commande,
of the unit, a man named Thuan, refused to leave the elephant
to die. He ordered his men to cut trees down and drag them intg
the swamp. Watching them, “the elephant quickly understood: it
grabbed hold of the logs with its forelegs and trunk and gradu-
ally pulled itself from the mud and out of danger.” The soldiers
were overjoyed and set off immediately. Later in their journey, the
platoon crossed through an open area, and this same commander,
attuned to the value of the elephants for making hidden movements
across the dangerous landscape, told the soldiers to “hide behind
the large ears of their elephants.”’°

Stories like this one, as well as the story of Pak Chan and Xuan,
give us a sense of the strong culture of forest mahoutship that
existed in the Vietnamese highlands up through the war—a culture
that is, sadly, all but extinct in that region today. The elephant-
domesticating hill peoples in the vicinity of the Truong Son are in
some ways analogous to mahouts we’ve met in the Trans-Patkai
region, or to the Karens along the Thai-Burmese border. The
Truong Son mahouts mostly hailed from a diffuse group loosely
referred to as the Kha people, a kind of ethnonymic blanket term.
In effect a set of “fugitive” groups, the Khas of the Truong Son
had been driven from the Annam and Mekong coastal plains by
warfare around 100 B.C. Retreating into the mountains, they ultl
mately learned to practice swidden agriculture and to catch and
ride elephants. Kha elephant skills persisted across the generations:

Even today, a Kha group in Laos called the Khamus domesticates
elephants.!!

An unusual piece of writing from Vietnam during the 19705,
The Story of a Mahout and His War Elephant, describes Kha resis
fance on elephant-back during the First Indochinese War, agaif
the French, following the conclusion of World War 11 The book

, _ " . cen DY
is peculiar in that it jg semifictional, yet it was clearly writte"
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« with extensive knowledge of Kha elephant domesticating
on

ome '
; Mountains. It’s unclear how the book’s

cultures in the Truong Son i
hor, Vu Hung, came by this knowledge. The level of detail is
autnol, ’

seriking. Kha elephant command terms (most with Tai ctymo]ogy)
are quoted throughout the text. Hung also describes the Kha train-
ing and initiation rituals, for both elephants and mahouts. In an
early scene in the book, the old mahouts of an elephant village test
the boy Dik, a teenage mahout-in-training and the book’s main
protagonist, in his knowledge of elephants’ diseases. Dik is brought
a sickly elephant and asked to diagnose what’s wrong. After study-
ing the animal, Dik determines that the elephant has swallowed
several jungle leeches. He mixes some medicinal wild herbs with
fruit and pours a jar of the remedy down the elephant’s throat. The
elephant is cured!'? Elsewhere in the book, Dik must desensitize his
clephant, Lumluong, to gunfire so that the tusker can tolerate pass-
ing by battlefields. This account too appears to be based on actual
wartime elephant training,®
The book is also noteworthy for the Exodus-like narrative
themes and imagery that appear throughout—curiously similar to
S. Farrant Russell’s Muddy Exodus, where Russell tells his own
Story of escaping from Burma during World War I, riding Maggie
;:jifi’ll;:“:dw.}:n' Wa.r with the Frencb breaks out, the elders of
M fhd :m et W'll] be besf to flee into the hills. The villagers
i si]en,t” mahpossessmns carrlfed by elephants ridden by “grim
outs. Hung continues: “Neither did the elephants
nwillingness to take the unusually heavy loads. They
10w something was amiss. . . . The exodus began.”*

ng yi s ]
8 villagers become lost, cut off and disoriented by new

show any y
SEemed to k
The fleej

Crash

nels :
St hopened up by monsoon storms. Their elephants
t . :
e rough the unexpected barriers. In the animals’
Tetuge ; :
HEbrews’ 8ees trudged on,” a crossing recalling the ancient

Passy
8¢ across the Red Sea. As a “promised land” takes
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form in the Kha refugees’ minds, they stumble through the tery
l-

tories of hostile hunter-gatherer tribes deep in the hills, a kind of

Wilderness of Zin.”

