WHEN ELEPHANT WAS KING
(A Shona legend)

At the beginning of time, before people lived on the Earth, all the animals of the bush lived together under one king. That king was Elephant. 
King Elephant was fair to his subjects. Elephant was able to maintain his authority on most of the animals. But Lion was Elephant’s rival for the position of King.
Lion tried to become King all the time, but no animal took him very seriously. They all knew that the best King was Elephant.
One year, disaster struck. There was no rain, so there was no water for all the animals. One by one the water holes became dry. The situation was so serious that Elephant called a council of all the animals to find solutions.
But all the suggestions were either stupid or useless and finally, Elephant suggested that they made a big, new well in the dry river bed. The animals had to work day and night without resting. King Elephant worked more than any other animal, using his two enormous tusks to dig up the well, while the other animals carried away the soil.
Eventually, King Elephant found water and all the animals were incredibly joyful!
Then Elephant made rules so that all the animals could share the water equally. He decided that the animals could only come to drink at sunrise and sunset.
Lion was jealous of Elephant and thought up a plan to destroy Elephant’s good reputation and become King in his place. After all the animals went to sleep, Lion went to drink water in the middle of the night.
After he had drunk, Lion had a bath and muddied up the water. Then he took some mud and put it on Elephant’s feet. Elephant was so tired that he didn’t wake up.

When sunrise came, all the animals went to the water hole and found that the water was dirty! They were very angry that someone had muddied the precious water that they needed to drink! Lion had forgotten to clean the mud from his paws and coat, but he still wanted to implicate Elephant and make him lose face before his subjects, so he pointed at Elephant’s muddied feet. All the animals were shocked. They couldn’t believe that their King had deceived them!
Elephant was not worried by the accusation. He told Hyena to look around the water hole for signs, and Hyena found Lion’s foot prints!

“I do not fly, so, how could I be in the water hole last night?” asked Elephant. All the animals saw that Lion had tried to accuse Elephant and threw him away from their kingdom.
King Elephant was King for a long time. Soon the rains came and life was good.

By the time Elephant died many years later, he was the most respected animal in the land.

Now Lion had his chance and proclaimed himself King of the Beasts. Many things changed and the animals of the bush were no longer ruled by a fair and just leader. And many animals whispered:”If things could just be like when Elephant was King!”
(Adapted from “When Elephant was King and other tales from Africa” Nick Greaves. Southern Book Publishers, 1996.
