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Introduction


Once, when I was a young boy, my father took me to an art exhibition during the school summer holidays. At the time, my dad was a keen amateur painter, one of his many changing hobbies, and a famous artist called David Shepherd had brought his paintings to the local town of Leek where they were on display. What’s more, Mr Shepherd was in town himself, signing books and talking about his pictures.


Now at the age of eleven, I can’t say I knew much about art, but I went along to humour my dad, who really wanted to meet this great man. When I got there, much to my relief, I found that the pictures were very good. There were lots of paintings of trains, planes and important people, but the ones I liked the most were the pictures of animals. There were tigers, zebras and rhinos – although the paintings that intrigued me the most were the ones of elephants.


‘Do you like elephants?’ a voice called out from behind me, as I was staring up at the vast canvas.


I turned around to be confronted by a scruffy-looking, white-haired man, who appeared to me to be very old. I told him that I had never seen an elephant before in real life, but I’d read about them at school and I’d seen them on the David Attenborough documentaries. ‘Well, one day I’m sure you’ll see them for yourself, in Africa perhaps,’ he said, with a patient smile. He put out his hand and I shook it. It was David Shepherd, the artist himself.


‘Ask Mr Shepherd a question,’ my dad insisted. My mind went blank for a moment, before it occurred to me to ask whether or not he had always been a good artist. Mr Shepherd stroked his chin and smiled.


‘Young man,’ he said, ‘shall I show you one of my first efforts at painting?’


I nodded.


David Shepherd turned around and motioned for me to follow him to the corner of the room, where he had some bags and a large plastic folder, which he picked up and opened. He rustled around and out of it he pulled a yellowed piece of paper, no bigger than a normal A4 sheet. He handed it to me. I looked down and my astonishment must have been quite apparent.


‘Not very good is it?’ he said, beaming. I didn’t know what to say. My dad had always taught me to be polite, but there was no hiding the fact that the sketch of some seagulls was in fact pretty bad. I shrugged and looked at the floor in embarrassment.


‘Don’t be shy, young man. It’s terrible. But you know what? I put my mind to it and spent all my time practising until I became good enough that people wanted to buy my pictures, and then I could call myself an artist.’


I looked at the seagulls again. I was pretty sure I could do better than that myself, even at my age, and decided there and then that I wanted to become an artist too, and see for myself the wild elephants in Africa.


[image: THELAS~1_img1]


A year or so later, I found myself in the steamy coastal rainforests of southern Kenya, on holiday with my parents, surrounded by tall trees filled with glinting fish eagles and bewitching grey parrots. In the middle of the jungle lay a wooden treehouse made of cedar, which jutted into the canopy. Looking down from its beams in the half light of dusk, I could see the murky pools of Shimba Hills watering hole reflecting the tropical yellow moonlight.


The erupting orchestra of bullfrogs and cicadas sang a melody of exotic brilliance across the jungle and a magical scene began to unfold. There was movement below. Shapes teased the eye as blackened, boulder-like forms shifted through the foliage; huge yet silent ghosts seemed to float across the forest floor, gathering at the water’s edge.


Elephants, dozens of them, appeared as if out of nowhere on their nightly pilgrimage to an ancient shrine. To the eyes of a child, it was wondrous and enchanting, and I stood transfixed – my first glimpse of these magical beasts in the wild. I knew they could never be my last. It was the beginning of a lifelong love affair with Africa and its indigenous creatures.


Since then, although I never became an artist, I have travelled the length and breadth of the continent in various guises, and whenever I’ve had the chance, I’ve tried to make time to meet elephants. I’ve been fortunate enough to go on safari in wonderful and exciting countries such as South Africa, Zambia and Zimbabwe, and to trek through wilderness areas and national parks as far afield as the Congo and Malawi.


Over the course of nine months between 2013 and 2014, I walked the length of the great Nile River, from Rwanda to Egypt, hiking over 4,000 miles and witnessing elephants in their natural habitat in Tanzania, Uganda and South Sudan, where I was lucky enough to be invited by the conservation charity The Tusk Trust to see their organisation’s work in protecting this species up close and personal on the ground.


Then again in the summer of 2019, I spent a month in Botswana walking with elephants on their annual migration towards the Okavango Delta, which gave me a great opportunity to see some of the very complex problems facing both local people and conservationists who strive to protect elephants.


