Jumbo

I wonder if the children who fed you pennies- 
those offspring of privileged Victorian upstanding citizens come to gape at a monster from a dark country, a frightening but exciting monster. Not with the same frisson of horror as the Elephant Man of course, a creature not for children’s eyes or understanding, but for gaping all the same,
shrieking as your trunk tickled their palms before
planting the grubby metal into your gentle mouth-
believing you eat those tricks for fun because that is what you were there for, what you had been bought for. That it was their right, having paid more than pennies, to stand before the bars that kept you safely there, just to be gaped at
ever imagined you ending as a stuffed peculiarity,
an attraction on the dusty edges of mid- western towns
your African ears ripped ragged by souvenir hunters.
Why would they when they saw you only as a freak to have fun with? A living creature certainly, but not from their world. Not like them, not with their worth. Unable to speak up, speak out, to do anything other than comply. Keep your head down. Suffer in silence. A piece of property.
They remember only rides upon your leathery back
how they beamed with excitement, parents looking on in trepidation or pride, how brave you are my darling getting up on that big old elephant so far above the ground. Hold on tight
not thinking about the wide-open plains of your birth
a lost mother full of poachers’ bullets
A mother? Something that monstrous had a mother? But that hardly counts as it’s different for them those from the Dark Continent. Savages. Same in the animal world, use them for filling the Empire’s deep coffers. They don’t know any better. Savages the lot of them. And good money was paid, the Empire always the highest bidder.
missing altogether the chains that had bound you
where pointed hooks speared you into submission 
not catching the whisky on your breath.
Well something had to be done to subdue a monster that could kill if it fought back. For the good of all. A beast that breaks its tusks on the walls of its enclosure and then grinds down its new ones needs controlling, needs to appreciate the right way to behave. A giant who doesn’t earn his keep is as much use as a sickly servant, a barren wife or a daughter who expects to be educated. And you were given a good name, one from your own heathen language. Chief, apparently, in something called Swahili. Changed it to a bit more English, much easier to remember. Like calling the between- stairs maid Lizzie because that’s what they’re all called, isn’t it?
The Queen was upset. Or angry most likely. Selling you off to those Americans, that dreadfully crass Mr Barnum, when you’d been doing a perfectly good job in London Zoo.  M’aam was certain you were happy and more than contended to have squealing children sitting on your back digging their sharp little heels into your sides. Your skin is so thick, she’s been told. You hardly feel a thing. And you must have been so honoured that she paid you a visit, a currant bun held out to you in her black laced palm like an upturned beetle. She is your Empress after all, and she values you as her property. And she need not consider that currant buns are not what you would eat on the grasslands of your own country.
Her Majesty does not regard you as a slave of course. Oh no, that unpleasantness finished years before, although dumb creatures will not realise that. Nor appreciate the cost to her Empire in compensations and payments. Even so, the mills of the great industrial cities whirr, clank and smoke, stretching the cotton shipped back from the colonies into bedlinen and bloomers, the workers not thinking beyond their palm- fulls of pennies, the owners thinking only of their profits.
But the two thousand pounds offered for you Jumbo is a deal of money and the begging of tearful children fell on deaf ears. So you were led on your way to St Katherine’s Dock amid streets thronged with curious spectators clamouring for one last look at the biggest beast in the world before being winched aboard, shouts and cheers ringing in your African ears. The plains of Sudan a hazy memory stored in your enclosure- hardened feet preparing now to journey into another new unknown. Against your will.
How did you feel, chained and crated, the ship rolling its way across the ocean to your new keeper? Drowsed and subdued with alcohol you would still have feared the dip and swell, the creaking dark of a too- small space, the stench from your own body. Living cargo.
Quickly, your tons of flesh made riches for your new master. Faces came to stare, new voices to shout and scream, handing over their coins and notes to be thrilled in Mr Barnum’s circus ring. So talented, you could walk backwards, dance and stand on your hind legs. Why, you even played football with your new friends.
Your gaze meets nothing, your long-lashed eyes hidden in the creases and folds of your face, your massive head turning side to side as the ropes bite. Pointed sticks and sledgehammers whipped across your legs help you to learn.
Souvenirs, hats and postcards, your image was on them all, famous giant in chains. Soon you were travelling again. Freight cars in long trains across the country, a wandering money maker with no home of your own. You go where your master wishes, you do as your master demands. But you are not a slave, as slaves have won their freedom. Rather a commodity, a publicity machine. Why, there you are with your friends parading across the new Brooklyn Bridge! Look, everyone, it’s safe, giants can stride across and it won’t collapse. So many photographs of you towering over all the other lesser creatures. You should be proud that you are so famous. Proud and thankful.
Now get back in your crate and on the move again all the way to Ontario.
Tired old Jumbo, getting on a bit and slowing down. Had your hearing gone when you stepped across the track into the path of an advancing train that had no time to stop? That was some photo- your huge body lying stiff legged and clumsy on the bank, a fallen colossus, men in hats and jackets posed around you and among your limbs.  Leaning against you, casual hunters with a massive trophy, women and children looking out at the camera. A miserable place to die, on an iron road so very far from the wide- open skies of home. 
Dead now, but still not at peace, still made use of, a money maker still. Cut up and sold off, your skeleton, your heart, your stomach full of whistles, keys and English pennies. The parts you no longer needed. Still a freak to be gaped at. What did it matter? You had no feelings
African warrior, sold to the highest bidder who stole
a life and threw away a mighty name
Stuff him, reconstruct him, a seven- ton phoenix rising from the mangled ashes of a train crash. Wheel him around, put him on show in the big cities for those not lucky enough to have seen him before. He can still pull in the crowds and the dollars, he’s more of a curiosity than ever. Good for another few years. And then park him on the roadsides of small towns as people rush by, just glancing now, vaguely recalling who Jumbo used to be.
Did you feel lonely, I wonder, ditchwater splashed up your legs from speeding tyres, rubbish lobbed from windows collecting around your tattering feet. Your hide patched and mended, stuffing escaping from creases. Your trunk forever drooped. Your ears, your majestic African ears, ripped ragged by souvenir hunters. A derelict at the side of the road, hanging around, a memory as distant as an escaped dark corpse swaying form an everglade tree. 
Those penny- feeding children might never have known how your life ended completely. Of no more use, your dead body stood as a mascot in a university, still a freak to make fun of, barely noticed in the halls of learning except for draping with scarves, hats or glasses. For carefree student photos, you standing mute, grave and dusty in the background, until a fire purged you of your misery forever. The ashes of your tail stored in a peanut butter jar on the desk of some rich man who thinks he is important. The final violation.
Your name lives on- a crossword, a jet- objects that do not think or feel or breathe. A strange word with echoes of an other world, disconnected to a life that was lived with no freedom of will.
I remember you.




