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Some call Jacek Palkiewicz's
expedition on elephants
through the jungles of southern
Vietnam his ‘last great
journey’.

TO GO DOWN
THE SAME
STREAM
TWICE

hy Jacck PALKIEWICZ
Photos by the authdr

le East is the Euast, And you sto-
ically take the bureascratic formality of
the Victnamese officials, the long talks
during which you try 1o explain the
nature ol the expedition, and the feig-
ned  slow-wittedness of the chiel in
Hanoi, convinced that we are either
mercenaries or, ot leass, looking for
American MTAs in Vietnam,

“Why do you wanl to po Lo the
province of Pleiku and on elephants i
thatT" the official asks me for the hun-
dredth time.

What could | say? 1 got the idea of
going on an expedition on clephants
muny years ago. An  [alian-Rus-
sinn-Vietnamese group would cross the
central plateau m the region of the
Cambodian border. | had  already
flown to Vietnam twice and convineed ©
the forever vigilant officials that 1 was
pot o spy. When the local tourist

Any journey puts one into
n philosophical frame of mind,
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This ks the woy they fived in agency finally wswed wa our visgs, we
these |ungles 100, 200, aven fin inte o new obstacle. None of the

1 I | -
wﬂ.l.].f r;:ﬂ.ﬂﬁh"“"f ,T.EE,II'W“:E mhubitants of Pleiku wanted to help us.

only enticed the young with Finally, thoueh, we found. seme ¢leph-
our bright T-ghirts, anteers and: the carmvan sel out.

Our journey began in a zone that is
afl limits to foreigners: to this day. The
local officials-Aried to discourage ns by
saying thut armed followers of the old
Saigon regime were still hiding in the
Jungles.. But actunlly it was groups de-
fending the rights of ethnic minorities,
There are-maore than 50 ol them in
Vietnam. Maost of them live in the

mountainous regions.




BE — SPUTAIK

The smull dark-skinned people, who
setiled here two thousand years ago,
huve always been lostile to the Viel-
numese. During the last war the Viet
Cong took shelter in their abundomned
'-'i”JIEE'.'i- in the jungle. However, (he
aborigines oflen refused to help them,
s they did not want to become mixed
up in the conflict with the Americans.

- I look & day for us o get 1o Piew,
a little villape—two dozen bumboo hots
on piles—in the jungle. Its inhabilants
are short and amber skinned. They are
content with very hittle: wild pame in
the jungle and fish in the rivers, They
cut down the trees and grow rice on the
scorched plots of land, I the harveat is
good, they have plenty to eat and all
live,

“Whal else does min need™ says the
elephantesr K Palai,

They have never seen missionaries,
the French-colonizers, or any Euro-
peuns m generl here These people
don’t know radio or elevision, It seems
time_has stopped in these jungles, And

ane wents toe agree with K Palei and
[orever sink into this alien. but so
understondoble 1o me life.

We woke up in the morning (o the
aries of the ¢lephunteers, “Drum,
drum,” they shouted and the four-ton
mountaim dropped on 15 knees. First
we loaded the bappage, then we pol
into the huge baskets-—it turned ot |
that they are very uncomforinhle,

When the command “Neil™ was |
given the animals rose. To us sitting
three metres up, it scemed (ke the ol-
ephunts were barely moving, But when |
I got down on the ground in erder to
take a1 few pictures, the elephants were
oul of stght before T knew 1.

There are only 4 few hundred eleph-
unts felt in the woods of Vietnom, Al-
most all of them have been tamed: they

The inhabitants of the jungle have an
ingtinctive animosity to sirangars, The

shunmed both the Vietnamese and tha
Amaricans, And maybe thoy were right
..,

drag huge tree trunks weighing up o
two fons, over the ground and pile
them up, To think that in the fiftics
they hunted wild clephunts in these
Prts, end on holidays there were eleph-
unt competitions, According to schol-
ars, there won't be any clephants in
Yietnam in 2040 years as @ result of
being hunted illegnlly for their tusks
wd the building of roads and civiliza-
Wen encroaching on the jungle.

We went 30 kilometers that day nnd
arrived al the next villape, The inhubit-
ants—both men and  women—were
wennng loin-clothes, The hunters pe-
Lurned from the woods with o doo they
had killed while we wers there. They
bt with i bow o POISON arrows just
like their ancestors long ago. The
women gringd rice, guther wood for the
hearth und muake cloth with ancien
designs, The front upper teeth of many
women were sawed off and the siubs
puinted black.

One woman had @ chain with a metal
Lig on it around her neck. “Robin
Steven, No. 57154079 was inseribed
on it It musi have belonged to un
American soldicr, Who knows what his
fate wus, Did he die? Or was he g MIA?
All we got was her black smile in
nnswer,

- And our ¢irivan wenl on. I've
never sen 8o many kinds of bamboo,
Some of the plunts were as thick as
one's hand and as tnll 08 & four-storey
house. No wonder the Viet Cong could
hide so well in these dense thickets, For
somie reason | kept thinking about their
Farnous hole-traps.

We continued on in the baskets on
the backs of the elephants, The roar of
water fulling from high up brought us
back to reality, The elephunts speed up
it the thought of & bath. And we en-

tered that stream topether with them on
their backs..,
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