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The Lioness, the Elephant and the Trojan Horse

Part Two: The Lioness

Imagine this. You and a few friends are taking a leisurely stroll in the bush when a lioness suddenly charges at
you. What do you think you would do? What would you actually do? What should you have done? The
experienced bush walker (by bush, I do not mean your common or garden variety) will have one answer for all
three questions. The inexperienced bush walker will also have one answer for all three questions, namely “Run!”
which is the exact opposite of the answer the experienced bush walker will give.

This is why the inexperienced bush walker is unlikely to become an experienced bush walker. It also explains
why there are so few experienced bush walkers. (If you run, the cat will chase. It is simply the nature of a cat.
And a complete-cat on four legs is much faster than a scaredy-cat on two legs.)

On the day that I lost my inexperienced bush walker status, the day the lioness charged, I did not react the way I
had always expected that I would. I did not turn and run. Partly, this was because the game ranger shouted,
“Don’t run!” and partly because I was so surprised. Actually, I wasn’t surprised. I was totally flabbergasted. I
mean, really! A lioness? Charging me? What had I done to her? And so although my body wasn’t doing much in
its state of surprise when the lioness charged, my mind was saying, “This is not happening. This can’t be
happening. This is absolutely not happening. This is total nonsense.”

(You may like the word nonsense. I do as well, up to a point. Beyond that point, the word nonsense is just too,
well, nonsense. I also find that the older I get, the sooner I get to that point where the word nonsense is too
nonsense. So let me own up. When the lioness charged, here’s what I actually thought: “This is F. . . Bull Shit!”
Bullshit in two words. For emphasis. In my mind. And, of course, the F stands for ‘fully’.)

Research shows that fear imprints memory very well. Which is why, years later, the episode of the charging
lioness unexpectedly clarified and crystallized for me. The charging lioness was a nonsense moment! It was the
moment that prepared me, and prepared me well, for all the nonsense that I was set to encounter in my work life
and in my personal life. If that lioness had not charged us, if I had not realized years later that the lioness
charging was a Major Nonsense Moment in my life, I would have missed a lot of nonsense. (And stepped in a lot
of bull, but we won’t go there.)

As you have by now gathered, I did escape from that angry kitty. I did not become kitty litter, or else you would
not now be reading my telling of it. My survival is thus not the mystery. The mystery is this. How on earth did I
get away from that roar on four legs? Allow me to tell the tail (the tale of me with my tail between my legs).
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(Those of you not of Africa will probably think that the real mystery is what was I thinking getting myself in the
path of a charging lioness. But that is only because you don’t know Africa.)

A walk on the wild side
Once upon a time I worked for a management consulting firm. I had innocently assumed that working as a
management consultant would boost my standing in the world of business and thus with my bank manager.
Instead, I quickly learned that management consulting is often mere bullshit on steroids. (I know I said that I
would use the word nonsense instead of bullshit. But in this case nonsense is too nice.) In this hotbed of bullshit
I was told in minute terms what to do. In other words, I had a boss. But this boss assumed that I knew nothing,
even though I had been hired for my already-earned experience and already-earn qualifications (the required
MBA). Nevertheless, like all “good” new employees I tried hard to do what I was told to do. Soon those higher
up on that corporate ladder decided that all new consultants had to attend a training program in Johannesburg to
teach us how to become (even) better consultants.

To be told again how little we knew was rather tiring and so a number of us ‘much-improved’ consultants
decided to spend some time in the African bush learning totally different survival lessons. We band of bothered
boffins (I simply could not resist that) met our boss for the bush (the game ranger) in the African bush (where
else would he be?) and immediately discovered that we had forgotten to read the small print. There was no hotel.

Not even a bush hotel. Just an open space around a fire pit. Not tents. No covering. And the toilet wasn’t even a
bull pit. It was a hole in the sand. (I must stress the word ‘sand’ because this hole was dug near a dry river bed
where there was lots of open space. Why? So that we could see what sort of animal was bearing down on us
while we were bearing down with our bared behinds over the bare hole in the sand.)

Before we set off on our first hike in the African bush, our bush boss gave us a do-as-you’re-told-to-do talk.
(The difference between this boss and our city boss was that here in the bush we knew that we did not know,
whereas in the city we knew that they, the bullshit bosses, did not know.) The ranger explained that we would be
perfectly safe (well, almost) in the bush if we obeyed the laws of the jungle, in the same way that we survived in
the city by following the laws of the road. He reminded us that what worked in one environment might be pure
bullshit in another. (For example, in the jungle the most aggressive animal has the right of way, whereas in the
city the most aggressive animal gets his way.)
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And so off we went, not a-roaming, but a-bashing in the bush, until we figured out how to stumble on game
trails without making too much noise. We saw zebras and buck and antelope and giraffe and... then we came
across a rhino mommy and her calf. That’s when the ranger told us in no uncertain whispers to be very quiet.

