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The Wi ld  S ide
ELEPHANTS

In Hindu tradition the elephant deity Ganesha broke his tusk to write the Ma-
habharata, an ancient Indian epic poem. That act represents sacrifice in mans’ 
quest for purpose (“artha”), duty (“dharma”), pleasure (“kama”), and liberation 
(“moksha”). Lord of success and the destroyer of obstacles and evils, he is hum-
ble enough to ride a mouse. 

Never afraid of mice but known to avoid them, elephants in the wild are on the 
decline. In Africa where most of the world’s elephants are found in the way of the 
African elephant, populations were reduced by 60 % or one million animals dur-
ing the 1970’s and 80’s. Chad boasted 400,000 elephants in 1970 but holds only 
10,000 now. With habitat loss and especially poaching, today’s numbers stand at 
around 600,000 threatened elephants. National Parks provide some refuge but 
in poorer countries under-funding and lack of patrols facilitate the slaughter. In 
Kenya, rangers’ orders when confronting heavily armed poachers are “shoot to 
kill.” The 1989 ban on international ivory sales has helped but a growing Asian 
market has driven the black market price of ivory to $750.00 per kilo. Even in 
the U.S. ten percent of legitimately purchased ivory is thought to be from illegal 
sources. The United States is the second largest consumer of ivory behind only 
China who increasingly illegally supplies it to trinket makers and craftsmen here. 
Besides taking a safari or donating to a group dedicated to saving the elephants, 
the best thing that you can do is not buy ivory. In 2006 twenty four tons of tusks 
were confiscated in Africa representing one tenth of the estimated actual number 
of illicit ivory that year or 23,000 elephants.

Male African elephants can weigh 7 tons and be 12 feet tall at the shoulder. Her-
bivorous, they may consume 600 pounds of grasses, leaves, bark, and fruit each 
day and drink fifty gallons of water. African elephants’ giant ears are said to be in 
the shape of Africa and are larger than their Indian elephant cousins’. Their four 
monolithic molars, replaced six times during their 60 year lifetime, are one foot 
long and weigh 11 lbs. apiece. The elephant’s dexterous trunk has two prehensile 
tips and contains 40,000 different muscles. Delicate enough to pick a flower, 

they come in handy when 
contentedly administer-
ing water and dust baths. 
Contrary to popular be-
lief, elephants don’t drink 
through their trunks but 
rather fill their reservoirs 
and empty the contents 
into their mouths. Matri-
archal, the eldest female 
runs the show dictating 
the group of cow and 
calves’ activities. Upon 
sexual maturity at the age 
of twelve, the bulls leave 
and form “bachelor herds” or are solitary. After contemptuous jousting matches, 
victorious bulls only join the herd during mating season. Elephants are known to 
be keenly intelligent and display emotions such as joy, compassion, and sorrow. 
“Elephant graveyards” have been observed where grieving members commiser-
ate among the old bones of their relatives. Their tusks can grow to 8 ft. long and 
be 130 pounds. With these they down trees creating spaces for new beginnings 
and growth. During arid times dry riverbeds are gouged out making water holes, 
providing themselves and the areas creatures with quenching respite from the 
relentless heat. 

The Hindu elephant god Ganesha is also known as the lord of beginnings. In 
the Mahabharata, “karma” is touched upon where the efforts of your deeds cre-
ate a “cause and effect” that forms the past, present, and future. Also discussed 
in Jain, Sikh, and Buddhist philosophies, the elephant could use some “good 
karma.” 
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