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Bathing with Elephants

Asia both toughens and softens your skin.

The sapphire wings of a kingfisher cut across the sky, then folded as the bird dove into the brown waters of the Rapti River. In these 100-degree temperatures, I also wanted to dive from my position on top of an elephant into cool water. 

I was sitting in a corner of a wooden box-shaped frame that was strapped unevenly to the elephant’s back, my legs draped over onto its shoulder. My boyfriend, Mike, provided my only back support. The sharp edges of our crude carriage dug into my thighs and ribs as we lumbered across the river and headed to the grasslands to search for one of the most famous residents of Nepal’s Chitwan National Park—the greater Asian one-horned rhinoceros. As we leaned left, then right, then left, with each giant step, I was reminded of my first boat trip on the ocean and how I tried to overcome my nausea by catching the ocean’s elusive rhythm. Now I was trying to understand a completely different rhythm, not only that of the elephant, but that of this totally foreign part of the world and my place in it. 

During the past week and a half of my first trip to India and Nepal, my appearance as a tall, blond, American woman made it clear that I didn’t belong. Finding commonalities with the locals normally delighted me on my travels. On this trip, I felt a need to create physical and emotional space between those around me and myself. Now as I searched the thick grasslands for a rhino, I knew I was looking for an armor-like hide not unlike the one I had formed around my heart. 

Our trip had begun in Kolkata (formerly Calcutta), India. As soon as we exited the airport, a stout man with greasy black hair approached and offered his services. We quickly bargained and followed him past a row of polished yellow-and-black cars that seemed transported from the fifties. I wasn’t expecting such style for my ride into town, nor was I expecting the lingering fingers of the taxi driver as he brushed past me. It was one of those touches that might have been accidental, but my inner radar told me it wasn’t. I didn’t say anything, not ready for a confrontation in my first five minutes out of the airport.

During the ride into town, I stared out the window, entranced by the images that flew by: naked boys playing under the gush of a broken fire hydrant; women covered in sheer cloth the colors of desert flowers standing next to businessmen in black suits and shiny shoes; skinny cows wandering the dirt streets in a daze; juice carts, fruit carts, milk carts, meat carts; scenes that I had never seen or imagined growing up in Nebraska.

Our taxi dropped us off in the middle of the tourist section of the city. Trash littered the street and hotel signs cluttered the sides of the buildings. The air smelled like spoiled milk and overripe fruit. Taxis raced by, horns honking at everything and nothing.

As we entered hotel after hotel, searching for a place to sleep that didn’t look like a prison cell, I noticed the strange way the men looked at me. It wasn’t like they saw me, just my chest. It was as though they could see right through my high-necked loose shirt. I wished I had something extra to wrap around me, even though I was dripping with perspiration. I quickly understood the practical nature of the women’s saris that cover the body and then cover it again. I put on my darkest sunglasses so I wouldn’t have to worry about returning the men’s stares. I walked in front of Mike so I wouldn’t be groped from behind. Finally, I slid my pearl ring off my third finger and onto my fourth. I was temporarily eloping from all of the feminist ideals I had been raised with that told me I didn’t need a man to protect me, that I belonged to no one. I knew from the cold, hard stares that I had better belong with another man, or I would be considered unclaimed property.

The next night we headed to the train station bound for the cooler tea-covered hills of Darjeeling. We bought folding wooden fans at the terminal since we had unwisely planned our trip during India’s hottest season. Spaghetti straps and shorts were called for, but I tried to completely cover my body like every Indian woman I saw. I soon realized the fan doubled as a shield between my chest and the ogling eyes of the men studying it. Happy with my new tool, I fluttered it under my face like an overheated geisha.

We baked inside the train until it began to chug north through the Indian night. Mike and I had seats across from each other that would later fold into a set of bunk beds. I heard the universal whoop of a salesman and a jangle like Dickens’ Ghost of Christmas Past from the next car down. We had wanted to buy a chain and lock for our baggage, and purchased a set at the first price offered by the salesman—$1. It surprised me that these items would be sold so casually, with the overt purpose of protecting luggage while sleeping. That unguarded property was anyone’s property was a matter of fact. I wondered how to guard my own body from harassment while I slept.

