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With players reaching a top speed of only about 20 kilometres an hour, elephant polo's charms lie not in the action but in the amblance,

Polo with the pachyderms

A blue-blooded ﬂlcpham polo tournament
in Thailand offers cucumber sandwiches
and champagne on the sidelines

and slow-motion sport on the field

BY JUDITH RITTER, HLLA HIN, THAILAMD

feen Victoria-barn John

Mackay, an internation-

al lawper, slid off his

maount to talk to me, he
compared elephant polo to hockey:
"The ball is tougher to hit than a
puick, and you're farther awany from
it. And it certainly isn't as dangeroas
a5 hockey,” One thing it shares with
Canada's nationa alisesainn,
though, isaloval fan base.

I, fior one, jetted 14000 kilometres
forwhat might be theworld's quirk-
lest sporting event: the King's Cup
Elephant Pole Tournament. This
curions event took place in Hua
Hin, Thailand, a small beach resort

o the Gult of Siam, where [ expen-
enced @ week of sun, spas, shop-
pring eating and, most importantly,
the pachyderm playolls. This vear,
e event runs feom Bepr. 6-12

The trwih bs, watching 24 four-
tonne Aslan elephants and cheir
sweaty pith-helmeted riders lum-
ber after a tiny white ball doesn't
make for a keep-vou-on-the-edge-
of-your seat sports experience, Ele-
phant podo lacks the breathiaking
maoments af hockey, l[oothall or
basehall, Sull, it does exude a peca-
liar charm, redolent of a defunct
ermplre in tropical climes. -

The collection of =atin-shinted
tearns was made up of players rang-
ing from expat Brits, Indians, offi-

cers of the King's Roval hussars (the
regiment that led the charge of the
Light Brigade), a smattering of Ca-
nadians living in Thailand, and the
most popular plavers, an absolutely
stunning transgender team of “lady
boys." [This cooontric team, aﬁ;ﬂ}'
named the " Screwless Tuskers, ™ has
hecame a licture of the 'I".'ing's Cup
as a result of the team membears”
friendship with a prominent and
wealthy expat who = a major sup-
porter of the apart.)

During aweek of matches, | saton
the edge of the feothall-sized field
under white tents shading me from
A5-degrec heat and drank icy coco-
nut milk, T watched teams Eoom
places such as Australia and Nepal
ride elephants that seemed 1o de-
light in chasing the ball down the
field, sometines ignosing thelr rid-
ers and Meking the ball themseles
with theirhuge grey feet.

Some of the elephant polo aficio-
nados around me studied the se-
vien-day towrmament schedale with
the intensity of Las Vegns gamblers.

They follow elephant polo the way
Canadians follow the Stanley Cup.
And, like Shirley Kennedy, a British
expat living in Bangkok, they know
the names of players and which
[CAms AT strongrest

Eennedy, a lollower of horse po-
len, lorvess the elephant version for itz
lumbering  suspense,  “The ale-
pluanis are 8o slow compared to the
haraes, and you think they'll never
get anywhere. Bue they do, and the
gurpriae is deligheful.” (The top ele-
phant spead is about 20 kilometres
an hour:]

Like some of the mystified tour-
ists around me, [was oot familiac
with homse polo, so T just let the
w:-u,:k:,r vienl unfold, The RIS
even gol quite exciting from tme o
timne: The animals bumped - up
apalnateach other, the rlders poked
at the tiny ball in the dirt with two-
metre bamboo sticks, trving o
whack it down to a goal post at the
end of the beld, and the crowd
roared, Between matches therewas
i chiomce e talk to ghe riders, [_'[4,~:|'|,'||::5

Pack your bags

GETTING THERE

Tralns run from Bangkok's Hua Lam-
phong Station to Hua Hin 10 times a
day. For mare infarmation, visit
wearw. raihwa. co L L RERG.

WHERE TD STAY
Anattara Resort and Spa Hua Hin:
6 (0] 3252 0250 anamtara.com,

MORE INFORMATION
For general information abaut ehe-

phant polo, visitwers thalelephant-
polo.com,

Far more information an the Ele-
phiand Consercation Centre's praj-
ecls, vigil wesw . changihai com.

Far more ifformation about the wup-
caring 2004 King' s Cup Elephant
Palo Tourmament. visit the wabsite at
Wy, anantara.com.

