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By Songirl Sez, Special For Diversity News 
 
On Thursday, December 2, 2011 at 9:30pm there was a pre-release special screening at the 
Artivist Film Festival of the documentary “How I Became An Elephant” produced by Jorja 
Fox and Tim Gorski. Due to incredible demand, the exclusive screening was held in the large 
movie theater at the Egyptian in Hollywood. The pre-release was originally scheduled for 
Saturday, December 4th in a smaller theater but was re-scheduled to accommodate a beyond 
sold-out audience of over 400 enthusiasts. 
 
 Directed by Award winning film makers, Tim Gorski and Synthian Sharp, this “Rattle The Cage 
Productions” documentary tells the heartwarming and heartwrenchheart-wrenching14 year old girl, 
Juliette West who journeys to Thailand to meet up with Asia’s famed Elephant savior, Lek Chailert. 
With love in their hearts and determination in their minds, Lek and Juliette set out to rescue the 
female elephant, Ratree, a severely abused 35 year-old elephant, from the Surin Elephant 
Roundup. Volunteers and the RTC film production crew made the 22 hour trip by truck to transport 
Ratree (which means Midnight, because she was their “midnight girl”), to her new home at the 
Elephant Nature Park. The film details what elephants go through overseas, with a short 
capsulization of their treatment in the United States.When asked about the film, Jorja Fox 
said “This movie is about elephants, it’s for elephants. It’s for our kids and their kids. But it 
applies to all the world’s animals, and the environment as a whole.” Film goer Melody said “I 
cried. They are such beautiful animals. I just can’t understand how people could treat them 



badly. How could someone see the pain and sadness in the eyes of any living creature and 
still hurt it?” When other audience members were asked to comment, the reactions seemed to be 
the same. Jean said “It was dreadful to see those majestic creatures treated so badly.” She 
went on to say “as for the Circus, I have never been and would never go.” Last Change For 
Animals undercover investigator Bryan stated “this is a must see movie for any one who is 
conscious. Whether you’re an elephant expert or have never seen an elephant before, you will 
learn something and be moved to action by this film.” 
 
Notables in attendance were Shaun Monson (award winning director), Fawn (award-winning 
singer/songwriter/recording artist), Shannon Keith (award winning director), Actress Lisa 
Tharps (Cold Case), Charles Hambleton (Award winning producer of “The Cove”), Actor Brian 
Vandenberg (Destroy, Build, Destroy), Activist/Actress Ciddy Fonteboa, Gene Blalock (award 
winning editor/musician), Christina Cho (Peta Award Winner), Meggan Anderson (Activist/Playboy 
Model) and Shannon Mann (Whale Wars). 
 

 

 

 



 

 
 
About Jorja Fox: 
Jorja-An Fox (born July 7, 1968, in New York, New York), is an American actress. She first came 
to prominence as a guest star on the television drama ER, portraying the recurring role of Dr. 
Maggie Doyle from 1996 to 1999. This was followed by another critical success in the recurring 
role of Secret Service Agent Gina Toscano on The West Wing in 2000. She is arguably best 
known for her work as Sara Sidle in the hit CBS crime drama CSI: Crime Scene Investigation, a 
role she has portrayed as both a regular (2000–2007, 2010–) and recurring (2008–2010) cast. 
 

 
Producer Jorja Fox (CSI Las Vegas Star) speaks on CNN about making  

How I Became An Elephant with 14 year-old Juliette West 
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PEOPLE TO WATCH: TIM GORSKI, AWARD WINNING 
DOCUMENTARY FILMMAKER 

  

TIM	  GORSKI,	  AWARD	  WINNING	  DOCUMENTARY	  FILMMAKER 

AND	  ANIMAL	  PROTECTION	  ADVOCATE 

SPEAKS	  OUT	  FOR	  ELEPHANTS 

  
"HOW	  I	  BECAME	  AN	  ELEPHANT" 

 

 
  

	  “people	  just	  don’t	  think	  about	  it,	  when	  they	  see	  an	  elephant	  balancing	  on	  their	  head,	  rolling	  tree	  trunks	  
to	  clear	  a	  forest, 

or	  serving	  as	  a	  novelty	  attraction	  for	  tourist	  groups…	  	  These	  animals	  are	  savagely	  abused	  in	  order	  to	  
“break”	  them	  for	  the	  crowds” 

