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“It’s too hot to do anything,” one of the other guests had said, and I thought: 
“You spoilt bastard.” 

I had a bath instead. As I lay in cooling water, looking out through the insect 
screen at the hippos in the river and the warthogs at the waterhole, an elephant 
walked past. It was 10 yards away from the side of my bath. There was 
something in the nonchalant swing of its trunk and the lazy, confident sway of 
its legs that made it quite clear human beings and their comfortable safari cabins 
were interlopers. 

“The devil’s walking parody on all four-footed things,” said GK Chesterton of 
the donkey. Who, then, designed the elephant, and why? The poor old donkey at 
least walks, and in Cairo you can see them whipped to a trot by half-asleep 
farmers on their way to market, dragging a wagonload of carrots behind them. 
But the elephant hardly even walks. He progresses. He lumbers, simultaneously 
regal and stupid, sweeping his absurd proboscis along the ground, intermittently 
swishing his tail, while randomly flapping his out-size ears. 

But you never hear anyone say, “What is the point of an elephant?” Though 
unlucky beasts sometimes get abducted by Asian loggers, and spend their days 
with brutes sitting on their neck, sticking sharpened sticks into their skin, the 
elephants seem designed for no specific role. The donkey is mute and 
defenceless, but any sensitive person wants the elephant to rebel and crush to 
death the ignorant lout on its neck. 

 
 

Jeremy Paxman: Mindfulness? I’d 
rather go on safari 
In Zambia’s Lower Zambezi national park, the FT writer finds that 
nothing unhinges one’s sense of self quite like the wild 



The point of an elephant is its majesty. It reminds us that we have all merely 
evolved to fill a space. 

Modern humans, alpha males, in particular, pay lip-service to the theory of 
evolution. But their way of life demands they believe that they are at the centre 
of things, that nothing much is more important than closing the deal they’re 
working on. 

Safari is the antidote. It may be designed for the pleasure of humans. But its 
message is subversive. “Just look at the infinite variety of life, matey. You think 
you’re important. How do you know?” 

You could take a safari in Dorset, Northumberland or Connemara: all it requires 
is that you open your eyes. But to see the biggest and the most unutterably 
weird things on Earth, you need to go further afield. We were in Zambia, the 
landlocked central African country where the Zambezi rises. 

Zambia — once Northern Rhodesia — rarely troubles the headline-writers. A 
colleague and I once listened to its then president, Kenneth Kaunda, deliver an 
interminable speech in which he referred to “my intelligence services”. 

“Zambian intelligence,” muttered my friend. “One man, two raincoats.” Zambia 
is not a wealthy country. Except in its wildlife. 

I was on a short visit to Chiawa, a small, family-owned camp set beneath a 
grove of mahogany trees on the banks of the Zambezi, 80 miles east of Lusaka. 
It opened in 1991, the first camp in the game-rich Lower Zambezi national park, 
but still has just nine “tents”, a name belying the level of luxury, the en-suite 
bathrooms, the daybeds, the shady wooden verandahs. They, like the thatched 
bar and lounge area, look out across the river, past a series of small islands, 
towards the Zimbabwean shore. 

The most talked-about animals on safari are The Big Five — lions, rhinos, 
buffalo, elephant and leopard. It is a pretty questionable handful — you’d be 
much luckier if you saw an aardvark or a pangolin. The quintet is a hangover 
from the days when men in pith helmets went to Africa to kill things: an angry 
or wounded animal could make short work of an incompetent human with a 
gun. 

From a safari point of view, the hardest of the Big Five to find can be a leopard. 
And yet, one evening, we watched no fewer than five of them growling and 
snapping at each other over the carcass of an impala. Finally, one of the pack 
grabbed the head, spine and much of the viscera and climbed a tree with them. 
The gang of hyenas that had been poised to grab the spoils from them — with 



one of the hyenas actually kicking a leopard at one point — skulked angrily on 
the ground like street-corner thugs. 

In Big Five terms, the leopard spectacle was a highlight, though we also saw a 
pride of dozing lions (one of which appeared to be able to sleep with one eye 
open). But for me, the greatest fascination came from the early morning walking 
safaris, the air fragrant with the scent of mahogany flowers, where anything — a 
twig, a white flower, iridescent butterflies settling on a piece of hippo dung — 
might trigger an extraordinary story from a knowledgeable ranger. 

The English countryside is a benign place. But there is something about Africa 
that makes you gasp. Even the vegetation is weird: the vast baobabs — like a 
child’s drawing, all trunk and no branches, sausage trees, draped like a 
charcutier’s window, and livid flame trees brighter than any azalea you will see 
in a sheltered European garden, just bursting from dry red earth. 

Explanations are redundant. I do not know how termites discovered the 
engineering skills necessary to build mounds that have a constant interior 
temperature, nor why elephants scatter the bones of their dead, nor how 
braconid wasps learned that if they injected their eggs into caterpillars, they 
could grow inside and then burrow through the unlucky insect’s skin to 
freedom, a process that makes cuckoos seem cuddly. 

I am no clearer what evolutionary practical joke led to the carmine bee-eater, 
with its brilliant red breast and electric-blue backside, or the lilac-breasted roller 
bird — which looks as if a navigational error has made it fly into a child’s paint 
palette. 

When I put some of my wonder to one of our Zambian guides, he just said: 
“God is very clever.” 

As a counter-intuitive defence of creationism, it didn’t help much. But it’s as 
good as most answers to silly questions. 

Our everyday lives demand answers, as if there is an explanation for everything. 
Perhaps there is. But it does you good to recognise that it isn’t always to hand. 
We are not alone, and it’s good to be reminded of that. 

Of course, it demands the products of man to get you the experience — a flight 
to southern Africa, a connection in a light plane and then a boat down the 
Zambezi, past the crocodiles sunning themselves on the riverbank, and a safari 
camp run by people who know what they’re doing. 

I suppose if one wanted a way of seeing the tribulations of everyday life for 
what they are, it would be easier (and much cheaper) to attend a mindfulness 



 

 

course, or one of the “self-compassion” workshops advertised online. They 
sound very much like an exercise in narcissism. And you don’t see any 
elephants. A safari is quite the reverse of a self-compassion workshop. Instead 
of looking inside ourselves, it encourages us to remember our relative lack of 
significance. And therefore the unimportance of our troubles. 
 
The big five: Great safaris are available on foot, horseback, by 4x4, 
plane and boat.  
 
In addition to the above journey into Zambia, The Explorations Company are able 
to offer  the following by air seeing Africa’s great migration which is a bucket-list 
ambition for many, and this is perhaps the ultimate way to tick it off. This trip 
puts a private fixed-wing Pilatus PC-12 at your disposal, allowing a bird’s-eye 
view of the 1.5m wildebeest, 500,000 zebra and the plethora of predators in hot 
pursuit. From Arusha, fly to the southern Serengeti to Mwiba Lodge to track the 
galloping masses. Then zoom over them on a flight to Ngorongoro Crater, before 
heading to Ruaha for four nights of animal tracking and a high chance of seeing a 
kill — the park is home to 10 per cent of Africa’s lion population. The final leg is 
to the Mahale Mountains for three nights, trekking among chimpanzees. Thirteen 
nights, from $32,250pp, all-inclusive, with The Explorations Company 
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