Chapter 6

STRANGE BEHAVIORS

THE DUAL WORLD IN WHICH ASIAN WORK ELEPHANTS
live—as members of a human community by day and of a wild
ecosystem by night—can lead to some strange elephant behaviors.

Some elephants can become difficult.
[ met the mahout Mong Cho, and his tusker Neh Ong, at a tiny

g camp nestled in a glen in the southwestern hills of Kachin

loggin
ttoit

State. Far below lay Hpakant, the jade-mining area, and nex
was a huge placid blue lake, Indawgyi, the largest in Burma. The
bumpy ascent by motorcycle to Mong Cho’s hill camp had taken
half an hour, the vehicle scurrying goatlike up the rockface along
a route that could barely be called a footpath but that the motor-
cyclist had somehow mastered. I clung to his back. The driver was
2 Hkamti, like Mong Cho. In the motorcycle following us was
J., a Kachin American spending her year Jfter college graduation
! teaching English in Myitkyina. J. had helped arrange t© get me tO
- thig spot.

We arrived at the camp, one of the smaller ones I saw

ephants: 2
were already taller at

just few years old.
her as

during my

tray
- el It contained a small group of six el large adult

- sker
- the Sh, t;No adult females, two juveniles who
- 0
e y0u det than their mahouts, and one baby
u ‘
B8est followed his mother around all day, observing
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female wou
k Usually the other adult Id attenq to
she did light tas . 0 “a Jntie”—an arrangement borIOWed
of wild elephants, where an infap, .

{ 25 well; 2
haBe structure
y two adult females. The older jyy,.

famuly
d and protected b

around ten
Jler logs or piles of bamboo. Work elephaps,

nd twenty tO twenty-five years of age ang

from the

often raise
niles at the camp;
casks like hauling sma
hit their prime at arou
remain robust workers
Mong Cho w42 the head mahout and owner of all the elephang,

here. There were three other ma
he elephants were lounging under 4

years in age, Were able to do modeg

1
for about two decades.

houts to assist him: another Hkamy;

and two ethnic Burmese. 1
munching on leaves. The three adults were teth-

grove of trees,
ered, while the young elephants were free to roam. The mahouts
weren’t paying close attention and trusted that the younger genera-
tion wouldn’t wander too far from the adults. Next to the elephants
was a small shelter for the mahouts, a green canvas roof suspended
by several well-placed bamboo poles. A radio played traditional
Burmese country music. The tinkling of the wooden bells worn by
the adult elephants also filled the air. The camp would have been
entirely secluded in the tree shade, but a small landslide from the
rains had recently denuded a side of the glen, letting in streams of
sunlight. A brook wound its way alongside the canvas tent, and
the mahouts had built a kind of aqueduct for themselves, made of
rubber and bamboo, transferring some of the running water into 2
basin. Next to the basin were also several smaller shelters protect

ing pots and pans from the rain and sunlight. The grounds looked
comfortably lived in,

N I:e s looking at us so skeptically,” J. remarked of the big e
phant. She called across the camp to Mong Cho, and then said 10 |

me, “The b; .
00. The , lgbone 1S Neh Ol'lg, And that one there i hlS mate PWB
¥'re both about thirty-seven years old.”

Up unti]
how Mong Chg had been on the other side of the car®?
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with one of the juveniles, reciting comm
a

nd terms
; . . na .
and rewarding the elephant with cooked rice i, ' gentle voice
en it PCrformed

to talk. One of the other
workday, which had beep
others were smoking and

the right action. Now he approached us
mahouts was readying equipment for the
delayed to make time for my visit. The
eating in the main tent.

“Mostly we do logging work here,” Mong Cho explained. He
had a boyish voice, though he was in his mid-forties. He spoke in a
p]easantly relaxed cadence. “Later in the rainy season, the roads in
these hills get bad, so at that time of year we also use the elephants
to transport people’s things. It used to be that we’d transport a lot
of jade from the mining area down below.” He gestured to a large
wooden basket resting by a tree that they’d use for moving the

gems. “Or we’d transport gold”—likely mined from the Uyu Valley.
«That was lucrative. But then about a decade ago, the roads to

I Hpakant were improved. Even so, in July or August, the roads there

still flood. I’ll go with Neh Ong to help pull jade trucks trapped in
the mud. A lot of the time, we’ll just follow along behind a truck,
which will get stuck every few hundred meters. The trucks can’t g0

. ; B
those roads when the conditions are like that, so it’s

very fast on .
’ n we carried the

hard to keep up. It was more Jucrative for us whe
jade ourselves, though.”

Next to us the smallest elephant,
Playfully in the dirt. The infant would stay extremel
like a cadaver, then twist suddenly and happily into 2
batting ¢ pebbles with its tiny trunk. The two adult fem

th
°"and ate leaves. The big tusker, Neh Ong, Was off to :
wooded mountai p

the baby, was rolling around
y still, almost

new position;
ales looked
e side fac-
iy from the group, toward the ass up
beyong the glen,

QRecemly the logging work here has also been
IQgOgti s continued, “The valuable wood here 1
st of the mature timber. A lot of mahouts

y
not SO gOOd”
S teak, but W€
in the ared
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an Stat
with their elephants to Sh Siwlies theres,
ent s O
recently ¥ do, while W€ wait for our trees here to groy, bac »
to A0y

logging mahouts in the area?” [ asked atte
3 are t .
«/ho . had to intervene and rephrage

jon in ; .

the question are all Hkamtis or Kachins, Ty, b

ike me elpe
«owners I nts thems !
don’t own the clepha elves, are Moy,

tis or Kachins t00; but there are some ethnic Burmeg, help
Hkam < There is also 2 government-run elephant logging villag
d the lake. They have many more elephants than any sing,
beyon does here in the hills. But really, a lot of the elephant, st
Z:Zn:c[)w in the mature logging area in Shan State.”
Mong Cho described the route by elephan't from here to Shan
Seate. First the mahouts would trek with their elephants through
the Japi Bum Pass. (I could not locate it on any map.) From th ere,

they’d cross the large Kaukkwe forest, which has hardly any villages

he other mpting

mahoutsa Who

mahout

or human settlements of any kind. At this point they wouldn’t be
far from Katha, the town where George Orwell worked as a police
official during the 1920s. Past the Kaukkwe forest, they’d get to the
broad Irrawaddy River, which the elephants would swim across,
with mahouts and supplies on their backs. Finally they would enter
Shan State, which contains the provincial city of Lashio, an import-
ant hand-off point on the Burma Road during World War II.
I'hoped to ask more about the routes the mahouts like to take to

get to the surrounding regions in search of work—I’d heard about
other logging areas in the Hukawng Valley,

, as well as large amber
mines—but just then Mong Cho leaped up,

shouting at Neh Ong.

