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NEVER TO BE FORGOTTEN

THE LATE CONSERVATIONIST IS REMEMBERED BY 
FAMILY AND FRIENDS ON AN INDIAN PILGRIMAGE 

FULL OF THRILLS, SPILLS AND POIGNANT MEMORIES

MARK SHAND

As a convoy of brightly 
coloured rickshaws wound 

its way along dusty, tree-lined 
tracks across the heart of India 
it was clear that this was no 
ordinary road trip.

For driving the 45-strong fleet 
of head-turning tuk-tuks was a 
group of people from around 
the world who had signed up for 
an adventure in memory of the 
Duchess of Cornwall’s brother, 
Mark Shand. 

Inspired by the journey 
made by the conservationist, 
travel writer and adventurer 
across India with his elephant 
Tara – and recorded in his best-
selling 1991 book, Travels on my 
Elephant – 100 of Mark’s friends 
and family members followed 
in his footsteps, travelling 300 
miles across the state of Madhya 
Pradesh in a four-day journey 
that finished with an emotional 
reunion with Tara. 

Mark, who died suddenly 
in New York last year, had 
dedicated his life to saving 
Asia’s elephants and established 
the charity, Elephant Family, for 

which the trip helped raise over 
£2million. 

Among those taking part in 
the auto-rickshaw adventure 
were Mark’s daughter Ayesha 
Shand; Ruth Powys, the CEO of 
Elephant Family and Mark’s 
former girlfriend; Camilla’s 
children Tom Parker Bowles 
and Laura Lopes; her sister 
Annabel Elliot; Annabel’s 
son Ben, principal of the 
Quintessentially Foundation, 
which since 2008 has raised 
over £6million for charities 
including Elephant Family; and 
model mother and daughter 
Yasmin and Amber Le bon.

SORELY MISSED
Ben, 40, who organised the 
rickshaw adventure and shared 
a vehicle with his cousin Tom, 
paid tribute to his uncle, telling 
hello!: “I adored him as a 
small child and was devastated 
when he died. He was the best 
uncle you could ever wish for. I 
have not been able to fill the 
gaping hole his death has 
created. He lived life to the 

‘The trip can only be described as a journey fuelled and 
filled by celebrations and eccentricity’ Ayesha Shand
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The gaily decorated 
auto-rickshaws take off 

across Madhya 
Pradesh. Their final 

stop was to meet Tara, 
the elephant that Mark 

Shand rescued in the 
1980s from a life of 

begging and misery on 
the streets (the pair 
together, above left)

We are family: The Duchess of 
Cornwall’s son Tom Parker Bowles 

(above) and (above left) her niece Ayesha 
– with friend Amber Le Bon, who 

unfortunately had to fly home early with 
her mother Yasmin following an accident 

on the first day of the rickshaw rally
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full, he was very non-judgmental 
and enormous fun. I wish I could be 
more like him.”

Ayesha was also full of praise. 
“Unlike most people, whose 
memories of my dad are most likely 
based in his adventures or his years 
as a playboy, my strongest memory 
is of him riding go-karts with me in 
Rome,” said the 20-year-old, who 
spent much of her childhood in 
Italy with her mother, former 
actress Clio Goldsmith.

“Any time he visited was always 
very exciting, mostly because of the 
trunks of exotic gifts he would 
bring back. He would take me to 
an outdoors fair in Villa Borghese; 
we would eat sweets and junk 
sandwiches (my father’s own 
invention) – which constituted of 
anything you desired rammed into 
a focaccia – and play all day.

“My father coloured my life 
and those of many others with 
eccentricity and adventure and has 
inspired me to do the same,” she 
added. “I hope to never see things 
in black and white.”

STARTER’S ORDERS
Having flown into Delhi the drivers 
took two days to travel to Khajuraho, 
the start ing point for their 
expedition. As their journey 
unfolded they were treated to 
stunning views and glorious sunsets 
as, following the recent monsoon 
season, the scenery came alive in a 
burst of colour.

“The trip was what can only 
be described as a journey fuelled 
and filled by celebrations and 
eccentricity,” said Ayesha, who 
along with the others stopped to 
take in the sights along the way, 
including temples and markets. 
“Driving through rural Madhya 
Pradesh was nothing that I could 
have ever imagined, expected or 
prepared for. The most unexpected 
yet incredible aspect of the journey 
was the warmth and happiness with 
which local people waved at us as 
we drove through.” 