Towrlsm Authorlty of Thalland {in
Mew Yorkk {213} 432-04.33;
vy, taurismithailand.org,

of the sport, such A% .ﬂ.ll.tﬁul Kilsan
aof Tnelia, with his HI:I‘!I],'WI:IIII.I lonks
amd  aristocratc  beardng,  wera
rvabied.

Eleplsant pobo {5 above alla soclal
event. Like an upscale tailgate par-
ty, itz high-society playérs have re-
placed beer and chips with cham-
pegme and cucumber sandwiches,

“Any excuwss for o party — it just
hgs to be onpour calendar,” Jim Ed-
wands suid. He should know. He's
the cosinventorofelephant polo, an
iclesy hatched a the bar of the 51
Moritz  Tobopganing club and
saaled over a champagne lunch at
the famed Tlgar Tops Resort in Me-
pal. The "must-do” King's Cup is an
opporunity to hobnobwith friends
who you haven't seen since. quail-
hunting season. These folks never
miss an elephant polo tournament
It's easy nod to, since there are only
three: one in MNepal, anagdheEr in Sri
Tamka amd this one in Thailand.

The King's Cup, in honour of the
King of Thatland, 15 the mosg stylish
of the tio. While the king never ac-
tually shows up. he doees give his of-
ficial blessing. That means thera s a
ceremoniows opening parade with
dozens of decorated elephants,
Thai dancers, musicians shimmer-
ingin silk and gold, and polo playvers
bedesked in satin.

The 'r|;|:,.11| [rmr.'n:l-r: was an elisho-
rateopening for a game whose rules
are a8 simple as those of dogette
Two teams of three elephants, the
polo playvers strapped onto thedir
backs, face off. The riders tussla
over a tiny ball in order to get it past
their opponent's goal,

In betwecn matches, which com-
mence with the clong of a giant
brass gong, the elephants holled
around on the sidelines, EE:Lri.I'IH
huge branches off (rees in the en-
ceoaching jungle. Now and then
theywandered to the anack tables in
search of bananas, until called back
by their Thai trainess. [ was even in-
vited to climb up and got to ride
around. That was moie exciting
than cyen the most intense mo-
et s of iy match Dsaw,

Tl‘II_II.I_:HJ:I the whole peculiar and
Enlﬂﬂail‘lirlﬁ evenl seemed 0 bhe
just another indulgence for hored
jetsaiiers, ivwas really about the ale-
phanis. The competitdon 1= a fund-
raiser for the Thailand Elephant
Conservation Centre, a group that
sUppaIts projects to protect ole-
phants. The polo and the charty
cvents surrounding the cormpsedi-
tion were organized by the Ananta-
ra Resort and Spa, Mot of the éle-
phant polo aficionados stayed at
the six-hectare garden and heach
resort, areproduction of an old Thal
willage. The accommodation pro-
wided many apportunities to meet
players around the pool and bar.

The highlight of the social events
wis B gala dinner and ball, wihere all
the guests had to wear something
made ofsilk, That gave mes chance
i g0 into the small wown fo explore
thoe zilk shinpe and night marked

Hua Hin is Thailand's oldest
bieach reqort and hias an arlstocratic

history. For anyone longing for a

feeling of Indochina, before cell-
phones and wall-to-wall condos,
this is the place, The town that hosts
the royal elephant event has been
the summeer home of the King sinee
1526, The streets are lned with il-
luminated billboard -siced poriits
of the beloved Roval Family (His
Majesty King Bhumibol Adubgade|
and Her Majesty Queen Skrikio).
Ihetoam, onceasmall fishing vil-
lage, still has the feel of old Siam,
Unlike Thailand's other beach ra-
sorts, such a: Phuket or Patteya,
which mainly atiract foreign tour-
ists, Hua Hin's mainstay, since the
15205 when the railway first caome
here, is wellstoado Thai tourists
looking for 2 vk frorm e gurm-
mer swelter of Bangkok. Many have
stinning homes along the elght-
kllometre stretch of sandy beach —
all a perfect backdrop for 8 week of

» elephant polo. *Tolly nice, don't you

think?" Iwas asked many times over
the weak. “Absolutely spiffing.” 1
appropriately answered,
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