  

 
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  



YOU	  WILL	  NEVER	  VIEW	  ELEPHANTS	  IN	  THE	  SAME	  WAY	  AGAIN 

  
If	  you	  have	  ever: 

•        been	  on	  an	  elephant	  ride	  or	  trek	  as	  a	  tourist	  in	  Asia, 
•        watched	   video	   of	   an	   elephant	   work	   camp	   (logging	   or	  

forest	  clearing)	  , 
•        been	   to	   a	   parade	   or	   a	   circus	  which	   features	   elephants	  

that	  are	  dancing,	  balancing	  on	  a	  body	  part,	  or	   spinning	  
hula	  hoops, 

you	  must	  not	  miss	  Tim	  Gorski’s	  powerful	  new	  film,	  How	  I	  Became	  An	  
Elephant,	   screened	   in	   Los	  Angles	  on	  December	   2	   at	   the	  Artivist	   Film	  
Festival.	  	  You	  will	  never	  view	  elephants	  in	  the	  same	  way	  again. 
How	   I	  Became	  An	  Elephant	  documents	   the	   compelling	   real	   life	   story	  
of	   14	   year	   old	   Juliette	  West,	   in	   her	   quest	   to	   rescue	   a	   deeply	   injured	  
female	   elephant	   from	   a	   forced	   breeding	   camp	   in	   Thailand,	   and	   take	  
her	  to	  the	  Elephant	  Nature	  Park	  sanctuary	  to	  live	  out	  her	  days.	  	  	  In	  the	  
process,	   the	   viewer	   learns	   the	   horrific	   back	   story	   on	   the	   captive	  
elephant	   trade—how	   these	   animals	   –	   one	   of	   the	   most	   complex,	  
intelligent,	  gentle	  and	  highly	  social	  species	  on	  earth,	  are	  “broken”	  and	  
trained	  to	  work	  and	  entertain. 
  

 
  
A	  	  “TAKE	  NO	  PRISONERS”	  ANIMAL	  ADVOCATE 

Tim	  Gorski,	  an	  outspoken	  animal	  rights	  activist	  and	  seemingly	  fearless	  
documentary	   filmmaker,	   is	   a	   man	   with	   a	   mission.	  	  For	   more	   than	  
fourteen	  years,	  he	  has	  traveled	  the	  globe,	  filming	  and	  volunteering	  in	  
humanitarian,	  animal,	  and	  environmental	  projects,	  often	  at	  great	  risk	  



to	   his	   own	   life.	  	  He’s	   a	   new	  breed	  of	   documentary	   filmmaker	  with	   a	  
“take	   no	   prisoners,	   tell	   it	   like	   it	   is”	   style.	  	  More	   than	   once,	   he	   has	  
exposed	  the	  dark	  underbelly	  of	  the	  hunted	  and	  captive	  animal	  world.	   
  

  

 
  

  
After	  getting	  his	  MFA	  in	  Film	  from	  Miami	  University	  of	  Art	  and	  Design	  
he	   worked	   both	   in	   film	   and	   television,	   taught	   production	   and	  
animation	  at	  the	  Art	  Institute	  of	  Fort	  Lauderdale,	  and	  along	  the	  way,	  
collected	   14	   Best	   Documentary	   Awards,	   two	   Best	   Cinematography	  
Awards,	  and	  one	  Telly	  award. 
Through	   his	   not-‐for-‐profit	   production	   company,	  Rattle	   The	   Cage	  
Productions,	  Gorski	   turned	   his	   camera	   on	   subjects	   that	   few	   other	  
filmmakers	   would	   touch:	   a	   sole	   captive	   orca	   living	   in	   a	   tiny	   Miami	  
Seaquarium	   enclosure,	   forced	   to	   perform	   twice	   a	   day,	   seven	   days	   a	  
week	  	  (Slave	   to	   Entertainment);	  	  	  a	   voyage	   with	   (then)	   little	   known	  
Captain	  Paul	  Watson,	  on	  the	  controversial	  Sea	  Shepherd	  (Edge	  of	  the	  
World).	  	  Gorski’s	  films	  garnered	  award	  after	  award;	  	  Edge	  of	  the	  World	  
ultimately	  inspired	  Animal	  Planet’s	  Whale	  Wars. 
  
