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The removal by truck to Bath of Saffron Walden Museum’s elephant in 1960.  
Photograph ©Saffron Walden Museum. 

 
One of the most illustrious specimens to be displayed in Saffron Walden’s 
museum was the famous elephant. Yet it was very nearly sent away 
without being unpacked. It arrived in the country in 1834, together with a 
large number of other southern African animals and birds, as a response 
to a letter written by Hannibal Dunn, one of the founder members of the 
Saffron Walden Natural History Society, to his brother Robert then living 
at Algoa Bay in the Eastern Cape of South Africa.  
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At a meeting of the Committee of the Society in December of that year, 
the receipt of a bill from Robert Dunn for all the items he had sent, 
amounting to a little over £492, created a great deal of consternation. The 
reason was clear-cut: the recently formed Society had no assets, no 
building of its own in which to put such a large collection and no resources 
to get any of the animals prepared. Not surprisingly, the Committee’s 
initial reaction was to see if they could off load the collection to another 
organisation more likely to possess the necessary resources. The 
chairman, Jabez Gibson wrote to the Leeds Museum to see if they might 
be interested in some of the items, but there is no note of a reply. 
Eventually, in March 1834, they decided to acquire the bulk of the 
collection for £150, possibly through Jabez Gibson’s generosity. No doubt 
the decision was influenced by the recent agreement with Lord 
Braybrooke to lease a part of the building then being erected in the 
grounds of Walden Castle, for use as a museum.  
 
Together with many other specimens the elephant, which was a young 
female, was eventually stuffed and set up in the museum in 1837. The 
skin was prepared by Thomas Smith, a local tanner, and stuffed with 
straw over an iron frame made by William Spicer, a blacksmith. The work 
was supervised by Joseph Clarke the Honorary Curator who made a model 
elephant to act as a guide. He and his assistants worked continuously for 
two whole days and a night. Filling the great skin must have been thirsty 
work; in a surviving copy of the bill, more than 9 gallons of beer was paid 
for. The elephant occupied pride of place in the museum display, which 
was at that time situated on the first floor of the building, where the 
furniture gallery is now. Both the stuffed animal and its skeleton were 
displayed, as can be seen in the illustration to the first printed catalogue, 
published in 1845.  
 
The elephant, which unlike Wallace the lion, was never given a name, was 
undoubtedly a star attraction, but she became more famous after she 
appeared in the Great Exhibition of 1851. The Trustees were approached 
by the Exhibition’s organisers, who had made various enquiries about 
borrowing one or two suitable animals on which to display a pair of 
splendid howdahs. The fact that Saffron Walden’s example was Loxodonta 
africana rather than the Indian species appeared not to deter the 
borrowers, although this lends support to the notion that this museum’s 
elephant was at that time the only one available. Further support is given 
by the fact that the illustration from the Great Exhibition catalogue (see 
cover) clearly shows two howdahs, but only one in its appropriate 
position, on an elephant’s back.   
 
This rarity was confirmed in a short article in the Times in which it was 
said that the Museum 'possessed the only mounted specimen in Europe'. 
The article also mentions the means of transport, by van, since the 
'Eastern Counties Railway Company .. [was] .. too strict in their conditions 
of transit' to allow the carriage of an elephant by train. The Company 



Saffron Walden Museum’s Elephant – Saffron Walden Historical Journal No 11 (2006) 
 

showed remarkable foresight to have envisaged such a possibility in 1851. 
After the exhibition, the elephant took the return journey back to the first 
floor of the museum, despite a rumour started by a cartoon in Punch that 
she had been taken by a souvenir hunter.  
 
With the expansion of the museum to occupy the whole of the building in 
1880 and 1881 all the stuffed animals were moved. Thus the elephant 
was brought downstairs again, together with the rhinoceros, giraffe, 
hippopotamus, koudou, etc. There they stayed for over 70 years. The 
elephant was ever the focus of attention, not all of it kind or accurate. In a 
spoof town guide, published in 1881 and called Ye Comick Guide and 
Historie of Saffron Walden she is pictured and described thus: 
 

His well-polished tusks are only wood, the real ones still forming part of his 
mammoth skeleton beside him. His legs are receptacles for compressed hay and 
unseemly chaff, and where buns and biscuits once found a fitting and roomy 
asylum, two or three indigestible cart-loads of sawdust and chips oppress and 
annoy him. 

 
In Arthur Mee’s ‘Essex’ in the Kings England series, first published in 
1940, the author refers to the museum at Saffron Walden as one ‘of 
remarkable interest’ and mentions several highlights, including ‘ .. the 
skeleton of an elephant shown in the Great Exhibition of 1851 ..’ although 
it is doubtful that the skeleton was still in existence by then.  
 
Despite or perhaps due to her fame, she has been confused with one or 
two other examples of the species. One relates to an Indian elephant 
called Chuny, part of a menagerie in the Exeter Change, in London. It 
became mad with toothache and had to be shot, in 1826; subsequently 
the story grew that this was the animal that was later stuffed and 
displayed at Saffron Walden. What the museum did possess was a small 
part of the unfortunate animal’s skin, which was auctioned in bits. Also at 
some time in the 19th century, the death of an Indian elephant belonging 
to a circus visiting Newport (which was said to have taken place in an area 
which later became known as Elephant Green) resulted in the persistent 
rumour that this specimen ended up in Saffron Walden Museum.   
 
By 1958, the Museum’s finances were, after many decades of penury, 
beginning to be put on a more secure footing. At the same time, there 
was enormous and increasing pressure on space. The then Curator, Gillian 
Spencer, put forward a radical plan for the re-organisation of the museum 
displays to concentrate more exclusively on local matters, releasing space 
for some of the rooms to be used for storage of the collections. The new 
displays included only a selection of items to illustrate topics, rather than 
everything the museum possessed. The less palatable side of this was the 
proposal that the exotic natural history collections should be disposed of. 
This created much controversy in the town, particularly when it was 
discovered that the newly formed management Committee was intending 
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to get rid of the tropical mammals. Despite this furore, all but Wallace was 
removed. The elephant was offered to Bath Academy of Art but they did 
not have enough room for her, and to the Tower Armouries. They also 
declined, since they wanted an Indian elephant. This is not surprising, 
since all their examples of elephant trapping would have been made for 
the differently-shaped frame of the Asian species. The elephant was sold 
in April 1960 for £10 to Jeremy Fry a relative of one of the Trustees, who 
lived in Bath. He sent a truck to pick them up. 
 
The animals could be seen for some years afterwards standing beside a 
pond in the garden of his house. The last picture, taken in 1966 shows a 
few pieces of elephant skin hanging like forgotten washing. This is the sad 
end to the noble beast associated by so many with the museum for over 
120 years, far longer a time after her death than during her short life in 
the Eastern Cape. Fortunately her amiable memory still returns from time 
to time, in the form of elderly visitors coming back to the museum having 
visited it as children and expecting to see her lurking still in the 
overcrowded Great Hall.  
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