As the twenty-first century progresses into its third decade, elephants are regarded as an endangered species. In my lifetime, the elephant population in Africa has halved from around a million in 1982 to only 415,000 in 2019. Between 20,000–30,000 elephants each year are killed as a result of poaching and the illegal trade in wildlife. That’s one elephant slaughtered every twenty minutes. Many more are forced away from their traditional feeding grounds because of encroachment by humans onto wilderness areas, changes in land use, and the ever-greedy market for ivory and animal parts.


Like most people, I find the statistics horrifying, but have tried as much as possible to keep an objective standpoint. I am not an expert in elephant biology, psychology or conservation. I merely profess a deep interest and I hope this book will appeal to those of a similar mindset. Of course, I am limited in scope as to what I can hope to achieve. There are many other books out there by academics and scientists who have spent a lifetime in the field and go into far more detail, and I have included a selected reading list for those who want to learn more.


This book gives an outline of where elephants came from; their evolutionary past, and their place in ecology. It examines the inner and outer workings of an elephant, looking at their biology, their psychology (insomuch as our limited understanding will allow) and how they impact their own environment through feeding and migration. I try to show how the long life and sociality of elephants is key to their success and survival, and yet might also be the foundations of their demise.


After that I explore what impact we as humans have had on elephants, in terms of the ivory trade, hunting and poaching, as well as changes in land use across Africa. In doing so, I hope to summarise how we have allowed elephant numbers to plummet and the influence recent human history has had on the species – in particular colonialism and its aftermath – which has undoubtedly had a major effect on all African wildlife. The policies and prejudices that we are dealing with now all have roots in decisions that were made a hundred years ago.


Finally, I try to forecast the future, in terms of what the world would be like without elephants, and also, on a happier note, how we might be able to coexist with this noble animal. After all, the future is not yet written.


What we do in the next few years will determine the next few thousand years.


Sir David Attenborough’s words will no doubt ring true to many of us as we peer over the abyss at the end of the Holocene. Let’s hope we all make the right decisions. I hope that you will find this book an introductory glimpse into the lives of Africa’s elephants, and that you will go on to play your own part in helping to save them.


We owe it not only to the elephants, but to our planet and ourselves to do what we can to preserve the last giants.


 


London


October 2019
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A Brief History of the African Elephant


The path was littered with dead branches and twigs, and the skeletal spines of acacia scrub poked into our sides like needles. Every step forward had to be done with the utmost care not to make a sound, and we crept forward like hunters sneaking towards their prey. Kane, my local bushman guide, led the way, his rusty old spear pointing forward in the direction of our quarry. I watched as he delicately tiptoed over the litter of foliage as quiet as a mouse. I tried my best to follow in his footsteps, but his stride, though silent, was fast and deliberate.


‘Keep up, and be quiet,’ he halted briefly and whispered, staring intently into my eyes with a passion I hadn’t seen before. ‘One noise, one false move and they’ll trample you to pieces.’


I nodded without a peep and looked around. I couldn’t see anything except the surrounding trees. We were in the middle of a dense thicket of palms and thorny undergrowth, trying our best to get towards a cluster of baobab trees where the herd were browsing.


‘This way, shhh,’ whispered Kane. He held his hand up motioning for me to move. But I was half-balanced on one leg, and before I could take another step, I stumbled and put a foot straight down on a twig that snapped with a clear, crisp crack.


Kane whipped his head around and grimaced. ‘Shhhh!’ putting a finger to his lips and screwing up his face, which made him look like an angry warthog.


I pursed my lips and shrugged. I couldn’t even see where the herd was.


‘Let’s get closer,’ he said. ‘But be quiet.’


Closer we got, padding forward until I could hear the rustle of bushes up ahead. ‘There!’


Kane pointed into a small clearing at the base of the fat baobab tree. A huge bull elephant was ripping a branch to shreds with his trunk and feeding the mulch into his mouth. There was another crunch to my right and I looked over. Not twenty feet away was another bull, even bigger that the first, except this one wasn’t eating. He had his trunk waving around in the air pointing in our direction.


