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El ephant: A Symbol of

E

Awe and Fascination
ByAHMAliReza

LEPHANTS have always
beeh regarded with awe and
fascination, mainly because
of their great size. They are

the largest living land rnammals
and a massive creation. Because of
their trunk and formidable tusks
and also their longeviry abiliry to
learn and rememberand adaptabil-
ity as working animals, they gener-
ate so much attention. For millerr-
nia, their great strength has been
exploited in agriculture and warfare
and even today, notably in the
Indian subcontinent, they are still
inrportant economically and as
cultural symbols. But a continuing
demand for elephant tusks, still
the main source of commercial
ivory has been largely responsible
for a drastic decline in elephant
populations over the past hundred
years.

In the recent past the Asian
elephant was found in areas rang-
ing from Mesopotamia (now lraq) in the west, throughout
South Asia in the Himalayas to northern China. Today, there
are fewer than 50,000 wild Asian elephants remaining as iso-
lated refuges in hilly or mountainous parts of India, Bangla-
desh, Sri Lanka, Indochina, Malaysia, lryclonesia and South-
ern China. Among all other subspecies, the Savanna elephant
is the best aware of simply because of its easic'r habitats in the
open grasslands of eastern Africa than in the denser forest
trabitats of theAsian elephants.

Body size, the most conspicuous feature of elephants, con-
tinues to increase throughotrt l i fe, so that the biggest elephant
in a group is also l ikely to be the oldest. ' l 'he largesr and heavi-
est elephants alive today areAfrican Savanna brrlls. The largest
knowrt specimen kil led in Angola in 1955 and now on display
in the Smithsonian Institution, Washington DC, weighed
10,000 kg and rneasured l3.l feet at t lre slrorrlder. There have
been several reports in tlte past century of so-ciilecl t\grn1,
elephants, with an adult shoulcler height bf less than 6.6 feet. It
has been suggested that these represent rr separate species or
subspecies, but the current view is that they are rnerely abnor-
mally small individuals, which occasionally apllear at ranclorn
in herds of norrnal -sized individuals.

The characteristic form of the skull, jaws, teeth, trrsks, eals
and digestive systern of elephants are all part ol 'the adaptivc
conrplex associatecl with the evoltrt ion of large tlody size.' l 'he

skull, jaws and teeth form a specialised system for crushing
coarse plant.rnaterial. The sktrl l  is disproportionately large
cornpared witlr the size of the brain ancl has evolved to support
the trtrnk and heavy dentition. It is however, relatively light
due to the presence in the upper craniurn of interl inked air-
cells and cavities. Asian elephants have two characterizing
dorle-shaped protuberances above the eyes.

Elephants have very poor eye-sight while the senses of
snrelland hearing are highly developed, more so than in most
arrinrals. Elellhant ivory is a unique ntixture of dentine, carti-
laginous rnaterial and calcitrnr salts, and a trimsverse section
tlrrough a tusk shows a regular diarnond pattern never seen in
the tusks of any other l ' lrarnlnal. l 'he tusks are rnainly used in
l 'eecling, for suclr purposes as prising off the bark of trees or
d igging for rnots as welI as an instru ment of f i gtrt ing. These are
elongated upl)er incisor teeth. They first altpcar at the age of
about 2 years ancl t ltey grow throtrghotrt l i fe, so that by the age
of 60, a bull 's tusks lnAy average 60kg each and a cow's 9 kg
eaclr. In very olcl indivicluals thev have becn knounr to reach
130 kg and al ta in a length of  7.7 feet .  Suclr  nrassive'ruskers '
have always becrr prirr-re targets for ivory and big game hunt-
ers, witlr the rcsult that l 'ew such specirlrens renrain in the wild,
especially in Asia. ln general, t lre tusks of Asiarr bull elephants
are smaller than irr their African coltnterparts. On the other
hancl, only two pcrcerrt lttr l l  Ceylorr elephants possess tusks.
Arnorrg the Asian clephant, the tusks are thinncr, rnore down-
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ward pointing and cornposed of
even harder ivory than in the
Savannasubspecies.