	  A	  PROMISE	  MADE 

So,	  how	  did	  Gorski	  come	  to	  his	  passion	  for	  elephants? 

It	  all	  began	  in	  2004,	  on	  a	  fateful	  holiday	  on	  Kho	  Phi	  Phi,	  an	  island	  off	  
the	  coast	  of	  	  Phuket,	  Thailand,	  where	  he	  had	  hoped	  to	  spend	  time	  for	  
a	  well	  needed	  rest.	  He	  had	   just	  finished	  his	  Masters	  degree,	  and	  was	  



exhausted	   physically	   and	   emotionally.	  	  	  As	   fate	   would	   have	   it,	   that	  
holiday	  was	  not	  to	  happen.	   
Within	  days	  of	  his	  arrival,	  he	  found	  himself	  fighting	  for	  his	  life,	  as	  
the	  Tsunami	  devastated	  the	  beach	  resort,	  leaving	  more	  than	  half	  
the	   population	   (2400)	   dead.	  	  Gorski	   was	   one	   of	   the	   lucky	   ones	  
who,	  against	  the	  odds,	  managed	  to	  survive.	  	  Working	  with	  fellow	  
survivors	   on	   the	   rescue	   effort,	   he	   met	   Lek	   Chailert,	   the	   famed	  
Elephant	  Lady	  of	  Thailand,	  who	  has	  devoted	  her	   life	   to	  rescuing	  
elephants	   from	   abusive	   working	   and	   performing	  
environments.	  	  She	   founded	   the	  Elephant	  Nature	  Park	   in	  Chiang	  
Mai,	   as	   a	   sanctuary	  where	   these	   traumatized	   animals	   could	   live	  
out	  their	  days	  in	  a	  peaceful,	  natural	  habitat.	   
  

 
  
Lek	   offered	   Gorski	   refuge,	   educated	   him	   about	   the	   reality	   of	   the	  
elephant	   trade	   and	   the	   extent	   to	  which	   these	   extraordinary	   animals	  
are	  under	  siege	  by	  multiple	  groups	  that	  exploit,	  torture	  and	  kill	  them	  
for	   financial	   gain.	  	  Poaching	   cartels	   mutilate	   and	   kill	   them	   for	   their	  
ivory;	  	  logging	   and	   trekking	   companies,	   as	  well	   as	   circus	   and	   parade	  
operators,	   typically	   tear	   nursing	   calves	   from	   their	   mothers,	   chain,	  
cage	  and	  beat	  them	  in	  order	  to	  “break”	  them	  for	  human	  use.	  	  Some,	  
like	  the	  elephant	  rescued	  in	  the	  film,	  are	  used	  for	  forced	  breeding,	  and	  
suffer	   broken	   ribs	   and	   ankles	   when	   offered	   repeatedly	   to	   the	   bull	  
elephants. 
  



 
  
“The	   fact	   is	   that	   people	   just	   don’t	   think	   about	   it,	  when	   they	   see	   an	  
elephant	  balancing	  on	  their	  head,	  rolling	  tree	  trunks	  to	  clear	  a	  forest,	  
or	  serving	  as	  a	  novelty	  attraction	  for	  tourist	  groups.	  	  People	  just	  don’t	  
think	   about	   what	   it	   takes	   to	   get	   a	   wild	   animal	   to	   do	   these	  
things.	  	  These	  animals	  are	  savagely	  abused	   in	  order	   to	  “break”	   them	  
for	  the	  crowds.”	   
  