Mike came up with the idea of hiding me behind the multipurpose sarong I carried in my backpack. Even though it had only cooled to around 90( Fahrenheit, and the cloth would block the air from the overhead fan, I relished the idea of being hidden from intruding eyes and hands. An Indian man in a collared shirt and pressed slacks nodded when Mike began to clip the sarong to the bed frame with clothespins. He looked me over and told us in English that this was smart. I chained my luggage to a pole, then lay down on my top bunk while the man I love and one I didn’t know pinned the fabric around me until I could no longer see their faces. I welcomed the barrier between me and the rest of the world, and slept unbothered behind my curtain.

The next day we bought two seats on a shared jeep for the final three-hour ride from New Jalpaiguri up the mountain roads to Darjeeling. We waited in the stuffy cargo area for half an hour for the jeep to fill with passengers. We needed just one more, but the driver wouldn’t leave until all the seats were taken. There were already six adults in the front two seats; the final person would have to bend yoga-like to sit beside Mike and me. Finally, the doting husband of a woman wearing designer sunglasses and at least forty sparkling bracelets suggested that every passenger contribute ten rupees to pay for the missing passenger so we could leave. After arguing with our fast-talking, beady-eyed driver, the deal was made. Mike and I would have a small amount of “extra space,” even though we were both already hunched over and looking for somewhere to stretch our legs. 

This “extra space” seemed to weigh on the driver’s mind as we rode farther and farther up the mountain and the road narrowed. He kept glancing back at us with an annoyed look as though we were keeping him from earning his full share for the day. He took out his frustration by speeding up as we reached switchback turns and pounding to a stop when we rounded a corner to face another vehicle. He would play “chicken,” forcing oncoming cars to pull over to the very edge of the now one-lane road. Finally, the desire to fill that extra space conquered our driver; he pulled over quickly, striking a fast deal with three sari-clad women. Before I had time to protest, I found myself forced to put my arms around and overlap legs with the new passengers like old friends.

The driver dropped the women off in the next village, and we were able to spread out again. By this time, Mike had become pale and sweaty with motion sickness and had laid his head down on my lap. Then I saw two men flagging our driver from the road ahead. The jeep pulled over, but I pushed the lock switch down. “No more,” I said with a shaky voice. “We paid for this extra space.” One of the men from outside the car tried the door, but couldn’t get in. I looked in his eyes and shook my head, angry and obstinate—not at him, but at everyone since the driver at the Kolkata airport who had invaded my space, my body, and my sanity. The fortitude it took to lock that door also cemented a bitter wall inside of me that protected my deepest self from the ongoing intrusions, but kept the beauty and significance of all that I saw from coming in.

I spent the next week in Darjeeling sick with a cold, longing to go home. Instead, we decided to leave the crowded cities of India for rural Nepal, booking our elephant safari in Chitwan National Park. 

After two hours of sailing above the grasslands on our gray, four-legged vessel, my attempts to anticipate the elephant’s rhythm had earned me only bruises on my chest and thighs from rubbing against our carriage. My face burned from sun and sweat. The elephant kept stopping to sweep in bushel-sized mouthfuls of grass with its trunk. We told our guide we were ready to return to our lodge, rhino-less. 

As we started back, the guide spotted a break in the grass in the distance. He shouted at our elephant, gave him several hard kicks behind the ears, and hit his bristly forehead with a stick. The elephant began to run towards our target, a female rhino and her calf. We bounced along uneasily, trying to grab our cameras, pointing and shouting in excitement. As we approached, the mother ushered her baby away from us and disappeared into taller grass. After looking for my own ways to hide for the past week and a half, I didn’t blame her.

Following the hour-long ride back, Mike was tired and ready for a nap. I was, too, but I didn’t want to miss seeing the elephants get their daily bath as our guidebook described. I decided that I would have to go down to the river by myself.

I sat down on the riverbank to watch the safari elephants get scrubbed down by their lifelong caretakers, or mahouts. A sinewy Nepali man straddling an elephant’s back called from the river.

“Come help!” he shouted, and beckoned with his hand.

