The Lioness, the Elephant and the Trojan Horse
Part Three: The Elephant
Have you ever been charged by a lioness? I didn’t think so. Well, I guess that makes me the resident expert.
Why? Because I have been charged by a lioness and here I am, alive enough to tell you about it. And if a lioness
suddenly appeared while we are engaged in this intimate conversation, then, no doubt, you will look to me for
expert advice. But the real question is this: Will you do what I say?
That, after all, is leadership. People look to you and they follow you.
There you have it. The leadership insight I gained in the African bush. The mere fact that I am the relative expert
when it comes to charging lionesses does not make me a leader. Unless your trust in me overcomes your natural
inclination to run, you won’t do what I say, you won’t follow my lead.
There was something strange about the way the lioness charged us on that day in the African bush. She would
charge and stop, charge and stop. Almost as if she did not really want to catch us. Why was that? She had wanted
to make sure that we were moving away from her cubs who were running, no doubt per her snarled instructions,
in the other direction. And so she kept stopping to look back at where the cubs were disappearing. As the ranger
had explained to us earlier that morning, mothers in the jungle can be very aggressive. Thankfully, even
aggressive mothers must sometimes submit to the motherly instinct of checking up on the children.
But that is not what saved us. As I explained in Part 2 of The Lioness, the Elephant and the Trojan Horse, what saved
us was our trust in the game ranger and, because of that trust, our willingness to comply with his shouted
instructions.
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By the way, we tend to think that bullshit (alright, nonsense) is what others do or get up to, not us. And so we
don’t bother to look for it right under our feet. That day in the bush, as we were scrambling backwards away
from the charging lioness and the tearing thorns, I heard one of my fellow re-treaters shout, “Where is she? I
can’t see her! Where is she?” (He was a decent fellow, even when he was terrified. I would have shouted “Where
the f.... is she?”) The bungling fool was trying to peer through his binoculars while shuffling backwards through
the thorny African bushes. If he had dropped his binoculars he would have seen her there, almost under his
nose. And if he had shuffled a little slower he could have patted the big cat on her head, if he had managed to
get his hand passed her teeth.
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So, keep in mind that you don’t need binoculars or any other special equipment to see bullshit. Bullshit is actually
right there, in front of you. Reach out and touch it (if you dare).
Trouble comes in pairs. If it ain’t one thing then it’s another. Those two statements are not laws of the bush.
They are universal laws. And we forgot them in the aftermath of being changed by a lioness. (Read that sentence
again. Yes, the word is ‘changed.’ That is not a spelling mistake. We were indeed changed by the charging
lioness.) Which is why we ended the day running with the elephants.
That’s right. Not running from elephants, but running with elephants. We had stumbled into the middle of a
herd of elephants who were on the move, an extremely dangerous place to be. How dangerous exactly we only
understood later after we had processed a new Rule of the Bush – “Run!” At least this was a rule that we could
understand. And so we did.
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How on earth had we ended up in that mess? Easily, in hindsight. You do realize why looking back is called
hindsight? Because now, in this moment, looking back to that moment that just happened, you understand so
much better what got your ass (or, if you prefer, your be-hind, the hind in hindsight) because you were looking
somewhere where your behind was not. In hindsight, this is how we got our ass caught up in a herd of elephants.
We were looking elsewhere when we should have been looking here-where, the ‘where’ where we were going.
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We had been staring at a big bull elephant. With huge Teeth-Things. And Big Ears. We stood there, admiring
him, until he flapped his ears at us. Then the ranger said, “Turn around and walk away.” A new rule? Turn your
back on something that Big? With those Two Big White Teeth-Things? No way!
And because we did not obey the new rule, because we just could not turn around and walk away, because we
kept looking back at the Big Beast flapping his ears and swinging his snake, because we did not watch where we
were going, we stumbled into a heard of elephants on the move. No, we did not stumble onto the herd. We
found elephants on all sides of us which means that we had definitely stumbled into the middle of the herd. The
herd was spread out as it moved through the bushes.
Elephants don’t like uninvited company and Big Momma elephants like uninvited guests even less. But it is the
one called the Matriarch that really gets pissed off if you pitch up uninvited. (This seems to imply that bull
elephants are often uninvited because why else do they often stand alone somewhere, flapping their big ears and
swinging that big snake at inexperienced bush walkers?) Anyway, when the ranger saw elephants to the left of us
and elephants to the right of us, he shouted the last Law of the Bush that we learned that day.
“Run!”
We understood.
And so we did.
Those episodes with the dung beetles, the lioness and the elephants happened many years ago while I still lived
in the southern part of Africa. Now I live in the northern hemisphere. I had naively thought that by leaving
Africa I would escape the bull of my Motherland and the bull of Mama Africa. Maybe I did escape some of that
bull, but I quickly discovered a whole new load of bull here in the US of A. However, what I did not expect is
how much the bull of my Motherland and the bull of Mama Africa stuck to me.
Be warned. Leaving one country for another (or one job for another, or even one relationship for another) does
not automatically mean that you have dropped the nonsense of the previous and of the past. You cannot easily
shake it off. It takes a long time for your ‘previousness’ to become diluted through living on another continent
(or working at another job or loving in another relationship). Let me tell you a true story that illustrates why you
might get out of your past, but why your past doesn’t necessarily return the favor by getting out of you.
One evening I hiked with my family along a river trail meandering through our new home-city. I walked in front
in the gathering gloom, pushing passed bushes, ducking under branches, breaking free of clinging cobwebs.
(How do you feel reading my description? Amused or apprehensive, intrigued or fearful? It all depends on your
frame of reference, on your past experiences, on your history.) At one stage I turned to my young daughter and
asked, ‘What will we do if elephants suddenly come charging through?’ Even though she was born in Africa, she
rolled her eyes, because she left soon after she learned to walk.
Why did I think elephants in the USA? Because I spent decades of my life in Africa. More importantly, I had not
forgotten that herd of elephants in the African bush. Which is why, to this day, I imagine lions and elephants
where none are expected. My history means that I imagine very different outcomes from the endings my son and
daughter expect, even though we often walk the same path.

Read next... Part 4: The Trojan Horse
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