. s well. He squinted, th d back
t0 eating his Jegyes. q » then retreate

“Heis 4 difficy]
.]- and me,
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w on this huge gray mass of flesh. Tk
5 € tUSks on

. a5 NO
j ;
ﬂtteﬂtrge male Clephant had been trimmed dOWn - roughl f
[he llingf fﬁferred by logging mahouts so that the elep}:l .
e nder a log and hoist it upward, a bit like lrltf Call<n
. a Tork-

o the usks U

[ cOo 1

: immed cusks also provided some supplemental i
ncome,

fft mitted the trimmi
s permite the trimming t '
G D g to occur, provided their

e seated overhead, muttering words of
encourageme
nt

heir CATS: The important thing was not to cut through th

e
qerve, near the base of the tusk.’ Elsewhere I heard sto
est mahouts who, greedy for an extra few inches of

cies about fo

yory 10 sell, crimmed the tusk right down to the nerve, which then

ed. Mong Cho had trimmed these tusks expertly.

pecame infect
wing back at the rate of roughly an inch per year

They were 8F°
and a new trim
]. was right t

“skeptically”—-thoug
which were very smal

bined with the pyrami
beastly appeara

female Pwa QOo,

ming was still several years away.*

hat Neh Ong appeared to be looking at us
L this might have been an effect of the tusker’s
1, neatly Jashless, and orange
J-like shape of his forehead,
nce. He was not
who had larger
k, and a mouth

peculiar eyes,
These eyes, cOm
gave the elephant an imposing,

a “beautiful” elephant like the

darker eyes, long lashes, a pleasantly plump trun

that curled upward in the shape ©

of course, signified nothing about t

features,.
personalities—they merely had shapes, colors,

onto which an observer mig
particular,

ht project hu
i lin
features, the eyes in seemed tO reveal something ¢4

an elephant’s personality.

“He’s a very good work elephant
explained. “He can carry heavy loads, an
dling the timber. He’s also very smart and agile wheg W
slopes”—Mong Cho gestured t0 the lan

boulders:

out of the way of falling logs, thing?
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nt. Last year we hoped to mate hjy, With,
ant.

ndered over this way during the high;

she wa
but when » For a male to attack oy, othe
r

new Eemalca ] and ki]led her. |
: he roaming period wasn’t enti
hetim rely

iveness of the other elepha,

’s hyperprotect :
Neh Ong ¢ his family,” Mong Chg con.

«“ ’
a bit strange- e h
w 49
{ exasperation, “so when strange elephants

gressive, even when the Strange

unusual, but

in his camp Was
! 0

tinued with a trace

a
roach them, he becomes very aggres
app iously means no harm or simply wants to mate.”

By now we Were back in the tent. The mahouts? w-ho had. nevey
had a foreign guest at their camp before, were enjoying th.eu tole
as hosts. They showed me the various FOOIS they used f‘or disciplip.
ing the elephants. There was a metal-tipped hammer-like tool—gj,
inkus—that could be struck into an elephant’s ear. There was also
smaller metal pointer used on an elephant’s back. I'd seen tools [ike
these, in the Moran area of the Dihing Valley, with elegantly carveq,
decorated handles, but here the instruments were less adorned. A
mahout fetched tea for us, as well as a strong alcoholic drink theyd
been brewing, a rice wine mixed with wild sun-dried tubers.

Mong Cho continued to talk about Neh Ong. “It’s more normal
for someone like me, the owner of the camp’s elephants, to be able
to spend more time down in the valley, in the village with fam-
ily,” he said, pouring his tea. “So, for a while my nephew was Neh
Ong’s mahout instead. But he killed my nephew. That was abouta
year ago.”

The revelation was startling, both to J., who had been translat
ing, and to myself. In other conversations with mahouts, I'd heard o
about the dangers of the trade: about falling off an elephant; of
chcounters with enraged wild elephants during the capturing pro
cess, mela shekar. Sometimes a mahout or fandi would Vagucly_'_:?
::;.dlz t:a;nj::nlt;t;vhere an.elephant had killed his ridetr, bl:;:c

| ¢ about it. This was my only field int"™
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ahout openly discussed one of his own e
ants killip
ga

137

oreoveh the person had been a close relatiy
e,and th
e ele-

. question Was standing just fifteen feet away, T},
+ Uhe Hkamyj

tl
phaﬂ . «So now L al 3 :
¢ went on: ways ride him, a
ou nd he has ng problem

ma
«ch meé- He always obeys me and cooperates with me Butitk
i : F It kee
up here in the camp 2 lot of the time. 'm here even m hps
ore than

me 3
3
mahouts- And since 'm the owner, that’s a bit unusual ?

my helpe’
The dark cloud hanging over the elephant Neh Ong indicated
the psychological toll that captive life could take on these elephants

- when they had competent, caring mahouts like Mong Cho

The mahout-
the forest, Was not morally or emotionally simple, for either human

elephant relationship, in these work environments in

or animal. I recalled the words of a song that the Moran fandis, like

Miloswat, sing to elephants they’ve caught out of the wild:

O wild elephant:
Earlier you were int the mountains eating green grasses,

But then we fandis caught you to take you farther down into

the plains.
Do not mind when1 tie these ropes around your
neck and feet,

They are like necklaces and bracelets in
s we’ll have a hard time;

your honot.

Though sometime
best food,

And life will be better than before-

You will change your heart- -

Though once you Werej'iﬂ:-the'f“'.‘gle’ ?

Nouw you will adopt the beatt of a bumar-

almost resemblﬁd..‘?‘ﬁpﬂ

« . s
something betweer
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nts cleatly do wind up “adopting the hear; f

. . 0
lephant’s instincts and loyaltieg then b,
A fandi in the TranS'Patkai :

Many elepha
» But an € Come
ween two worlds. old p,
ho had been caught only recently ang Was g

n elephant W i
ing very difficult to co
» in the sense of being very ntrol, He Was

rusker, and as with Neh Ong, r.nahouts tigi e i Working
with him. The job of handling him was e?ientually divided among
several mahouts, all brothers. One day this rogue elephant angily
shook and jerked his head to free himself of the mahout op top.
The mahout fell. He wheezed in pain, and the other brothers gy,
ered around to help him. The rogue elephant, seeing the rest of the

immediately perched himself over the fallen boy

human.

about @

«rogue,

group’s concern,
shade him from the sun. Then the tusker picked a broad leaf with

his trunk and began fanning the young mahout, who was catching
his breath.

And yet this elephant had already killed several people. “The
elephants are amazing creatures,” the fandi said to me. “Even when
they are rogue or raw, they still have kind hearts.”

This story spoke to a core confusion at the heart of that ele-
phant’s life. In some ways the lives of domesticated elephants could
be grim. Getting caught could itself be traumatic for the elephants.
“Mela shekar is like war,” another fandi once remarked to me’
Usually mela shekar marks the last day an elephant ever secs its
parents, offspring, or anyone else in its original herd. The targeted
;llzzhz;ltrgnjs ;;elf surrounded by imposing khoonkies and t.an-
Training c:)n -last fen P o ‘beg”ji

our of the animalzrlmany ontis, ol dusiigpartltEls tlme’s
' €gs are fastened with ropes to nearby trees:

The (8)
ver ;
sovernmentrun logging camps in Burma tend to have gentler

training methods, |
and the likexthou

1 o : ats

uilt more on positive reinforcement—food tfek :

. ¥ t al

gh this approach takes longer.” The Trans = k

mi ol ; ack
X positive with negative reinforcement. Thw : g
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phant over the forehead with the Bl
¢ a common disciplinary device. The lc:d
5 hi

ele
ge 0{ a machete

t
in6
oS o b 4o thi gher- .
5¢ nahouts o this gently, so as not to in quality fap.
fmure the elephay
or

Jis 37 ark. But in the Trans-Patkai, I saw a nump
s everal par.allel machete scars on their fc’re:;a;: O—f: clephants
reiﬂ"ig e thﬁlr eleph.ants, the Trans-Patkai mahous : m\a?( 5
= arijuana, rice beet, or opium. Again, the m:meu‘mes
JJephant drive re skilled
the elephants