I looked around, not believing that his invitation could be directed at me. I was alone on the riverbank. The mahout called again and nodded his head when I pointed to myself. I shook my head no, wary of joining the men in the water, but my stomach lurched as I realized how much I wanted to do this. I felt like a child at the circus who gets called down out of the audience to take part in an act. How could I miss this opportunity? When the mahout waved to me once more and smiled, my gut told me he had only good intentions. I took off my shoes, then waded off through the strong current past one towering elephant to another with pale pink freckles on her ears and trunk.

I didn’t know how to bathe an elephant, and half expected the mahout to hand me a gigantic bottle of Mr. Bubbles. Instead, he slid off the elephant’s back into the water and then shouted a command. I stepped away nervously as the massive creature rolled onto her side so that only her round belly and the side of her head stuck out of the water like boulders. Bubbles poured to the surface from the trunk below. The mahout pointed at me and the elephant’s stomach and gestured that he wanted me to climb on top. Unsure of how to accomplish this unusual task, I stood on my toes and reached as far as I could over the wet, loose skin of the belly. Then the mahout boosted me up so that I could swing one leg over and sit up. Suddenly, I heard another loud command, and the elephant slowly stood up, forcing me to reposition myself so that I was now straddling the elephant’s back. I scooted up to the bridge of the neck, and leaned over to lay my head on top of the unlikely pillow of the elephant’s skull. I felt tenderness towards this enormous animal who allowed me to rest on her neck while she continued to splash water on her legs and sides. She seemed to be enjoying herself, and didn’t notice my weight.

The mahout shouted again, and the elephant shook her head violently from side to side. I tried to hold on, but couldn’t get my hands all the way around the neck. I screamed as I fell down into the river. I fought against the current that pushed me towards the elephant’s unpredictable legs, and swallowed a mouthful of the polluted water. When I was finally able to stand up, gasping for air, I found the mahout laughing and shouting at the other men about what had happened. My distrust raced back. Had this been a mistake? The mahout turned and looked at me straight in the eyes.

“Are you O.K.?” he asked softly.

I stared at him for a moment, weighing his against my experiences with  other men on this trip. He continued to look only at my face, not at the rest of my body. His eyes shone with kindness. His wide, bright smile was innocent and reassuring. My initial intuition had been right—this man meant no harm.

“Yes, I’m fine,” I said, and relaxed into my recovered trust.

“Again! Again!” he said.

“O.K.,” I agreed. I was laughing, too. I now understood that my elephant bathing experience would have nothing to do with cleaning an elephant.

Over and over the mahout repeated his trick of having me mount the elephant, then commanding her to shake me off. Each time I tried to hold on longer, like a rodeo star. When I eventually fell, I would struggle to stand up with the mahout’s help, and then laugh as he did when I broke the river’s surface, happy to be breathing and alive. Every time I climbed back up the tough hide of the elephant, some of my internal hide loosened and fell away as I tumbled off into the water.

“Now try Nepali style,” said the mahout, ready for some new amusement. He led me to the front of the elephant and told me to grab the ears.

I stood waist high in the muddy water of the river and took hold of the elephant’s rubbery earlobes, one in each hand. In front of me dangled the trunk between a pair of surprisingly small, soft, gentle eyes with plumes of lashes. The mahout stood to my left and smiled in encouragement.

“Yes! Put your knee there,” he said, and pointed to the middle of the trunk.

Before I could back out of the mahout’s plan to have me mount the elephant the “real Nepali way,” the mahout lifted me so I had to put my knee somewhere or fall back into the river on top of him. The elephant’s long earlobes stretched with my weight, and then the trunk raised to support me. After one sharp command that sounded like, “Hut!” the elephant lifted me high above the water, pushing me up, up toward the sky.

In that moment, I forgot that I was a tall, blond, American woman surrounded by short, dark-haired, Nepali men who trained elephants for a living. I forgot about concealing my body and keeping people out of my personal space. Outside of any place I had ever known, doing something I had never imagined I would do, I forgot that I didn’t belong. I only knew that I was completely alive, soaking wet, and suspended in mid-air by the strength of an elephant’s trunk above a wide river somewhere far from home.
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