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Noa, come over here. Come and sit down next to me. I'm 
worried, Noa. I'm worried about you, about the children 
you'll have when you grow up and about our village. So, 
to celebrate your  10th birthday,  I'm going to tell  you a 
story, which I hope will be useful to you.

Long, long ago, before the time of my grandfather and his 
grandfather,  there  were  no  people  on  Earth.  But  the 
elephants were already here. They were everywhere: in 
the  north,  south,  east  and west.  The  bush,  which  was 
their territory, was immense.
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Much, much later, the first people, our ancestors, came 
along. To begin with, they were afraid of the elephants, as 
they were so big and strong. But they soon learned that 
they were peaceful,  and only became dangerous when 
they were disturbed.

The people became much cleverer. They invented tools so 
that  they  could  do  things  that  they could  not  do  with 
their  bare  hands.  They  made  weapons  to  hunt  the 
elephants, and other animals, so that they could eat their 
meat.  They also invented brushes,  and drew images of 
the elephants on the rocks to worship them.
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The relationship between people and elephants was one 
of fear and respect, competition and cohabitation. When 
the elephants came to the watering place, the people let 
them drink. When they were in the woods close to the 
village,  the  people  only  went  into  the  woods  if  they 
wanted  to  hunt  an  elephant.  In  those  ancient  times, 
when there were very few people, the villages were small 
but  the  bush  was  huge,  and many  elephants  and  wild 
animals lived in it.

As time went by, there were more and more people. They 
built  villages  that  were  ever  bigger,  then  towns,  and 
turned  the  nearby  bush  into  fields  so  that  they  could 
grow  cereals  and  vegetables.  And,  as  more  and  more 
fields were needed, the bush retreated and the elephants 
found refuge further away.
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My grandfather, whom you never knew, was an elephant 
hunter. He hunted elephants not only for their meat, but 
also for the ivory from their tusks, which they have on 
either side of their large trunk. The ivory was exchanged 
for goods or sold. It is not vital for us, but some people 
want it to make them seem richer and more important 
than other people, or because they find it beautiful. They 
don't realise that elephants will always be more beautiful 
than anything that can be made with their ivory.

When I was about your age, my grandfather, just before 
he  died,  told  me  that  he  regretted  having  killed 
elephants. He did it so that he could feed his family. He 
thought  it  was  his  duty.  But,  one  day,  when  he  had 
trapped a young elephant that had very small tusks, he 
saw its mother crying with sadness. That day, he looked 
at the small tusks, covered in blood, that he was holding 
in his hands and decided, with tears in his eyes, that he 
would never hunt elephants again, even for their meat. 
He buried the small tusks at the foot of a large tree and 
went off to cultivate his field.
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Sometimes,  especially  at  night,  the  elephants  used  to 
trample  and uproot his  plantations,  ruining his  harvest. 
But in the village, everyone helped each other and tended 
the fields  with  the  help  of  their  neighbours.  Soon,  the 
elephants  no  longer  dared to  come near  to  the  village 
and, over the years, they were seen ever more rarely.

I  was  a  child  in  those  days,  just  like  you  are  today. 
Sometimes, very early in the morning or at nightfall, we 
would  still  see  a  small  group  of  elements  walking 
discreetly by in the distance, at the edges of the fields. It 
was a magnificent sight. My heart used to race and I felt 
that  our  village  was  the  most  beautiful  village  in  the 
world.  As  soon as  the  elephants  noticed that  we were 
there, they disappeared into the bush, looking anxiously 
back in our direction.
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When your mother was a little girl, our house was at the 
edge of the village near the river, not far from the bridge 
that  crosses the tarmac road today.  The soil  there  was 
better and less overworked. In those days, the other bank 
of  the river  was still  wild,  and during the dry season a 
large male elephant would regularly come out of the bush 
opposite our field to drink. He was huge and majestic. I 
called him "My Elephant Neighbour" and stopped working 
to admire him. He could see me, but he wasn't afraid. He 
would stay calm, drink, eat a few leaves, then go back into 
the bush.

I  haven't  seen  him,  or  any  other  elephants,  for  many 
years now. The other side of the river has been turned 
into fields, as the village has grown even bigger. The bush 
has become very small, and the elephants have ever less 
space  to  be  able  to  live  peacefully.  I  know...  at  least  I 
hope, that there are still some elephants  there, but I am 
not sure about it. This makes me sad. And, over the last 
few years, I have noticed that the droughts are becoming 
more severe,  and the rains  rarer  and more destructive 
than ever. I'm worried.

11 12



Noa, do you know the bush? Have you seen its ornate 
coloured birds,  wild animals  and huge trees? Have you 
ever seen an elephant? I'm worried, Noa, because I don't 
know if  your  children and grandchildren will  know the 
elephants  in  our  region.  Maybe  they  will  all  have 
disappeared. We need land for our families, but we also 
need nature. Do you think that we will be able to live with 
our elephant neighbours?

The End

And  you,  do  you  know  how  to  answer  Noa's 
grandmother? Do you think that we will be able to live in 
harmony with elephants? 

We'd  like  to  know your  answer.  Share  your  ideas  with 
your parents or your teacher,  who will  be able to pass 
them on to us, or, if you have Internet access, contact us 
directly at 

www.my-elephant-neighbour.net

The most interesting ideas will be published.
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"It is not possible for a free man to 
catch a glimpse of the great elephant 
herds roaming the last vast wild 
areas of the World without taking an 
oath to do whatever is necessary to 
preserve for ever this living splendour."

 
Romain Gary 
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