Consequenccs

Addto this the pressures o

the nocturnal fetters. And add the slow 4
marc

ul
=

rs know how to do this in moderation, Byt :
become addicted to the opium, which ha STmeumes
n b S 2
for their physical and psychological well beir? iy
: e g
f the work itself, and the physical fru
S_

ations caused by

tr
hat everywhere fills the elephants’ lives with th
e

of modernit)’ t
roar of engines and deprives them of their forestlands. All this ca
# n

number of macabre behaviors. An elephant at a gover
n_

p in central Burma had a reputation for charging off to
d during his period of musth. He would

result 10 2

mcnt cam
y human graveyar
y dig up graves and chew on the remains of human bod-

Families in that village

the nearb

maniacall
ies. He preferred the more recent graves.

had learned that if they held a funeral immediately before the onset

of this male’s musth season, he had to be watched, even chained if

necessary. Nonetheless, during most of the year, the elephant wasa

h a close relationship with his mahout.”
nother elephant, 2 mother, found dead

g, her forefeet crushing her own
I didn’t understand

fine work animal, wit

[ heard an awful story ofa
morning. She was still standin
y she had committed suicide.
as she lost consc
ily breathe through

was just a story the
their mixed

one
trunk. Evidentl

how this was possible. Surely, .ousness from lack

of oxygen, she would involuntar her mouth, or
mahouts

erk free. Maybe this
mselves,

the trunk would j
stener and to the

tell to convey, both to the li
feelings about the work they do.t
James Howard Williams tells a story ¢rom the Shenam P

285 €Vac
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He was walking along the path towagg
when he suddenly saw 3 i
ming up the slope towards m.
d, and she hadan exPressio:l

(ld War 1.

COﬂVOy?

forwar

meant that she was off back to Burp, »

. to grab her chain. To dodge the,

bled behind he ,
143 .
d over a ravine—“an actjoy, |

jumpe€
»__injuring her legs in the land; i

d that her mahOUt had

'ng start aﬂd
nt make’

HCVC[ - :
bt .. Williams discovere

he affair, : _
ross an especially rickety bridge. The elephap,

king the bridge down in anger, and this motiop
hout and saddle from the elephant. Then ghe
ng a bold bid for liberty, she had stap,.

ed up the hill; hoping to the retutn from the barren hills o ,
» But having injured her legs in the jump, she wag
stood quietly to be saddled”™—but after that

rried to 8et her to €

had snapped, kic
had thrown the ma
fled: “Like a convict maki

ped
land of bambo0s.
easily caught. “She
d with a limp."

based work puts elephants in a better position

‘sometimes the

point, she walke

Though forest-
to mate than elephants in tourist camps Or in Zoos,

stress and situation of the work can undermine healthy mating pat-
rerns. | encountered a tusker elephant in the Trans-Patkai, who,
[ was told, had mated with his own daughters. This was an area
where there were few wild elephants left.)* I met the offspring. To
my nonveterinarian’s eye, they seemed healthy enough, but such
cases of inbreeding are obviously not what mahouts hope for, and
a' male elephant in a psychologically and environmentally healthy
situatio i :
4 111( 'would be unlikely to engage in such behavior.
in :
Ko Lng t};lrough such stories and scenes, it’s hard not to WO
r whether t - ” ;s 4
i e practice of keeping elephants as work animals
efensible. Animal rights 2.
3 ghts proponents concerned for the elephan®® &
elrare may argue that these ] Jeased F
to join or form wild h e elephants really ought to berele® 3
w1
erds. To be sure, this idea holds a stro"
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han i :
1 appeal' But such an idea also misses the il
2 H a .
s, which is not the stresses of working 1‘fnger facin
1
Jicatio” of forest cOVEL- € but rather
erd i
cy of expanding forest preserves, and imp
gal

Advoca
jonss 18 another morally intuitive rallying cry fo
-Ior outsiders

prO[CCt
o see the elephants (as well as other animal and plan |
plant life)

hopln . *
h. But effective protection of forest ranges requi
1L€S eco-
s, and the more developed countries inside the As;
1an

nomic resource
| range—T hailand, Vietn
’ am, and Malaysia—have

elephant’s natura
veloped to 2 point where forest coveriis sc e
a]] de p arce. Indecd, thisisa

of how suc
lating agricultural output through expansion of

Jarge prt h countries became more economically devel-
oped: by stimu
farms intO former

much of India—have more
ish and sustain wildlife preserves.

ituation of elephants in South India
hat of the work elephants in Burma and northeastern

uth India, elephants are almost entirely wild, and they
merous: roughly a quartet of the world’s Asian
h India. (Together, Burma and northeastern
They live primarily in fore
d. And there are officia
w elephants t0 migrat
solated from each o
1 [ndeed, no other

n elephants and
ndia. South
rt from

forest. Less developed countries—Burma, Laos
3

forest area but fewer financial resources

o establ

The s
point to ¢
India. In So

are relatively nu

provides a counter-

elephants live in Sout
India have about a third.)
that are reasonably well protecte
corridors” that, at least in theory, allo
forest to forest. In reality, these forests are 1
edible human density.
umbers of Asia
those of South 1
1y : w:it-h -suppo
o settlement 20

st preserves
| “clephant
¢ from

ther,

enveloped by areas of incr
region on earth has significant 1
human density levels even approa.ching_
India’s system of wildlife :prc_se;r-ﬁzcs'exists -on

ta e ‘ A 5t i
X revenue generated thrdli_gh-*~1nten-51ve:;'huma
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142 - far less ¢ragmented than the remajy,_

dia, and it is well positioned along majq,
outl’l Indi2>
ing o migrat gs, RUEREL ST be severy]
ing €l hant ¢ patural migratory corridors: ¢
surviv0 i this SYSt . : e
the PatkﬁlS, from the Rakhlne and

 to the Kachin Hills around Putao. Anothe,
Kaukkwe forests near Katha. From here, th
c

o mon Range past the Hukawng V.
:1d herds proce . . the Chaukan area. Two major routeg
n: one along the foothills of the
rd Bhutan; another straight along the Lohjt
River. Some wild elephants migrate

branch westWwa
Jayas towa

River toward the Brahmaputra

al] the way to0 Kaziranga Natio
| Assam, either directly 2

eastern Hima
nal Park, hundreds of miles away ip
long the Brahmaputra’s floodplain
he Naga Hills and then the Karb;
he elephants tend to stay in high

re. During the dry season, as the

centra
or by a southern route across t

Hills. During the wet seasof, t
areas, drawn to salt springs the

hills run out of water, the elepha
where there are fresh bamboo shoots. This alternation between

nts come into the river valleys
?

highlands and lowlands happens annually. Mahouts in both Burma
and India told me the wild herds sometimes cross the international
border, but nobody was sure how often.!
1 Some of these migration routes are becoming disjointed. I
“ez;;ned of a herd of wild elephants in the Patkais whose males were
all mokona”—that is, all born tuskless. This indi
Ny | . This indicates that the
ecome isolated and was depri
eprived of the tusker gene over

time (likely d .

P Oyr tue to poaching, but perhaps also due to loggers’ heavy
uskers to hoist beams of v d).16

Yet overall the wider o

Trans-P :
of Upper Burma and nor atkai area, encompassing much

thea ¥ 2

stern India, is the last place.on earth

an at. : ‘
least approximate the mobility theY

quered and cleared much of the Asian for-

¥ .
here Asjap, elephantg ¢

had before humans co
n
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ost patts these forests have not been preserved by gov-

43

m > .
r the ons of the wider -
s B . chov gh small secti System of migratory
s (th

e o Kazirang? National Park in Assam, are indeed pro-
_ They remain intact because the forests in the
Lai generate value: profit from trading forest commodi-

ns-Pat : ot
ber and minerals; refuge for local militias or other polit-

'ke tim [{4 19 . .
4nd support for off-grid” ways of living based on

ries I .