 
  
	  “When	  I	   left	  Thailand,	  I	  made	  a	  promise	  to	  Lek,	  that	  I	  would	  make	  a	  
film	  about	  her	  elephants	  and	  her	  sanctuary.	  “ 
  
A	  PROMISE	  FULFILLED 

In	  2006	  Gorski	  released	  The	  Elephant	  Lady,	  a	  short	  film	  about	  Lek,	  her	  
rescue	   and	   rehabilitation	   of	   abused	   elephants,	   and	   her	   Elephant	  
Nature	  Park.	  	  	  This	  was	  Part	   I	  of	   the	  promise	  fulfilled,	  but	  he	  was	  not	  
finished	  yet. 
Flash	   forward	   to	   2009.	  	  Gorski	   was	   speaking	   at	   the	   annual	   Animal	  
Rights	  National	  Conference,	  held	  in	  Los	  Angeles,	  California,	  where	  he	  
met	   13	   year	   old	   animal	   activist,	   Juliette	  West.	  	  	  Juliette	   had	   become	  
passionate	   about	   elephants	   the	   year	   before,	   when	   she	   joined	   the	  
advocacy	   effort	   to	   retire	   the	   lonely	   and	   injured	   Los	   Angeles	   Zoo	  
resident,Billy	   the	   elephant	  to	   the	   PAWS	   (Performing	   Animal	  Welfare	  
Society)	   Sanctuary,	   where	   he	   could	   live	   out	   the	   rest	   of	   his	   days	   in	  
peace	  and	  freedom.	   
  



 
  
  
Gorski	  had	  been	  looking	  for	  a	  way	  to	  reach	  out	  to	  younger	  people,	  to	  
let	  them	  know	  that	  they	  could	  make	  a	  difference	  with	  elephant	  rescue	  
and	   conservation.	  	  	  Juliette	   had	   the	   grace,	   the	   charm,	   the	   maturity,	  
and	  the	  screen	  presence	  to	  become	  the	  star	  of	  his	  next	  film.	  	  	  Shortly	  
after	   meeting	   Juliette	   and	   her	   Dad,	   Gorski	   met	   up	   with	   them	   in	  
Thailand	  where	   they	  met	   Lek,	   toured	   the	   Elephant	  Nature	   Park	   and	  
began	  filming.	   
  

 
  
The	   rest	   is	   history.	  	  	  How	   I	   Became	   An	   Elephant	  screened	   in	   Los	  
Angeles	   to	   a	   riveted	   crowd	   of	   four	   hundred.	  	  A	   more	   compelling,	  
heartwarming	  film	  experience	  would	  be	  hard	  to	  find.	   



How	   I	   Became	   An	   Elephant	  is	   Part	   II	   of	   Gorski's	   promise	  
fulfilled.	  	  	  Lives	   are	   changed	  with	   each	   screening;	   and	   hopefully,	   the	  
fate	  of	  the	  Asian	  elephants	  will	  be	  changed	  as	  well. 
  

*************** 
  
How	   I	   Became	   An	   Elephant:	   Produced	   by	   Tim	   Gorski,	   Jorja	   Fox,	  
Juliette	  West	  and	  David_Reuben.	  Directed	  by	  Tim	  Gorski.	  Brilliantly	  
edited	   by	   Synthian	   Sharp,	   whose	   work	   brings	   clear	   focus	   to	   the	  
powerful	  truth	  of	  the	  film. This	  is	  a	  must	  see	  film	  for	  everyone	  who	  
loves	   animals	   and	   especially	   for	   those	  who	   think	   they	  might	   at	  
any	  time	   in	  the	  future,	  attend	  a	  circus,	  an	  elephant	  parade,	  take	  
an	   elephant	   trek	   or	   endorse	   the	   use	   of	   elephants	   as	   working	  
animals. 
  

OTHER	  LINKS: 
  
How I Became An Elephant (Trailer) 

How	  I	  Became	  An	  Elephant	  (website) 

Rattle	  The	  Cage	  Productions 

The	  Elephant	  Nature	  Park 

JulietteSpeaks.org 

Palisidian	  Saves	  Elephant	  in	  Thailand	   
http://www.palisadespost.com/lifestyles/content.php?id=6245 
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How She Became an Elephant
When 15-year-

old Juliette West was

growing up, she

asked her friends not

to bring presents to

her birthday parties.

Instead, she

requested donations

to the local animal

shelter.