Ben, who has visited India 

‘One of many magical 
parts of our journey 
was meeting such 

warm and welcoming 
people’ Ben Elliot

Cousins Ben Elliot – 
whose Quintessentially 
Foundation organised 
the adventure – Tom 
and Ayesha stop at a 
temple (above). On 
one evening,  the 
group held a Holi 
party, inspired by the 
Hindu festival of love 
where celebrants 
t h ro w  c o l o u re d 
paints at each other. 
Tom (left), and his 
sister Laura Lopes 
and cousin Ben 
(together right) join 

in the fun

Yasmin Le Bon (right, and above, driving daughter Amber) makes a 
confident start, but sadly soon has to fly home after her accident. Ayesha 
hitches a ride with her father’s former girlfriend, Ruth Powys (below) and 

sacred cows stop the convoy (below right)
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Tom, sister Laura and 
cousin Ben meet Tara, 

now a much-loved 
resident at Kipling Camp 

in Kanha; and the 
cousins savour the 

sights with Ben’s mother 
Annabel (below left) and 
put their rickshaw in the 

frame (bottom left) 

o n  s e v e r a l  o c c a s i o n s ,  a l s o 
experienced the country anew. 
“The individual towns we travelled 
through were new territories for 
me,” said Ben, who is co-founder of 
the Quintessentially Group. “This 
aspect was one of many magical 
parts of our journey. We stopped at 
local markets, met local people, had 
cups of chai in local towns and really 
got a sense of each community. 
What a magnificent place and such 
warm and welcoming people.”

The rickshaws had been designed 
and built to the drivers’ specifi-
cations and for many one of the 
highlights came on day two. 
Stopping off at Umaria Market, the 
group bought colourful garlands, 
fabrics and soft toys to brighten up 
their already colourful vehicles 
even more. 

The following day they went 
market shopping again for clothes 
for a Holi party, at which they threw 
water and dry paint at each other. 
Traditionally taking place in the 
spring, Holi is a Hindu festival also 

known as the festival of colour 
or the festival of love.

It felt appropriate for the 
group, who wanted to celebrate 
Mark and his life at every 
opportunity. On the second 
evening of the journey, at the 
campsite that had been specially 
built for the drivers, some of his 
films were also screened.

In a country known for its 
dangerous roads perhaps it’s 
not surprising there were 
some casualties. “I have to 
admit certain roads were scary, 
especially when surrounded by 
huge cargo trucks, whose drivers 
use a honk to indicate anything 
from turning left, right, reversing 
and in most cases, overtaking,” 

Ayesha told us. “The rickshaw is the 
lowest of the low in the Indian 
transport hierarchy and at times that 
was made very obvious by the other 
vehicles on the road.”

Yasmin Le Bon and her daughter 
Amber had an accident on the first 
day of the trip when their rickshaw 
overturned. Both were admitted to 
hospital where Yasmin, 51, was 
treated for a broken shoulder before 
being flown back to the UK with 
Amber by her side.

EMOTIONAL REUNION
But the trip ended on a triumphant 
note as the participants achieved 
their goal and met Tara, a dignified 
older lady now in her 60s. 

“Tara and I have met before – 
she’s a combination of a beautiful 
older sister whom you have always 
been jealous of as well as the petulant 
younger one who despite her 
trickster nature you can’t help but 
love,” said Ayesha. 

“It was emotional to see her, as she 
is a living symbol of my father’s 
dream, legacy and adventure as well 
as of his life. He loved her as he 
loved me and sharing that bond with 
anything, whether it be a human or 
animal, is incredibly special.”

To mark that special bond, the 
family scattered Mark’s ashes in the 
river in which Tara bathes every day. 
Said Ben: “It was excellent we did 
this as a family and he would 
have loved it.” 

REPORT: ROSALIND POWELL 
PHOTOS: PADDY SCOTT

Quintessentially Foundation and Elephant 
Family’s Travels To My Elephant was 
presented by Selfridges; other sponsors included 
Aspinal, Kingfisher, ITC Hotels and 
Maclaren. Visit quintessentiallyfoundation.
org and travelstomyelephant.org.
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‘Tara is a living 
symbol of my 
father’s dream 

and legacy’
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