‘We call him a sniffer dog,’ said Gareth, who’d been trailing behind me. Gareth was a professional hunter and was keeping watch to the rear, gripping with both hands the bolt-action rifle that was loaded with high-calibre ammunition. ‘He sniffs out the air for danger while the rest of the boys eat.’


‘Has he seen us?’


‘They have bad eyes,’ interrupted Kane, ‘but he knows we’re here for sure.’


‘Come on, see that fallen tree up ahead, let’s get there.’


We darted forward, as quickly as we could without breaking into a run, me following Kane, with Gareth behind. Never run, never run, never run. It had been drilled into me by Gareth before we set off. An elephant can run at twenty-five miles an hour, far outpacing any human.


‘Duck there,’ said Kane. ‘If he charges, we’ll be safe if you bury yourself under the log.’ I did as I was told, crouching down by the log. I didn’t fancy my chances, though; if the bull came at us, the tusks on the elephant could surely rip it apart in no time.


‘Don’t worry,’ said Gareth. ‘I’ll tell you if we need to run.’


‘But you said never run,’ I protested.


He shrugged. ‘Look, when I say never, I mean sometimes you don’t really have a choice. Usually an elephant will do only a mock charge, unless he’s really pissed off. Or if he’s been shot at, of course. Then he means business, especially if he sees my rifle.’


I thought back to my own close shaves, such as the time in Malawi when I’d been charged by a massive female elephant on the Shire river and my local guide had needed to fire a warning shot towards the rampaging beast. Then there was the time in Uganda, when a whole herd of elephants wandered straight through my camp at night, almost squashing me in my tent.


I remembered the story of a fellow paratrooper, who’d been gored by an elephant in the wilds of Kenya – ripping his arm in two – and how, a couple of months before I set off to Botswana, another soldier in the British army had been killed by an elephant whilst on an anti-poaching patrol. There was no doubting that elephants are dangerous wild animals, whose relationship with humans is, at best, turbulent.


So what on earth was I doing, travelling on foot through some of the most dangerous terrain in Africa, trying to research more about them?


It was a good question, and there’d been plenty of times when I’d been photographing them that I’d been forced to question my own sanity, but I always calmed myself with the thought that, in spite of their massive size and potential for causing damage, they were also highly intelligent, gentle beasts that were capable of great compassion, and needed to be understood.


We sat still, watching as more males arrived, grazing on the low-lying branches, seemingly unaware of our presence, apart from the ‘sniffer dog’, who never stopped wafting his trunk in our direction.


‘Right, I think it’s time to go,’ said Gareth, calmly. ‘There’s about ten of them, and if any more come we might find ourselves surrounded, and that would end badly.’


I agreed. We’d got very close, and I’d been lucky to get some great photographs and observe the herd up close and personal, but I didn’t want to push my luck.


As we tiptoed backwards, I noticed movement in the bushes right ahead. It was the ‘sniffer dog’ again, and he’d started to follow us; slowly at first, but he seemed determined not to lose us. Anyone not acquainted with elephant behaviour might have thought he was merely curious, but Gareth reminded me of the urgency.


‘Pick up the pace, Wood, get moving. He wants to let us know that he’s the boss.’


Kane led the way, jabbing his spear into the bushes to clear a way. ‘Faster, he’s coming.’


I turned around to see the young bull gaining on us.


‘Okay, move now!’ shouted Gareth, and this time there was no doubting the urgency in his voice. At the same time Gareth cocked his weapon and I shuddered at the familiar sound of metal clunking and hoped beyond anything that he wasn’t forced to use it. I picked up my pace and started to jog, checking over my shoulder every few paces.


Suddenly I heard the violent snort of the bull as he crashed through the thicket, at which point he couldn’t have been more than twenty feet away. There was a loud trumpet as the bull smashed against the side of a tree and the thud seemed to vibrate the earth.


Now he began to run properly, straight towards us.


‘Go, go, go!’ Kane pointed his spear towards the edge of the treeline, where a gnarled uprooted tree blocked the path. ‘Jump!’ he shouted, and with all my energy I launched myself over the natural barrier into the clearing beyond. Kane, who’d done the same, landed with a thump next to me, and meanwhile Gareth had the good sense to run around the side.