Here the thematic par
off. Dik decides to stop fleeing, and he and his elephant Lumlu-
he lowlands, to join a liberation army fighting the
lephant, much like Pak

allels with the Book of Exodus break

ong return to t

French. Lumluong becomes a transport €

Chan. The rest of Dik’s village proceeds with
the westernmost forests of

their elephants “for

where the sun was setting”™—likely to
former French Indochina, in Sayaboury province of modern-day

Laos. Today Sayaboury contains Laos’s
domesticated elephants. Though semifictional, Vu Hung’s tale
of two different migrations of Vietnamese domes-
lonial struggle: either

soldiers, or westward

Jargest concentration of

gives us a sense

ticated elephants during the period of antico

ward to the coast, to supply the liberation

in flight from the war.
dent took place that echoes this

east
to jungle refuges,

Very recently, in 2018, an inci
narrative. The incident occurred not in Vietnam but in northern
between the Kachin rebel army and the Bur-

or Tatmadaw, reached the small forest vil-
Hukawng Valley

ence, seeking 2 diSPlaced

r elephants with them
hrough

Burma. Here, fighting

mese central military,

lage of Awng Lawt, which is nestled deep in the

In May, hundreds of villagers fled the viol

They took thei
gee party marched ¢

persons camp in Tanal.
ome had

about ten giants overall. The large refu

the jungle and came upon 4 river called the Mau Hka. 5

. an
and their astonishing photogfﬂphS ;
the YOllng’

h che sUT°

smartphones with them,
video footage show the eleph
and many people’s possessions across t
rounding forest.* Like Vu Hung’s story, an

elephant—mounted rescues during World War I
ce elephants can hold for peo

ants carrying the elderlys
he river and throug
d like the stories ©

I, this epis0d® ¢

ple in flight-

on”

veys the significan
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R THE END of the conflict with America, Xuan Thieu the

NEA
g mahout was still working along the Ho Chi Minh Trail

Vietcon

One day
matitimer who had first recruited him to the elephant brigade.

He remembered how Kien had brushed aside Xuan’s initial fears

he thought of his old commander and mentor, Kien, the

of becoming a mahout. Over the ensuing years, Pak Chan the ele-

phant had proven Kien right. Now, if Xuan were asked to be trans-

ferred to a mechanized transport unit or a boat transport unit, he

knew he would refuse, so profound had his bond with the brigade

elephants grown.
Xuan wrote a letter to his old commander, who had long since

left for the coast. He wrote of his many adventures with Pak Chan

along the Trail. “Each animal is special and has his own character,”

the mahout reflected.
“Dear Brother Kien,” Xuan continued, “this is the sad news I

had to tell you”: Pak Chan was dead. Nobody knew the cause for
sure—maybe an old battle wound, or maybe something else. “For
me, nothing can replace my life as a mahout with our elephants,
and I hope I shall never have to part with them,” wrote Xuan. “We
transport goods to the front by whatever means available, primitive
or modern, but ours has a life and feeling of its own.”V
The American war in Vietnam was calamitous for the elephant
Population there, doing vastly more damage than World War I had
done to the elephants of Burma and northeastern India. During
World Wy 11, it had not occurred to either the Allied or the Japa-
:z:;de. to c.leclare war on the forest itself, whereas the Amﬁfr ic.an
Y In Vietnam hinged upon the use of napalm and defoliating

~ 3gents | -
like Agent Orange to eradicate forest cOVer. The ecological

ama e
8¢ Was not a side effect but the very goal.
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At least during certain stages of the war, the U.S. ajr Commang
(like the British Royal Air Force during World War II) appears tq
have had a policy of specifically targeting elephants, with gunfire or
rockets. Fred Locke, a former helicopter pilot, recalled being unde,
order to fire on elephants, on the grounds that they might be with the
Vietcong. But the South Vietnamese army had elephants of its own,
and during one briefing a commanding officer “casually admgp.
ished the chopper pilots to be sure not to ask for air strikes againg
friendly elephants.” Locke, a flight leader, inquired how they were
supposed to tell the “friendly elephants from the enemy ones.” The
briefer explained: “the ‘enemy’ elephants would have their bellies
tinged red from the clay mud of The Trail,” that is, the Ho Ch;
Minh Trail. As Locke recalled, in subsequent flights, “I’ll be dog-
gone if we didn’t see a whole bunch of elephants and, they did. ...
The ‘pink elephants’: there they were, right in front of me!”®