It's not that

surprising, then, that

by the time she reached 13 or so, this big thinker had graduated from dogs and cats

to larger beasts, namely elephants. She now stars — well, co-stars, along with a

pachyderm — in a new documentary called How I Became an Elephant.

A Rescue Mission

The movie, filmed over a few weeks late last year, had its premiere at the Artivist film

festival in Los Angeles earlier this month.

In it, West travels to Thailand, where she witnesses the annual government-

sponsored "elephant roundup" in the city of Surin. More than 100 elephants perform

in the show, doing tricks like playing soccer, carrying logs and competing against

teams of humans in tug-of-war.

West and Thai

elephant rescuer

Sangduen Chailert,

known as Lek, were

looking to transfer

one of the most

unhealthy elephants

to Lek's Elephant

Nature Park

sanctuary. After

seeing animals with

broken backs and

one who had lost a

foot to a landmine, they settled on Ratree. "She had a broken hip from being in a

forced breeding program, she was blind in one eye, she was in a terrible mental

condition," West explains.

They bought Ratree, loaded her on a truck and began the 20-hour drive to the

sanctuary in Chiang Mai. Though she passed away in March, years before she

should have, Ratree was well cared for until her last day.

The Spark of
Activism

West got her start in 

elephant advocacy a 

couple years ago when

local activists

started protesting

plans for a new

elephant exhibit for

an animal named

Billy at the Los

Angeles Zoo. West

wrote letters and, since she was both extremely young and

extremely eloquent, got the attention of area animal activists. At a conference on animal rights, 

she met Tim Gorski, a filmmaker who has been making animals rights films since 2002. 

It happened that Gorski was working on an elephant film that he wanted to be
film about elephants and, he says, "struggling for an angle to make the story
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appealing to American kids." When he met West, "the light bulb went off," he says.
"Juliette is the perfect vehicle to reach American youth."

While Gorski seeks international television distribution for How I Became an Elephant,
West will continue speaking to students her own age about elephant abuse. "I was
thinking back to when I used to raise money for the pet adoption place and how far I
had come," West says. "I felt that I could do something by telling people about this
and educating people."

A Voice for

Elephants

"I've found that when
I tell people about
what I'm doing,
they're immediately
converted. They're
never going to the
circus again," she
says.

She especially likes
speaking to students,

as she did at an assembly of 300 young people at her own K-8 school when she got
back from Thailand last year. "It's so easy for kids to love animals. It's really
interesting to see their wide eyes and to see how they're transformed."

West says that people inspired to help elephants should educate themselves and
others about the inhumane methods of elephant training and support Lek's Elephant
Nature Park or the PAWS (Performing Animal Welfare Society) sanctuary in northern
Calif.

Find out how West became an elephant in the trailer below:

 

 

Photos courtesy of How I Became an Elephant.
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Juliette and Lek, nicknamed Thailand's "Elephant Lady," purchase bananas for Ratree,

whom they rescued in Surin. Photo Courtesy of Lee West

Palisadian Saves Elephant in Thailand

2010-12-02
By TIM GORSKI

Special to the Palisadian-Post

Each November, the city of Surin plays host to Thailand?s annual Elephant
Roundup with 300 captive elephants performing for thousands of spectators.
Elephants and their mahouts (handlers) travel hundreds of miles to perform a
host of historical reenactments, tricks and circus routines for eager
spectators. It is the largest elephant event in Southeast Asia and possibly the
world.

!!In 2009, Pacific Palisades resident Juliette West joined Lek Chailert of
Thailand, who has rescued elephants for the past 30 years, to save an
elephant from the Elephant Roundup, while I captured it all on video for a
documentary project called ?How I Became an Elephant.? The film premieres
at the Artivist Film Festival at the Egyptian Theater in Hollywood tonight at
9:30 p.m. 

!!?What the handlers do to the elephants behind the scenes is cruel,? says
Juliette, a ninth grader at Harvard-Westlake. ?The elephants are separated
from their mothers when they are babies and beaten with a bullhook to break
their spirit. They are starved for days and sometimes even weeks. Then, they
are taught tricks and abused daily for the rest of their lives to stay
submissive.?