When undisturbed, the herd
pursues a regular and ordered
routine, drinking and feeding
themse lves  in  accus tomed
places and takjng rest in its
usual retreat. Elephants sleelr
during the hot hours of the day,
being intolerant of the sun, feed
early in the morning and eve-
ning, and come out after night-
fall to feed in open forest or to
raid croplands, retiring to sleep
after midnight. An elephant
rests standing or stretched
down on its side. The food con-
sists of various kinds of grasses
and leaves, stems and leaves of
wild bamboos and plantations,
all species of crops, and the bark ,
of particular kinds of trees. A
full-grown elephant will eat
from270 to 320 kg of green fod-
deraday.

The big tuskers are usually seen feeding themselves at some
distance from the main herd. The bulls, when thev arrive at a
certain age, live as solitaries or two males of equal age may

form a small group. A solitary bull will graze with a herd when it
happens to be in the satne patch of jungle, and will seek the ,
herd when stuck with the urge to mate and desert it again
when his desire is appeased. Male elephAnts, while occasion,
ally females, both tame and wild, on attaining maturity, are
subject to peculiar periodical paroxysms of excitement. At
such times, they are spoken of as being mwth.The condition
seems to have some connection with the sexual functions. It is
probably analogous to the 'rut' in deer. It occurs most fre-
quently during the cold season and may be due to trngratified
sexual desire. At other tim es a musthelephant will seek a mate.
However, this is not always so, since the society of a female will
byno means quellor pacifythe animal.

The exact breeding season is uncertain but, as most of the
young ar'e dropped in late autumn and the period of gestation
lasts about 22 months, it is probable that the main breeding
season is during the hot weather and at the comntencement of
the rains.Whileiormaliy a calf only is born at a time, occasion-
ally instances twins, and rarely triplets, are produced. The
rnother of a young calf is invariably assisted in caring for her
young by another female, who takes on the drrties of a guard-
ian and is as assiduous in her care of the calf as the parent.

Today these pachyderms are moving on the path of extinc-
tion due to utter unfavorable activities of human population.
Thcse proboscides are today in direct conflict with the human
poprrlations. The rapacious lrrrman beings are continuously
cncroaching the elephant halritat for rcasons ranging from
increasing agricultural demands, htrman settlements and
clevclopment which are also leading to loss of vital natural
elephant corridors. It is evident from the history that the
human population is increasing in leaps and bounds and the
elephant population is declining sharply with the passing of
everyday. Historians have recorded that ltlore than 300,000
warrior elephantswere used in the battle of.the Mahahharata.
Akbar maintained an ilrmy of 40,000 elephants in his
Philkhana, specially trained for wars. Today, there are less than
40,000 wild elephants in Asia.

Elephants Of The World: An Atlas
Order:Probosscida
Family:Elephantidae
TWo species in 2 genera, (i) Asian Elephant and (ii) Afri-
canElephant
Distribution: Africa south of the Sahara; Indian Subcon-
tinent, Malaysia, Indonesia, S. China.
AsianElephant
Distributjon: Indian subcontinent, Indochina, Malay-
sia, Indonesia, Sorrth China.
Habitat: Motrntainotrs and plain evergreerl forest.
Size: Headbody length lB-2lft, height 8.2-9.Bft, ancl
weight up to 5,000kg.
Skin: Sparsely endowed with lrair, gray-black wherr
young, becoming pinkish white with age.
Gestation:22 months
Longevity: 60 years (more than B0 years in the calttivity)
Subspecies:4; (i) Indian eleplnnt, (ii) Cevlott eleplmnt,
(iii) Sumatratt eleplmrrf, (iv) Malaysicut eIeythnrtI
AfricanElephant
Distribution: Africa sorrth of the Sahara.
Habitat: Savanna grassland, forests.
Size: Male head-body lcngth 20-24.5f1, height l0.Bft,
weight up to 6,000kg; Fcrnale head-bocly length Zft
shorter, weigltt 3,000kg.
Skin, gestation, and longevity: Same as Asian E,lephant.
Subspecies: 2, (i) Sauanna or Brrh eleplmrfi, (ii) Fore.sr
elephant
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