(gl fugitivess

forest ecology-
The work elep

gliar situation. On the one hand, they have been conscripted
a pec

b foreSt'Oriented humans; on the other, they “buffer” their wild
¥

rts deeper in the forest, helping the humans hold off potent

hants of Burma and northeastern India are thus in

counterpa

nomic, demographic, and political forces that have destroyed
eco )

normous swaths of forestland elsewhere. This vexed situation places
e .

the work elephants under varying degrees of psychological duress.
Hence the elephants who are “difficult,” and hence the mahouts who

deal with this dilemma, which is in parta moral one, as best they can.

“ARE YOU EVER afraid of the big one?” 1 asked Mong Cho, refer-
ring to Neh Ong.

“I try to be careful. But really, it wouldn’t make sense to
be afraid.”

“Do you think of him as your friend?”

At this, the other mahouts laughed. “No!” cried one. “You’re not
supposed to think of them as friends.” -

1;\Ijlong Cho smiled, ignoring the others. He looked thoug}‘l‘tfulg’
at some tools in the tent and reached over to sharpen one.. We ,,
I've been with him for a long time—since he was very lltt.le.;t”s
been neatly thirty years now. He is more like a son ﬁha'rl aérlzilp-ak

I thought of what the Vietcong mahout Xuan hgd S-alci a : ,
Chan: “I had the feeling he was .sometb_ing.?f a prodzga SR
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u miss Neh Ong?” 1 asked.
houts exclaimed, laughing moge.

1” the other ma
.d too, while sharpening the ankys "

1 the hill camp- At first, this seemed odd to me. Mahouyts
the end of each workday because the ele-

phants have been released into the forest for the night. Even if Neh
Ong got into trouble in the forest—which from everything I'd heard
ikely—it would probably happen far from the
having a mahout at the camp area
he possibility that Neh Ong
Mong Cho slept nearby

here i
usually exit the camp at

about him seemed |
rent itself, deep in the woods;
wouldn’t achieve much. I considered t

was actually kept chained up at night, and
as a kind of warden. But if this were so, then someone would have

to gather hundreds of pounds of fodder for the giant elephant every
day. Neh Ong was well fed, and none of these mahouts were pre-
paring to gather six hundred pounds of bamboo leaves that after-
noon. Clearly Neh Ong was free to forage at night.

Then it occurred to me: perhaps Neh Ong wanted Mong Cho
?Zarb:: Mong Cho was one of the few creatures Neh Ong had in his
;ten:;hct’ Elrl; il; huie tusker at ease. Perhaps he preferred to forage

g that Mong Cho was nearby, in the tent. In that

case, Mon Ch . ]
” g Lho was sleeping up in the hills to soothe and comfort
powerful but troubled lead tusker

affection. to whom he felt such paternal
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Chapter 7

CAMPS
AND VILLAGES

ARE WOMEN EVER MAHOUTS?

'd been asking t
rea and in central Burma, always receiving a firm no. Some

tom for women to be mahouts. Oth-

his question for months, in both the Trans-

patkal @
rold me it went against cus

ors claimed it Was against re

others said that the elephant
nt in particular will never permit it.”

fied me. In James Howard Williams’s
excellent

ligion and spiritual instruction.! Still

s themselves will not accept a female

mahout—that a male elepha
Such responses never satis
World War II memoir Elephant Bill, women demonstrate

elephant handling skills. Williams, a British teak wallah in Burma,
nd transport work with the mahouts and

indwin Valley. One day Williams found

han mahouts. Many of the Burmese
ently absorbed into

was doing construction a

elephants of the upper Ch

himself with more elephants t

mahouts had gone missing that morning, appar

nd the front lines. With no one t0 drive
:hto the for-

dered releasing the giants1 !
r their «yomen, 25 Williams puts 1t
and so forth) were residing 10

a Japanese work camp beyo
the elephants, Williams consl
est. But the mahouts’ wives (0
which could mean sisters, daug
a nearby village and heard of Wil
the eventual return of the missing

Vv : {
olunteered to “ride the riderless €

hters,

liams’s predicam |
he British

ent. Anticipating

lcphants
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 women did so successfully
]

sed Williams, who like me

¢ under British control. Th
es. This surpri
men could not b

fa few contemporary cases wh
e elephant conservationist community had learned
4 But did villag

al. In central Burm
I visit

e mahouts.?

ere highly educated

e women ever become mahouts? |

a, in the woods beyond a govern-

women in th
mahout skills.
Jearned of sever
ment elephant log

ing a few makeshi

ed a charcoal camp, compris-

glng villagea
mid several smoking heaps

ft bamboo shelters a
would later become §3
matted floors inside the m
rrying ironwood logs upon t
snaked past the camp. The hike here from

of ironwood that leable charcoal. Some
mahouts lounged on
elephants passed by, ca
crossing the stream that

the road had taken some thirty minutes.
t the camp with her husband, Win,

ain shelter. Several

heir tusks and

A woman named Nyo was a
for the main cistern while Nyo

who was repairing a bamboo pipe
ected all my questions to |

stirred rice over a campfire. At first 1 dir

Win, as I'd been advised, but gradually I directed more to Nyo.
Smiling at my inquiries, she pointed out that even though everyoné
says women don’t drive elephants, she used to do it all the time.

We were sitting i : '
tting in a group, some eight men and three women in

all, and ever . _
P ,great yone was laughing. The topic was apparently a SOUrce
amusem ] .
it .ent. Nyo had grown up in a farming area and.
L oslgde and give commands to elephants when she first
in. ‘
the governm ¢ had a few favorite elephants in her life, but in.
ent- : :
il run timber industry, elephants can change hands.
B etr;lt off to different logging areas, and that was what
logging work onle elephants she remembered best. She neve! did
coal ’ Y the transport work, lik i fchar:?
al, or supplies for vi] . , like moving bags of “™"
and sh Vi lage life. Then Wi b hout,.‘rﬂf
e became pregnant in became a head man®" &
, and she never worked as a mahout aftqﬂ
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red whether, during that earlier period, she haq |

cial salaried mahout, receiving a wage from the i een an offi-
male mahouts did. She said no, the government paid wan;ent as the
the loggin® work, not for the transport work that she gw:s0 ZZ:;

k) s .
he government s timber enterprise has never shown much int
erest

] as

T
inu
comm
and Wﬂ’ld

Looking aro

[ had never seen wWom
experience—1in the tribal logging camps. At this camp, as in the ele-

nt logging village to which it was a satellite, wives and daugh-
other family members worked alongside male mahouts.

mily members here, male or female, spent their days

sing elephants for transporting anything other than its primar
odity, the teak logs. Anything else is “not its departmenti
s up on the margins of the village’s economic life.