!!I met Juliette, who was then 14 years old and an eighth grader at St.
Matthew?s Episcopal School, while attending the 2009 National Animal Rights
Conference in Los Angeles. I have been filming Asian elephants in Nepal,
Burma and Thailand for six years and was looking for an angle to bring my
elephant stories to an American audience.

!!Juliette first became interested in animal rights at age 9 when she adopted
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!!Juliette first became interested in animal rights at age 9 when she adopted
a cat from the Voice for the Animals Foundation in Santa Monica. After that,
she asked her friends to donate money to the foundation rather than give her
birthday presents.

!!Last year, the foundation?s Executive Director Melya Kaplan alerted her to
the controversy over the living arrangements of Billy, an elephant who has
lived alone in a half-acre enclosure at the Los Angeles Zoo for 20 years. The
city planned to construct a new $42-million elephant habitat, the Pachyderm
Forest, with a roaming area of 3.6 acres for Billy and additional elephants.

!!Juliette wrote letters to the L.A. City Council advocating that Billy instead
be transferred to a wildlife sanctuary. 

!!?Elephants need to walk at least 20 miles a day,? Juliette told the
Palisadian-Post, pointing out that the Pachyderm Forest would not be large
enough. She also noted that it was cruel to keep Billy alone for so many
years: ?Elephants are social just like human beings, and they should not be
isolated.? 

!!The Council decided to move forward with constructing the Pachyderm
Forest, set to open with two additional elephants, Jewel and Tina, this month.

!!The controversy, however, made Juliette more interested in elephant rights,
and she met with representatives of the L.A. Zoo, Oakland Zoo, Oregon Zoo
and Performing Animal Welfare Society, a wildlife sanctuary in Galt,
California, to educate herself about the treatment of elephants. 

!!I immediately saw the spark in her eyes and an idea was born. ?Juliette,
how do you feel about going on an adventure?? I asked. 

Elephant Roundup last November, the stands were filled with
excited spectators. Smoke permeated the thick humid air as pyrotechnics
exploded and 300 elephants and mahouts poured onto a football-field-sized
fairground. A 10th-century mock battle ensued; opposing elephants locked
trunks and swords clashed. The morning progressed with demonstrations of
elephant strength and agility. They pulled logs, twirled hula-hoops, threw
darts, played soccer and painted portraits. 

!!?It was heartbreaking and really hard to watch,? Juliette says. ?I could see
the bullhook wounds. Everyone was cheering and so happy because they
don?t know how the elephants are treated.? 

!!Lek, Juliette, and I slipped out to choose an elephant in the worst condition
to save. We selected a 40-year-old female named Ratree (Thai for midnight)
who was used for decades in an unsuccessful breeding program. 

!!Elephant transactions are not uncommon here. It cost about $10,000 to
purchase Ratree and to transport her to the sanctuary. Through generous
donations from family members and her father?s colleagues, Juliette raised
the finances necessary to save the elephant. Her father, Lee, works as a
money manager and her mother, Kimberly is a homemaker. Her brother,
Jameson, is a junior at Harvard-Westlake. 

!!Ratree suffered from a broken hip and broken ankle, common injuries in
captive breeding programs. Mahouts restrain and force female elephants into
a submissive position and encourage visiting bulls to mount them. Many
females die of internal injuries and less than two percent of the newborns
survive. 

!!Ratree, who was blind in one eye, displayed serious mental issues,
evidenced by moaning, blank staring, continuous drooling, a listless trunk and
constant swaying; she panicked easily and cowered fearfully at everything
around her, including approaching elephants. 

     In Thailand, they drug the elephants, so they are comfortable in a crowd,?
Juliette says. ?Ratree had been drugged for so many years.?

Lek and Juliette purchased Ratree and transported her 18 hours to the
sanctuary. They also bought bananas, watermelon and sugarcane to feed
Ratree on the long journey. 

!!Since returning from Thailand, Juliette says her goal is to create awareness
about elephants? rights by speaking at local schools.

!!In the documentary, Juliette?s genuine curiosity and compassion, her
charm and on-screen charisma all serve to deliver Lek?s message loud and
clear in a compelling and entertaining (at times heart-wrenching) manner. 

