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Reflections of a Life Well Lived
A personal requiem from one of nature’s wild ones
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If you’re reading this, I have departed for the happy grazing grounds. I was among a handful of fortunate wild
elephants that lived to a ripe old age. I want to share with you the story of my life and the lessons I’ve learned
from my long years roaming the great forests and grasslands.

I was born on the hills overlooking India’s Ramganga River. I remember huddling under the warmth and
reassuring rumbles of my extended family of aunts, cousins and my wise grandmother.

We saw my father occasionally, especially when he was in musth (in heat). He was a fine bull feared by other
elephants. Alas, his magnificent tusks and a fondness for killing humans while crop raiding caught the
attention of a few pale-looking men, wearing funny shorts and hard hats. They called him a rogue and killed
him. My grandmother warned me that I inherited his fearlessness. She predicted that my tusks would grace a
man’s living room if I became too reckless. This was advice I took to heart.

Elephants do not believe in the immortality of our souls. We own nothing but our dignity. Men are non-
believers in the “web of life”. They collect tusks, weigh and measure them and exhibit them or store them in
dark and dusty rooms where they serve no useful purpose. In my grandmother’s time, an elephant’s tusk
would be a tasty snack for porcupines to chew on!

Back then, elephants had vast tracts of forests and grasslands to roam about and roam we did with much
abandon. We didn’t meet many humans apart from a few gujjars (nomadic pastoralists) during the winters. Life
was very peaceful.

In my adolescence, I grew apart from my family and soon started to spend much time with other elephant bulls
my age and trailing older adult bulls and mimicking their behaviour. I felt bored with the tall grasslands along
the Ramganga and migrated west to the more lush grasslands along the mighty Ganges. Many herds
gathered there every summer. I soon established a reputation for being a fearless young bull, willing to stand
and fight with older, bigger bulls. I suffered many injuries and bruises, but I stood tall.

It was around this time I discovered that the grasses humans spent hours cultivating were delicious. This
caused a great uproar among the various settlements. I also discovered that humans are essentially a fearful
species, distrustful of every other living thing that doesn’t look human. Despite all their false bravado when

shouting, stone throwing and bursting fire crackers, a mock charge was enough to clear the place of humans and to continue to feed in peace.

Eating their crops made me fitter and come into musth for longer periods of time. Soon there wasn’t a bull who could challenge me in Rajaji. I
courted many females and fathered many calves. Then one winter, my life turned downhill.

My favourite female elephant, Mallika and her two calves were run over by a steel metal monster called the ‘train’. Mallika and my older daughter
died trying to protect my youngest from the train. I was heartbroken. The next year, I nearly died after being electrocuted when I touched an electric
fence. I was unconscious for over seven hours.

I felt old. I started to have doubts about whether I would be able to negotiate this dangerous terrain. My world was torn apart by forces I didn’t
understand, namely humans. I gave up predicting what they would do next and tried my best to lead a life of dignity. I never ran away from humans,
neither did I charge or run after them.

Then, just as quickly, things took a turn for the better. The gujjars were moving away. I did not miss them and was content once again, to have the
waterholes to myself. The forests were returning back to a state that I knew once, where lush green grass grew instead of unpalatable weeds.

I know that my days are coming to an end. My bones feel weary. I miss Mallika. Younger bulls are challenging me every day. When my time comes, I
will hold my head high in the knowledge that I was a good elephant. As the light grows dimmer, I have no regrets. I gaze over the grasslands, a life
well lived.

Tipu died of injuries sustained in a fight with another bull in musth on January 8, 2011 in Rajaji National Park, India. Except for a few details like his
birthplace and younger days, which is based on conjecture, all the other facets of his life are facts.
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