The rampaging bull skidded to a halt in front of us, violently shaking his head and screaming the most terrible noise, which seemed to split the atmosphere of the forest in two. He stamped his feet and waved his ears in a show of ferocious terror. Then with one final snort and whip of his trunk, he simply turned around and plodded away.


Gareth was still catching his breath, and I could feel my heart beating in my chest and the adrenaline searing through my gut. That was a close call.


Kane burst out laughing and shook his head. ‘Well, he was a show-off, wasn’t he?’
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When we look at elephants, it is often through a photographer’s lens, or from the comfort of a safari vehicle, gazing at them through a pair of binoculars. It can sometimes feel voyeuristic and surreal. A caged human in an animal’s world, a sort of zoo reversed. Yet when I was walking in the footsteps of the herds, treading in the wake of their destruction, vulnerable and ever alert, nothing could have felt more natural.


There’s something exhilarating about being at the mercy of nature in its rawest form, of putting yourself into the mind of a wild animal. Perhaps it is some primal emotion taking us back to our prehistoric roots, when human and giants roamed together in constant communion, fear and understanding; back to a time of pure survival, when it was essential for us to know intimately the ways of the beasts.


Elephants have been around for far longer than human beings, and all throughout our own evolution and history we have been in their company on the plains and in the forests until very recently, all around the world. But before we go on to look at where these creatures came from, it’s important to think about why they are important, and how our relationship has intertwined.


You may have heard the parable of the elephant and the blind men. It tells a cautionary tale about six blind men who encountered this strange animal and decided they must learn what it was like by touching it. Each blind man felt a part of the elephant’s body, but only one part, such as its legs or ear or tusk. They then had to describe the beast to the audience based on their limited experience. Their descriptions of the elephant were, of course, wildly different from each other.


The first man, whose hand landed on the trunk, quite naturally remarked, ‘This being is like a thick snake.’ Another one, whose hand reached its ear, said it seemed like a kind of fan. As for the third person, whose hand was on its leg, he thought the elephant was a fat pillar, like a tree trunk. The blind man who placed his hand upon its side believed the animal was ‘a wall’. Another, who handled its tail, described it as a rope. The last one stroked its tusk, claiming that the elephant was hard, smooth and pointy, like a spear.


In some versions of the story, the blind commentators each suspect that the others are being dishonest and they come to blows. The moral of the parable is that humans have a tendency to claim absolute truth based on their own limited, subjective understanding and are prone to ignoring other people’s experiences, even though they may be equally true.


The nineteenth-century poet John Godfrey Saxe wrote:


 


It was six men of Indostan


To learning much inclined,


Who went to see the Elephant


(Though all of them were blind),


That each by observation


Might satisfy his mind


 


And so these men of Indostan


Disputed loud and long,


Each in his own opinion


Exceeding stiff and strong,


Though each was partly in the right


And all were in the wrong!


 


He concludes:


 


So oft in theologic wars,


The disputants, I ween,


Rail on in utter ignorance


Of what each other mean,


And prate about an Elephant


Not one of them has seen!


 


In the modern era of polarised politics, antagonistic populism and fake news, perhaps it’s worth taking a moment to learn something from the humble elephant.


When I was little, I was treated to my own particular version of the parable, when I used to visit my Grandad Curzon. The ‘elephant graveyard’ became my favourite childhood game. It was a particularly gruesome bit of child’s play that involved my grandfather blindfolding me and telling me the story of a blind explorer who got lost in the jungles of the Congo, sightless perhaps after having caught malaria or some other nasty tropical disease.


I would revel in excitement as he walked me hand in hand around the garden, and through the ‘jungle’ (rhododendron hedge), past the lethal acacia (rose bushes) and taking care not to wake up the sleeping hyena (the neighbour’s dog). When we passed through the caves of doom (the porch), I knew we were almost reaching the secret destination of our mission, because, despite my blindness, I could feel the warmth of the volcano (the hearth fire).


This was the infamous elephant graveyard, where all the African elephants go to die. It was here that I’d be put through a series of ordeals to test my manhood. I would hold out my hand and be guided by my grandfather to reach out and grasp an inanimate object and have to guess which part of the rotting elephant carcass it was. There were the bones (rack of lamb), the eyeballs (a squishy tomato), the guts (long party balloons), brains (a wet sponge), teeth (his false teeth), and of course, the tusks, in the form of a sharpened cucumber.