und this tiny charcoal-making camp, I realized why

en like Nyo—that is, women with mahoutship

pha
ters and
Most human fa
near the elephants. So
here overnight, while others wo

me of the women, I was told, would sleep
uld return to the main village a

short hike away.
By contrast, in the Trans-Patkai region, the tribal logging camps

like Mithong (Air Singh’s camp) in the Lohit Valley, or like Mong
Cho’s camp in the hills of southwestern Kachin State, were almost
entirely male environments. A Kachin mahout in the Trans-Patkal’s
Dihing Valley told me that wives occasionally came along to the log-
Bing areas to help load elephants or to give commands. But mostly
the women attended to things in the village: Indeed, in the Trans”
Patkai, the mahouts hail from villages far removed from the world
o lephants. These villages have main streets with motor craffic
::j ::?PS; farms growing rice and potatocs; and pigs: cowSI,d .
ickens roaming about. They look “10f [»—one couicP
ga y

thr re

ugh t es here a

may hem and never know that many of 6
Outs gkirts

the ht from

gOB.tS

ma
the famili

d on the ot

il] families. Go up a dirt side road, an
%8¢, one might occasionally se¢ elepha

¢
tto :
4 mahout’s village house-
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148 GIANTS OF THE MONSOON FOREST

he is bringing food up to his comrades at

ing the elephant. Likely,
fe might be there to help, packing bagg

the logging camps: His wi
giving a command or two to €O
But most of the elephants aren’t here, they’re at the logging

iles up the road and deep in the forest. At Mithong,
awmill. No women work there. The rest of the

ntrol the elephant.

camp, many m
this road ends ata $

way to the actual loggin
tain paths. The array of camps, like the sawmills, are entirely full

of men. A geographer or sociologist might say that when visiting

camps in the Trans-Patkai, one passes through a series

g area follows difficult forest and moun-

elephant
of processional “stages,” from village center to village edge to tim-

ber mill to elephant camp. Women are more present at the earlier
stages; elephants are more present at the later ones; men are present
throughout.

By contrast, the government elephant logging village in central
Burma collapsed these different processional “stages” into one. The
village had a main street and shops and several hundred huts full
of families, but it also had elephants, some five dozen of them. All
family members, of both species, were in one place. The village was
the “hub” from which elephants and mahouts could reach many
kinds of outposts connected to village life. Paths to the teak-logging
areas passed by satellite camps for charcoal, or sites where villagers

were gathering bamboo and cane to reinforce their homes in prepa-

ration for the coming monsoon storms.

There was an endless march of elephant traffic through the vil-
lage to and from these sites, going up and down the main road and f
its many side paths. Elephants dragged huge, heavy heaps of bam-
boo piled on wooden sleds; elephants went off to the teak-logging
areas for the day; elephants carried nine or ten large bags of char”
coal at a time to some hut or depot; elephants headed to a stream
for their daily bath; elephants delivered sacks of rice to the huts?

mahouts. The
. re : : n
was even a kind of “rush hour” effect 1n the mof

Scanned with CamScanner



Cam
Ps and Villageg i
9

. when the mahouts had all fetched their elepha

ing g ot of the forest seated on the giants’ necks nts and were
co:ver)fwherc the lives of the mahouts’ family mer;mbers were visi
wined with the elephants and the elephans’ o FC Vl'Sl..
helped unload the elephants or tied up the elephan.ts’zl?ﬂy
mahouts’ wives handed tools up to the mahomstgr;

membefs

> necks or backs. One
e clephants nec woman ordered an elephant to

i ecl by 2 gection
haul the €310 directly from the elephant’s back onto the hut’s main

g1 occasiona
lite outpost for “retired” elephants, who were too old

of her bamboo hut that was elevated so she could

[andin lly saw children playing with calves. There was
! a special satel
for logging work. T
steended tO by gray-
bers with them as well.

[ was at a campfire one nig
logging village- While drinking rum and eating rice,
mahouts recalled female mahouts in the area besides Nyo. A Karen

woman, Naw Ko, had lived in the village some
unusual. Not only had she had done the logging work, she had

received regular government wages for it. Unfortunately she had
died young. Another mahout recalled a woman who was 2 kind
of “tomboy.” She would do everything the men did. She worked
with the elephants, dragged the teak, and slept in the group tent
in the forest during the peak work season in August. This woman

?_ Would even work with the large male tus
E i Other female mahouts I learned about never did.®
| tialS zih ex.a ml? les of female mahoutship seem to St from t]he S}i):-
SYste 8anization of the Burmese government’s elephant 1088 hg
™ In other words, in these villages where the elephants, the

hese elephants, in their fifties or sixties, were

haired mahouts, who had some family mem-

ht with the mahouts of this complex
several of the

years ago. She was

ker elephants, something

maho
Uts
Dpor, and the mahouts® family members all
ftunjtjeg houts. Yet other
fagg open up for women to become mahouts-
women 4 well

I's :
“0uld direct the flow of mahoutship skills to
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[ met an elderly woman, Timeh, who lived S
o hlls.

eteak|

. 1
n on the upper Chindwin River bet9905,
] “men

as to men.

band, Imow n the road, at the forme, site

many miles dow
which had since migrated to follow the Rt
ur

Jogging village,
ad moved to central Burma during th
€

This eldetly couple h
e town of Homali
ills and the Kachin Hills. We sat outside thei; |,

it op

a cat circling us throughout the conye,
SaUOn

from th
the Chin H
4 sunny afternooil;

and meowing.

Timeh and Imow Wer
mother and 2 Kachin father and learned his elephan g
)

des but especially the Hkamti side. My guide D,, w},
., Who

s able to converse in Shan with Imow for a po
I-

e both born in Homalin. Imow hyg
2

Hkamti
from both st
was half Shan, wa
tion of the conversatio

ing not used it in many decade

n. Imow knew as little Kachin as I did, hay

, hay-
s. Timeh, his wife, smoked a cigar
s an ethnic Burmese and was

throu |
after her Hkamti-Shan hus-

locally nicknamed “the Shan lady” (
band) or “the Chin lady.” This latter nickname seemed to be based |
he was Chin rather than ethnicBur- 5

ghout the conversation. She wa

on a local misperception that s
mese, or perhaps it simply referred to her origin in Homalin, which ©
is near the Chin Hills. Like Nyo, whom I’d met at the charcoal
camps, Timeh learned her mahoutship skills from her husband,
when they were first married.

Homalin had a lot of female mahouts in those days,

”» Imow

b T bl i ek
s i joins the Chindwin around this spot— aﬂ”
Gold Panningei:n ;hOI;tS i doth wo.rk-
while approa ChingO:tfy barg‘ij work, not elephant work. Somet!
upon a little floatin viiesr river in the Kachin Hills, oné happe™
ing machinery an dgcol age of bamboo rafts carrying heavy dredg
the machine oy Siftinveyor belts, with workers sorting chrou®

> Sitting through piles of rocks encased i1 mud:°

lounging ins;
' g 1nside th ;

mes
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m
eone had ¢, carry

ith t
. o e i
o | . ibility oftep we
e women. Women also sometimes owned el i
elephants in thig area

. oh and Imow remembered a wo
Time o . man who owned a dogen ol
phants, having inherited them from her father. Her hireg e-
though, were mostly male.” mahouts,
Homalin is in the same general area along the upper Chind

win where James Howard Williams had been so surprised to
sce

of the

ofa commodity more valuable than teak, ¢
3

he elephant work, and this respons

the women take control of the elephants. Perhaps this area has an
ynusually strong tradition of women mahouts, which might be
ected to the boom and bust cycles of the nearby gold-panning

that periodically draws many of the men.
arlier in their lives, Timeh and Imow wound up

conn

industry

At one point €
working for one of the Burmese government’s timber enterprises

on the upper Chindwin. In 1995 government logging officials
announced that a number of elephants, including two of Timeh
were to be transferred to the teak forests of central
uts decided to follow their elephants
forest, leaving two of their
] weeks. Seven ele-

y met two of

and Imow’s,
Burma. The married maho
from Homalin to the central Burmese
four children behind. The journey took severa
phants in all made the trip. By chance, I had alread
these seven. Gunjai, the elephant I'd scen being fetched the

%us morning by the mahout Otou—the elephant who disliked me
Homalin elephants-

forest outpost

previ-

beC
. ause | was wearing pants—was one of the
no ; :
ther, Latai, had carried me down a large hillto a

Carlier i that day
At 1 | m
Mention of Latai, Timeh’s face brlghtened, «That was My

favoy; i
Orite elephant,” she said. “Though I couldn’t rid

Was i ”»
AMmale and 5 ¢y sker. But I'd always bring Latal food treats:
ally did with the

I ask ;
ele ®d Timeh what kind of work she nor™
phants ; “« d Caﬂteens
> she repllcd. Food,

¢ him, since he

114
L] A o
Iways transportation,’
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of water, charcoal, stones, bamboo and timb:ar,' things like thy, I
wouldn’t do the logging work; that was Imow s job.”