Mothers in the jungle can be very aggressive, irrespective of size. This mommy was much bigger than most, so
we thought it best to listen to the ranger. He explained, still in whispers, that rhinos cannot see very well, but
they can hear very well. We understood that “Shhhh!” was our First Rule of the Jungle. (I think jungle in this
case is an alternative fact. We were walking in the African bush. So this was The First Rule of the Bush.)

Actually, for me the first rule of the bush was and will always be “watch where you step.” In the bush and in the
jungle, flora or concrete, watch your step is important. But equally important is to watch where you step. On that
day it became clear to me why we humans had invented the bucket. And why we, Man (meaning all genders),
decided it was not such a good idea to walk and shit at the same time. But then, Mother Nature has a solution
for even that problem, meaning the problem of a lack of buckets in the bush. She convinced a little beetle that
dung was valuable and so that little beetle decided to specialize in dung and became known to dung-droppers
everywhere as the Dung Beetle and to others as the Dumb Beetle.

Next, we spotted a herd of buffalo at the same time as they spotted us. We began to feel just a little unwelcome
because the buffalo began to mock-charge us. Except we did not know that it was only a mock-charge.

However, the ranger did know and he told us to get-down-and-don’t-move. There were three bull buffalos and
they marched like generals up and down behind the row of cow buffalo, egging them on. The cowards! (The
bulls, not the cows, even though you might think that the word cow is derived from the word cowards.) The
buffalo cows performed three mock-charges (on command) in our direction as they taught us The Second Law
of the Bush: “Don’t move!” (Please, Sir, even when big things are charging at you?)
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When we came across a pile of dried-out giraffe bones and bits of hide, we felt even more unwelcome and so we
kept our eyes wide open.

But not wide enough.

When the lioness charged, we put into action what we had already been taught that day. We shouted, “Shhhh!”
and when that didn’t work, we did not move. We froze.

Apparently, this was what the ranger feared we would do, that we would freeze with fear. So he shouted,
“Move!” But his second fear was that we would turn around and run. That would be fatal, because like any cat,
she would do what comes naturally to cats of all sizes. And so he shouted, “Walk! Don’t run!”

But it got worse. He also feared that we would turn our back on her. Not a good idea, because then she would
become even braver. And so the ranger shouted, “Backwards!” Then he shouted the last rule, “Don’t get hooked
on the thorns!” (I forgot to mention that many bushes in the African bush have very long, very strong thorns.)

By then we were so confused with all these rules we did not know where the big cat was . . . until she growled
again. That’s when I saw the only girl in our group disappear down the slope into the distance.

You know how people say, after moments of shock and awe, “I saw my whole life pass before my eyes!” Well,
that did not happen to me. The only thing that passed was a warm flow down my leg. (Maybe I’m joking, but
maybe I’m not.) Actually, the first thing we all did after we got away from that little kitty was to re-tie our
bootlaces. It seems as if we had almost jumped out of our shoes with fright.
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We were standing around a big termite mound, some of us resting our boots on the mound as we toyed with our
laces. That’s when I saw that the ranger was holding his rifle by the barrel, while resting it across his shoulder. (I
had noticed that he liked to walk holding it that way.) That obviously meant that the barrel was not hot, which
also meant that he had not fired a shot. I thought that maybe in focusing so intently on the kitty bearing down
on me I had not heard a shot being fired. Nevertheless, I asked him why he had not shot the lioness. He said
that if he had shot her, then he would have lost his job. His job was to protect the wildlife, not kill it.

Someone then asked, “But what about protecting us?” He answered that if she had come any closer, then he
might have given up his job for us. Then he explained the other reason he had not fired a shot at her. He was
concerned about the rest of the pride. Where were they? Apparently it is unusual to find a lioness alone. To
come across a single lioness with cubs is even more unusual. Well, all I can say to that is that if there had been
other lionesses, then you would not now be reading about the lioness, the elephant, or the dung beetle.

But what exactly saved us from the lioness? What stopped us, apart from the girl in our group, from turning
around and running away? I’ll tell you what. Leadership.  Leadership in the form of the game ranger. Specifically,
our trust in him and, because of that trust, our willingness to comply with his shouted instructions. 

And there you have the problem in organizations, especially in times of fear and uncertainty. Compliance
without trust. As hierarchies of power, organizations are good at demanding compliance but ineffective at
building trust. The catch, of course, is that you must be good at both... if you want to escape the lions out there.

Read next... Part 3: The Elephant
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