(Tim Gorski founded Rattle the Cage in 2003 and has filmed all over the
world. ?How I Became an Elephant? was filmed by Gorski and his Rattle the
Cage crew, produced by Rattle the Cage Productions, Juliette West and Jorja
Fox (star of ?CSI?) and edited by Synthian Sharp. Palisadian-Post staff writer
Danielle Gillespie edited and contributed additional reporting to this article.)
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During Thailandʼs annual Elephant 
Roundup, 300 captive elephants twirl hoops, throw darts, engage in mock battles and 
perform other routines for an audience of thousands. 
But there was one less elephant performing last year. A severely injured, 40-year-old 
female named Ratree was rescued from the roundup by Juliette West, a 14-year-old from 
Pacific Palisades, Calif. 
How I Became an Elephant, a documentary about the rescue and the plight of Southeast 
Asian elephants, premiered this week in Hollywood. 
Westʼs passion for elephants was sparked last year when she learned about the Los 
Angeles Zoo's plans to build a 3.6-acre habitat for Billy, an elephant that has lived alone 
in a half-acre exhibit at the zoo for 20 years. 
She wrote to the L.A. city council, telling them that elephants need to walk at least 20 
miles each day, and urged them to send Billy to a wildlife sanctuary instead. (Protests 
from West, Lily Tomlin, Bob Barker and many other animal welfare advocates were 
ignored; the new "Elephants of Asia" exhibit opens on December 16.) 
Undettered, West educated herself further about the treatment of elephants, meeting with 
representatives from zoos and a wildlife sanctuary. When she heard about the Elephant 
Roundup, she raised the $10,000 necessary to purchase one of the elephants and 
transport it to a sanctuary. Then she met filmmaker and animal advocate Tim Gorski at 
last yearʼs National Animal Rights Conference. Gorski wrote in thePalisadian-Post that 
heʼd been filming Asian elephants and was looking for an angle to bring his stories to an 
American audience. 
"Juliette, how do you feel about going on an adventure?" he asked her. 
In November 2009, West and Gorski took off for the Elephant Roundup in Surin. They 
met up with Lek Chailert of Thailand, who is known as The Elephant Lady. Chailert has 
been rescuing sick and injured pachyderms for 30 years. She founded Elephant Nature 
Park, Thailand's first sanctuary for abused elephants. 



They decided to rescue Ratree because she was in the worst condition of all the 
elephants, with broken bones from spending decades in a captive breeding program. In 
these programs, females are restrained while males mount them, and the females often 
die of internal injuries. Fewer than 2 percent of their offspring survive. 
The process to teach the elephants to throw darts and twirl hoops is also inhumane, 
involving the use of bullhooks as a training device. In my story about elephant rides at the 
Santa Ana Zoo, the zoo director dismissively compared a bullhook to a dog collar. I 
asked both West and Gorski if this was a realistic comparison. 
"The bullhook is designed for one purpose, and one purpose only: to inflict pain and 
punishment," West replied. "To justify the comparison of a pointy, sharp bullhook to a dog 
collar, would require the dog collar to contain sharp pointy spikes on the inside of the 
collar, causing continual emotional and physical suffering throughout the dogʼs life." 
Gorski agreed. "The collar on my dog is only used to keep her name tag attached in case 
she loses me in the woods. It is not used to control her and never ever draws blood or 
creates open sores," he responded. 
Since she returned from Thailand, West has visited local schools to talk about her 
experience and raise studentsʼ awareness about elephants. 
Ratree died at the sanctuary in March. West said in the Palisadian-Post article that, while 
it was sad because the elephant had been through so much before her rescue, at least 
"she died in a happy place." 
In the documentary, West is asked if she thinks she was accepted into the herd of 
elephants at the sanctuary, as they had accepted Ratree. 
Yes, West replies. "Thatʼs how I became an elephant." 
Wouldnʼt it be great if we all could become elephants? 
Photo credit: Eddy Van 3000 

Laura Goldman is an award-winning writer and longtime animal advocate who lives in 

the Los Angeles area with two pit bull mix pound pups.  
	  