The two had retired from elephant wo.rk some yea'rs ago, which
was why they didn’t follow the logging village when it mOTJed e
or ten miles up the road. The two children who moved with them

entral Burma were still in the area, but neither had become
to ¢

i | )’ ' r two chi ;
mahouts. Timeh and Imow hadn’t seen their othe Idren in

many years. | N
The Burmese government’s teak-logging system 1s in many ways

an updating of managerial organization put into place b.y the Brit-
ish colonial teak wallahs, who themselves mostly formalized meth-
ods of elephant-based logging they observed among the Karen
and Mon mahouts in the hills around Moulmein in the ninet.eenth
century. Present-day logging and forestry bureaucrats have inher-
ited from this earlier period a strong preference for “roadless’.’ 1og-’
ging, seeing trucking roads as prohibitively expensive, ecolog1cally;
destructive, and damaging to the quality of the teak.® |
Currently, there are about three dozen government-run elephant
logging villages in Burma, scattered among the best Burmese teak |
forests in the Rakhine Hills, the Bago Hills, and the upper valley .
of the Irrawaddy and the Chindwin.® Once or twice per decade;
these elephant logging villages change location, following th‘ _\
teak harvest. The dwelling structures in these villages are
built of biodegradable forest materials—bamboo, cane, and ti
ber transported by elephant from the surrounding woodlands".‘l‘
anticipation of these periodic moves. Visiting these teak-harvest
villages, one cannot help but be impressed by their unique Org4%8
zational genius,1 |
The Burmese government’s elephant logging system is also I
with problems, and jtg future looks uncertain. From one poif'™

few: : . : less
view, the villages are Just large work sites—factories for road
| 1

logging. But these are also places where people are raising faml‘
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1nd building lives. With the economic liberalization of Burmg ip
recent YEALS, these families now have access to 4 wider array of cop.
qumer items and are investing more in their homes, turning them
into permanent structures.

I visited a particular central Burmese logging village once in 2013
and again in 2016. During the first visit, the villagers were busy gath-
ering bamboo from the surrounding forest to reinforce their homes
in preparation for the coming monsoon storms. The homes were
built of materials that anticipated eventual abandonment: thatched
roofs, skeletal structures and divisions made entirely of bamboo,
beams held in place by pegs and rope rather than with screws and
nails, and so on. In 2016, by contrast, many of the homes had notice-
ably changed. There were more metal roofs now, made of corrugated
iron sheets. The bamboo stilts were sometimes reinforced with metal
tods or concrete. People’s gardens looked more elaborate, with more
fruits and vegetables growing and with decorative flowers.

The logging officials, in the meantime, who live in far-off cities,
had declared the area overlogged in 2015 and had already built a
brand.peyy logging village many miles away, in an area with plenty
°f mature teak. Exploring the forestlands around the currently

Ogcup ted village, T could see why officials announced it should be
2

t ::i::;d- tle V‘Ver e trees everywhere, including some teak, but
of diminis; and springs in the area were drying up, a consequence
Watc, him fed tre? density. When I followed the mahout F)tou tlo
In Whic G et.d? i clephant Gunjai, the only usable watering ho c;
b I“0rflinunl.a1 could take his morning bath (an important part 0
j g”“‘al for both elephant and mahout) was barely a foot
The Oon j t0o would run dry.
Vith :“’ Village ¢ ebvenntncat fudibule wasanAwide et
Dhant- E:;Urrent; a fine location from the perspective of an elec;
"V afey mahouts had moved here, having been offere

min g .
t 5 hem.
heir Wages. I spent an afternoon with some of t

T S e
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Pointing to various corners of their new homes, they observed ¢,
€d that

the government had don
structures. Rather than weaving the bamboo slats together in a fu]]
u

work, to create firm flooring and insect-resistant walls, th
. s the
new village had used a faster but less effective con

e a poor job building the new dwelling

lattice
builders of the
struction method, wher

parallel slats together.

There were huge gaps in the flooring and i
ut corners when finishing and treating the bamboo,

acting termites. Joints had been fastened
ther than with bamboo rope. The
iver, far from the nearest

heir family mem-

e only a few perpendicular slats held all the

n the walls. The govern-

ment had also ¢
which in places was attr
with nails, which were rusting, ra
was also many miles up the r
part, neither the mahouts nor t

even if the wages were better.
with its main street and

sant gardens, I thought
mily from the old
the old vil-

actsof B

new village
road. For the most
bers wanted to move here,
s new work site with the olde
s well-built homes and plea

no one in their right mind would move their fa
¢ the forestlands around

ting to the new one. And ye
and the new village site sat adjacent to tf

11 Compar-
ing thi r village,
its shops and it

set
lage were drying up
mature teak.

By contrast, the tribal log
do not have this conflict. Loggers foll
families settle in a single villa
_Patkai mahouts are al

ging areas in the Trans-Patka region ¢

ow the harvest fro
ge around whic
so mote autor”
p from on¢
P in the

m tract t0 |

h they &

tract, and their
build their lives. The Trans
s, making decisions about whe
mong themselves. Given thei

(riding their elephants)
sibly control t

n to move a cam

omou
r location dee

glen to another a
forest, in places only they
bureaucratic authority could pos
tem has its social disadvanta

loggers must spend long periods of time away from th

" From the perspective of government logging officials in
lso have the disadvantage

outside

schedule. But this sys
Burma‘

he1na

the camp system would a
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cxtrerﬂe]Y difficult to administer from a central bureaucrari
c

fice The governme
office: , .
. ipistrators a kind of lever ove ;
outsid€ 2 5 r the logging mahouts’

. The villages usually have at least one main road and so

ble to ad

12 The villages are also where educational and med

nt-run timber industry’s village system giv
es

live i
ministrators or to veterinarians making s
ur-

prise visits-
are provided and where wages are disbursed. The

jcal services
able to gather resources from sections of the

mahouts ar¢ still
beyond the administr
aEHIaE condoned by the industry officials—but over-

stem keeps the mahouts connected to a formal

¢ the camp system in the Trans-Patkai

el
ators’ view—the charcoal camps, for

forest
instance,
all, the village sy
bureaucracy 1n ways tha

rribal areas does not.
Mounting tensions between administrators and mahouts over

yillage location has strained the Burmese government’s teak-
logging system. The system has also encountered a new, more
challenging issue in recent years. The economic design of the gov-
stry assumes that the best and most valu-
very few roads scarring the
ses: that logging
one by

ernment’s timber indu
able teak will come from forests with
soil, i :

From this assumption flow two further premi

done wj
ne with elephants can be just as profitable as logging d
on of these profits can then

Yet in recent ye€ars, the
» forests 18

fOundationaioward theislophizst e
More VaIUablefumptIOH*that teak grown in “roadless
MY as cloged See:ins to have held true only when Burma’s econ-
.try has hag 5 and protected. Of late, the Burmese teak indus-
compete with its counterparts abroad, especially

ed

d

In '
€0tra] A
meric . :
a. This new market pressure, and the increas

Wajla ke
abilj
Y of machi
er SWathg faChlner v, has led to the motorization of larger an
: 0
: the Burmese teak industry."”