Robert Mason, another American helicopter pilot, recalled over-
hearing a radio conversation where a U.S. gunship ordered a vehicle
code-named Raven Six (likely an armed helicopter) to shoot ele-
phants. The bullets weren’t effective, so the gunship ordered Raven
Six to use rockets instead. Mason and his copilot listened to this
radio exchange dumbfounded, “Elephants?” Mason wondered.
“We're killing fucking elephants?” Then they heard Raven Six say
someone should “go down and get the tusks.” “I'm sick,” Mason's

copilot said, listening to this exchange. “Killing elephants is like
blasting your grandmother.”

Like the British Royal Air Force pilots who protested orders ©
target elephants in the Burma theater, many American soldiers
considered such directives beyond the pale. Back at the comp any’
camp, Mason recalled, there was “general outrage” that the ivory

. .Vi‘
had indeed been recovered from the jungle and delivered t0 il
ston headquarters 19

- orrikes 1S
The tota] number of elephants purposefully killed in aif trik
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not clear. The elephant conservationist Richard Lair has noted thag
1 one town, Nhan Hoa of Gia Laij province, more than twenty-
eight local work elephants were killed from the ajy. In another vjl-
lage, Dak Lak, many owners fled with their elephants to Cambodia
0 avoid being strafed and bombed.

The use of forest-destroying weaponry, the scattering of land
mines, and the U.S. air command’s policy of purposefully tar-
geting elephants—all this combined to effectively eradicate Viet-
nam’s elephant population. Elephants in the country before the war
seem to have numbered in the thousands. Afterward, the number

had plummeted to just a few hundred. Today the number seems

to be lower still, due to deforestation caused by postwar economic
t 20

3 developmen

And yet there might be another way to look at the loss of ele-
phants in Vietnam. Just as the collapse in the number of registered
logging elephants in Burma during World War II likely reflected a
partial exodus of domestic elephants into the wild, it is also possible
4 that a significant number of elephants escaped Vietnam and went
into the highlands of Laos—following the path of those displaced
~ Kha mahouts in Vu Hung’s tale. Some aspects of the present-day
geography of elephants in former French Indochina lend credibil-
ity to this theory. The elephant population of Laos is estimated at
Somewhere between 1,000 and 1,500, some two-thirds of which
are domesticated. Much of the domesticated population is concen-
trated in the far west of the country, in Sayaboury, likely as the
result of two distinct recent mass movements of wild and domestic
elephants: oy of northern Thailand, as agricultural development
there hag erased forestland, and from Vietnam, fleeing fighting and
deforestation_zl So perhaps somewhere in Sayaboury, Pak Chan’s

chi
lldren foam the forest.

It | dor
' 8eographica]ly unfortunate that no further forest corrido

linkg 1 . :
ks Laog’g Sayaboury Province, with its significant elephant pop
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ulation, with the Kachin Hills and the Trans-Patkai region, where
there are even more elephants. Such a link would enable a much-
needed genetic transfer and diversification within the species.
Blocking the way is the Shan Plateau. In Sayaboury and the Trans-
Patkai, the coalition of human groups dependent on the forest hag
thus far counteracted the deforestation pressures associated with
agricultural development. But the forests in the Shan area aren’t
as abundant in valuable timbers, and there’s less bamboo. The
diminished severity of monsoon flooding here also tends to make
it attractive for irrigation-based farming, which entails permanent
clearance of forestland.?? All this swings power away from forest-
based economies and toward paddy farming and regularized agri-
culture. Though the geographic distinction between the regions
is subtle, and the Shan Plateau still has plenty of remaining forest
cover, during the past half-century the balance here has “tipped”
in the direction of local farming interests, rather than local forest
interests. By contrast, the Trans-Patkai and Sayaboury remain, for

now, forest-centric economies with large numbers of elephants.
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