IS §
n
Now, turn |
as : _
¢ Neay a contributed to overlogging- The
§ Sev, : . .
ere as in Thailand, which once h

situation is

ad a thriv-
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ing teak-logging industry but so deforested its hills

and calamitous downriver flooding ensued, leading to :‘: erosi‘o
logging ban in the early 1990s." But the Burmese situatio\ze'eplr?g
serious enough that Burmese forestry officials have recent]ylsi Stql
tuted temporary limits on logging, allowing mahouts to ha:su-
only about a quarter of the timber tonnage they were hal‘ves:':;

before—a cutback that should, the forestry officials hope, give the

forest time to recover.”
The cost is borne, in large part, by the mahouts themselves, :

) #

whose wages are paid per ton. The timber enterprise has no plan

to compensate the mahouts for their lost income. A number of |

mahouts have responded by gathering ironwood trees from the for-

est, to make charcoal. Charcoal is nowhere near as valuable as teak,;

of course, but it gives the mahouts a commodity to sell, to make up‘;

for their lost earnings, which are significant (and entirely avoidable;

simply pay them more during the tonnage =

if the government would
limitation period).’® i
The mahouts’ charcoal-making camps,
es, can be fascinating in acti
ants carrying great iro
e simply burnc
hollowe

though surely not a

optimal use of forest resourc on. T

is full of smoke and steam and eleph
¢ tusks. Sometimes the logs ar
ge cavelike rooms are |
pward until it reach
hrough a bt
except fof

scene
wood logs upon thei
in piles. But in another method, lar
out from nearby bluffs,and a chimney is dugu
oaded into the cavernt

in with clay
he subterran

the hillcrest above. Logs are |
side door, then lit, and the door is filled

few small holes that allow oxygen to flow into t '
te
ures in a row along 3 5% ‘

chamber. I saw several of these struct
ading logs oF

incline by a forest stream. Elephants were unlo s
S U
* doorways. Other chambers had already been sealed, and >3

: he
was puffing out through the chimney openings above. T

gt
was lovely and strange: cozy and funereal at the same tim
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g MAHOUTS of the main government.ryy, logging vi|]
lilage |

TH
it central Burma were mostly ethnic Burmans [he vi]]
. Ulage

visi
was characterlzed by this relative homogeneity in spite of 3 |
arge

nearby population of ethnic Karen mahouts, The Karen mahoys
worked on private logging tracts. I would see their trucks pass by
the government arca frequently. The trucks were easy to pick out
because they had a crucifix hanging behind the windshield, The
government logging village had no church and was intended to be
2 Buddhist-only community: it had a Buddhist religious building
near the main road and several shrines for the worship of forest
spirits, or nats.

By contrast, the elephant logging camps in the Trans-Patkai
allow people from multiple religious and ethnic backgrounds to
work side by side during the day and to return to their respective
villages at night. Thus, in the southwestern hills of Kachin State,
Hkamti, Kachin, and ethnic Burmese mahouts worked in relative
harmony together, even though the Burmese and Hkamtis return
every night to villages whose main religious structure is a Buddhist
pa or monastery, while the Kachins return to a village with a
large church,

.Tenam’ the long-haired mahout who brought me into e
Mlthong logging forest to meet Air Singh, was Hkamti, but hﬁe
z::eilzcil:o Wear a traditional Kachin hat. I asked h.ii;b;“:ol;
Ofhage and.i;{e lau.ghed and answered that a Hl:im}tl; g
Mer - Practical for logging work; the Kachin N

f¢ comfortable, The choice was pragmatic

the Ay in this work
Ort of social intermixing that occurred in .
S WOI‘klng under

s mahout Was 2

. Iso
s'gna]ed
Ml
.l
g D many Singpho-Kachin mahout

ang
In g .
Ome caseg alongside him.” Air Singh’
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Kachin teenager, Gam, whose fellow mahouts hailed from 4 Wi
array of groups: Hkamtis, Singpho-Kachins, Nepalis, Assan
and Adivasis. The lead mahouts and tract owners were all Hka
and Singpho-Kachins, who'd divided the forest between themse
using a streambed as a border.” But the workers under them w
a mix of all five groups, if not more. The lingua franca among
mahouts was Assamese.

Of these groups, the Hkamtis have played the most impor
historical role in diffusing forest mahout skills throughout this part
of the world. Even the proudest Kachin mahouts I spoke with ¢
ceded, with a grudging smile, that the Hkamtis were in effect the
core group, with the longest-lasting traditions, within the .5 
Patkai’s mahout culture. The elephant skills seem to have origi
come from the west—from Bengal and Assam. Nobody - 1 Ire
when this was exactly. Apparently it was well over a thousand :
ago, before today’s ethnonyms (Hkamti, Kachin, etc.) show :
any historical record. Up until the nineteenth century, the kar
tis had their own tiny kingdoms in the Hukawng Valley a ‘ ] th
Putao Plain, political nodes that aided the spread of elephant sk
eastward and southward. The Kachins, who originally mi
from Yunnan, became associated with elephant work muc ?
recently, in the nineteenth century, learning the art of mahl |
from the Hkamtis.”” The Morans seem to have been a1

elephant work for as long as the Hkamtis but did not play as Pt

inent a role in diffusing the culture.”

These groups have a history of struggling over territory, _' ?
share in common the experience of having fled powerful, ex ;
kingdoms and empires. The Morans were pushed into thesls
Patkai when the Ahom kingdoms expanded up the Brahma
River. The Kachins fled Mongol and Han invasions in
The Hkamtis migrated from larger Tai polities to the -

Once they reached the mountainous refuge of the Trans
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¢ groups became intermixed, though ip ways th
s

the at preseryed

g distinct languages and cultural traditiong, 2t

oW, We should remember, was half Kachjp and haJf Hkame;,
Viloswat the elderly Moran fandi who told me the story of the
choonkie elephant Sokona, had a Hkamtj daughter-in-Jay,. Inter-
narriage between Morans and Kachins in the Lopje and Dihing
salleys seems to be rarer, perhaps due to the 8roups’ topographic
ordering: the Kachins are associated with a relatively high contour
line up in the hills, the Hkamtis with a transitiona] area between
hills and plains, and the Morans are mostly in the lower Dihing
Valley. The scheme has lots of exceptions, but it generally helps an
outside visitor make some sense of the dizzying network of interfa-
milial and intertribal ties. Nevertheless, some social scientists have
reported a kind of ethnic “shape-shifting,” in which individuals or
clans shift from “Hkamti” to “Kachin” under certain political cir-
cumstances, or vice versa.2?

Such an interpretation is disputed, but tribal fluidity and het-
erogeneity would perform a useful law-evading function as well.
Forestry officials might hear that an illegal activity is taking place
na certain sector of the forest (illegal elephant capture, illegal log-
ging, smuggling of goods, etc.). If the investigators know that the
Mahout theyre seeking is, say, a Hkamti, then they go directly to
_the Nearby Hkamt; village and begin their interrogations there. But
¥ the S¢ctor of the forest js associated with mahouts hailing from
0 different groups and villages, the investigation has no obvi-
0US neyt step, P g e - hat a Moran
Mahoy, rnu::.h eople at the Hkamti village will .SaY t i
*Kachi, mahoz:e done it; people .t:xt the Moran;ﬂlage w

must have done it; and so on. e

i, 1L0hjt and Dihing valleys, mahouts are also Ad1v3515,
“Samese, g4 occasionally Chakma. All these gro p
om elsewhere, The Adivasis came from cen tral Indiz

€ nj tations of
Neteenth century to work on the tea plan
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Assam, which were rapidly expanding up the Brahmaputra Valley
during the British colonial era. The Adivasis are sometimes called,
simply, the “tea tribes” because of their association with tea har.
vesting. However, many of them farm other crops, and a few are
mahouts. I once met a young Adivasi mahout at a sawmill camp iy
the Lohit Valley named Gudu. He was cighteen years old and feg
his elephant bananas as we talked. Gudu came from a family of
farmers, but the nearby farming areas had become crowded, and :
wages for agricultural work had declined.

By contrast, wages in the logging industry stayed strong, so he

headed to the Lohit logging area. At first, he worked at a sawmill,

the logs, so he offered Gudu a job as a mahout’s assistant. Gud
thrived in the new position and was now in charge of this elephani
eating the bananas. (The elephant had given me a ride to the mil
some fifteen minutes earlier and nearly tossed me off.) His wages
he said, were significantly better than they would have been had
stayed on the farm. Furthermore, “I like the sense of adventure,
being out there in the forest with my elephant, who is really lik
best friend who understands me in every way.” Gudu added that
mother was unhappy about his chosen profession and wanted hin
to return to the farm.

I encountered another Adivasi mahout, below the Lohit Val
in Assam, in an area of huge tea plantations. The domestica
elephants here dated from the days when the tea plantations
elephants for draft labor and were interpenetrated by forest.

adays those forests are gone, and the industry is organized ar

Scanned with CamScanner



i Cam
Ps
and v“,ages
16;

el The elephants have relatively Jj], to do a]] g
forests in which to roam or mate, byt they sil] ay an
 which to spend their days.

! ' d haye no
Ve riverg and tree

grovesi .
This tea plantation mahout and his clephant haq Wandereq
re up

he Main high-

t trunk into 4

om the nearby river, to a cluster of shops alon _
: Cavalierly, the elephant was reaching hig o
shopkeeper’s window for a loaf of bread., The shop

in his seat with surprise. The mahout looked on nop
i

fr

keeper Jumped
chala
crossed, from high on the elephant’s neck. A boy stepped 23:’;?:
chop with a box of crackers and fed them to the elephant. The, -
the other side of the market lane, another shopkeeper said some.
thing with a scowl. The mahout took offense, leaped down from
the elephant, and ran up to the shopkeeper with a menacing grin on
his face. The shopkeeper was smaller, and the mahout had no trou-
ble picking the poor man up and dragging him toward the elephant.
With the agility of a playground tyrant, the tea plantation
mahout then turned the shopkeeper upside down, so that his feet
were pointing upward. The elephant promptly wrapped his trunk
around the unfortunate shopkeeper’s ankles. At this point the vic-
tim said something that I took to mean, “I take it back!” He was
released from his misery. This absurd scene gave me a sense of the
power wielded by a man whose best friend weighs five tons. And
yet at the forest camps up in the hills, I had never scen anything
emotely like this display. This bullying behavior was, perhaps,
"hat happened when an elephant and mahout pair functioned as

. : r than
Mere statyg symbols for a powerful estate 1n the plains, I athe

ds WO . .
tk Partners at a site in the forest.

DOES .
Wop, a5 ELEPHANT care whether its mahout 15 2

. t'
ik ! et can? Likely 10
b the) Hkamgj or a Kachin, an Adivast or 2 Mo

. t the
So¢ : ; humans 2
la] telations and distinctions among the

man of 2
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camps and villages make no difference at all to the efe

h
They likely do, Phants, thep,

primarily because many of these relations ¢y,
back to a village system or a camp system as the chief spatial prj c'e
ple organizing the elephants’ lives. An elephant logging Villag;;::
planned, bureaucratically managed environment where an elephant
is likely to cross paths with veterinarians or with professionals who
have a broad sense of the methods in many regions. An elephap,
might perceive intervention from this “professional” world as neg-
ative if it senses that its mahout tenses up when the “man with the
trousers” approaches with his report book. Or an elephant might
be glad to get attention from trained veterinarians or from forestry
managers who are planning a new village site on a broad river with
an attractive current.

Similarly, a domesticated elephant might have good reason to
prefer the camp system, which keeps it in constant proximity with
wild elephants. Furthermore, the mix of tribal groups at the for-
est camps increases the likelihood that the elephant will change
hands a few times during its life, thus passing through different
forest areas and encountering different wild herds. That said, from
the elephants’ perspective, the camps may also have drawbacks. §
Tribal mahouts’ training and daily treatment of elephants in the ¥
Trans-Patkai region tends to be harsher than in the government- §
run villages, where elephant officials have systematically pushed }

the mahouts to do training based on positive rewards rather than

punishments. |
Another drawback of the Trans-Patkai area—though the ele-}
phants are likely not directly aware of this problem—is that mod-

: : i into
ern, weather-resistant roads are gradually snaking their way 1175
urban

development with them. Signs of change are especially noticeabl

on the Indian side of the Trans-Patkai where, slowly yet sureleft
ad inIrd

the region, and will likely bring forces of agricultural and

government has been constructing expensive all-weather ro
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ucture O link the Lohit and Dihing valleys wig, the mogg fg
str ) tra :

cwork in Assan. Large concrete viaducts, “ometimes mapy
ne Mileg

ongy 2%€ rising in the jungle. If completed, they w
ong

| ompl ill turp torrentig|
soon river courses like the Sissiri into Seograp
mon

hic featureg o be
erely passed over rather than moved through. These road projects
m

will not reach every villa%ge and inhabit.ed D.lonsoon island. Byt once
the new infrastructure 1s con?pletec-i, it will permanently 5]ty the
: patial organization of the region. leely., the locrfll political balance
will tip away from forest-based economies. If this happens, it’s not
dear what will become of the elephants or who will protect them.
Perhaps the Indian government can set up wildlife preserves. Byt
the same state forces that built the expensive new roads might need
to open previously forested areas to new development in order to
generate the revenue needed to pay for the infrastructure.”

The Burmese state bureaucracy, by contrast, has a proven
track record of directly managing elephant-based labor in the for-
est, through its unique system of teak-harvesting villages. But the
future of the government elephant logging villages is also uncer-
in. As Burma’s economy opens and becomes more susceptible to
global market forces, the Burmese timber industry seems likely to
become more mechanized. If elephants no longer contribute to fhe
Mustry's profitability, then industry profits will likely stop flowing

b o
g “lephant welfare, instead going toward better machme.:'1
and ; | l
ndl Proved hard infrastructure. In such a future, logging w‘
. h i ' Ip 1n
th fb “¥ers Support the human-elephant working 1rf:latlonsh1[:1 1
y h ' ode
built ' Swe'll see in the next two ¢ apters, a dlfferentfm | ;
0 phan r log-
A e ' than 1o
Sing, m Use of elepha ts for transportation rather

3y he s
Tote promising,
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