If I guessed correctly, then I was able to navigate my way out of the dreaded place, claim my treasure from the grotto (a shiny new 50 pence piece), and regain my sight before bedtime . . .
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Elephants have existed in our collective consciousness for as long as we humans have been roaming the African plains and living alongside them. Even in the cities and towns of Europe and the Americas, where elephants were hunted to extinction long ago, the beasts still survive in the form of hearsay, myths and legends.


In many African cultures, the elephant is revered as a creature that embodies the human virtues of intelligence, wisdom and physical strength. The Kamba tribe in Kenya believe that elephants were once human beings. As an old myth goes, there was a poor fellow who set off to find a wealthy and generous man known for his wisdom. The poor man desperately wanted to discover the secret to being rich. After a long journey, the poor man arrived at a beautiful house surrounded by fertile pastures with abundant herds of cattle and sheep.


Here, the wise and rich man generously offered the poor man a hundred sheep and a hundred cows, but the poor man refused, demanding not charity, but the rich man’s secret to success. So instead, the rich man gave the poor man an ointment and told him to rub it on his wife’s front teeth.


The poor man left and somehow convinced his wife to participate, because it would make them very wealthy. Soon after, her teeth began to grow and grow and toughened into ivory tusks the length of a man’s arm. On seeing the incredible spectacle, the poor man imagined untold riches and pulled the tusks out of his wife’s mouth and sold them for a lot of money.


After that, emboldened and excited, he began rubbing the ointment on his wife’s teeth again. But this time when his wife grew tusks, she understandably refused to let her husband touch them, and then, before either of them knew what was happening, her entire body started to change. She became fatter and fatter, and her skin became wrinkled and baggy and grey, and, as if to add insult to injury, her nose got longer and longer until she became a fully fledged elephant. Her husband was so alarmed by her that she ran away deep into the forest where, after a period of lonely sadness, she gave birth to their sons and daughters – the first line of elephants.


Elephants and humans have coexisted in Africa for hundreds of thousands of years, and elephant wisdom is seen as sacred. In Gabon in West Africa, the three great animal chiefs are the leopard, deemed powerful and cunning; the monkey – malicious and agile; and of course, the elephant – wise and strong. People from Ghana and Sierra Leone regarded elephants as past human chiefs and deceased ancestors. One Zulu legend from South Africa tells of a young girl, outcast from her tribe, who in her wanderings, finds a kind and hospitable elephant and marries him; their children, who benefitted from the magic of the beasts, in turn gave birth to a line of powerful chiefs and eventually the forerunners to the royal family.


But not all myths are so reverent: in Namibia, the story goes that the elephant got its long trunk because it was so slow and clumsy that it couldn’t fend off a crocodile, which bit the docile animal and stretched its nose into the now trademark trunk.


In the Congo, legends have persisted for centuries that witchcraft can turn people into animals, and even today many villagers will blame their neighbours when elephants run amok and raid crops or kill people, saying that it was down to voodoo or magic, which is often a convenient way to bad-mouth an enemy or have an excuse to plunder a nearby village.


Whether good or bad though, elephants have featured heavily in cultural symbolism, art and storytelling around the world since ancient times. I remember being rather surprised when walking across the Sahara Desert in Sudan to discover prehistoric etchings on a rocky outcrop depicting all sorts of animals, including elephants. They date back thousands of years to a time when North Africa was a lush, green savannah, like much of the rest of Africa. In the Tadrart mountains, on the border of Libya and Algeria, lies some of the best-preserved rock art in Africa, including a remarkably well-proportioned picture of an elephant that’s 12,000 years old.


North African elephants have been extinct for 1,500 years, but their legacy lives on in Mediterranean culture. The Biblical behemoth that features in the Book of Job is described as a fantastical monster, which sounds suspiciously like a pachyderm:


 


Behold now behemoth, which I made with thee; he eateth grass as an ox.


Lo now, his strength is in his loins, and his force is in the navel of his belly.


He moveth his tail like a cedar: the sinews of his stones are wrapped together.


His bones are as strong pieces of brass; his bones are like bars of iron.


He is the chief of the ways of God: he that made him can make his sword to approach unto him.


Surely the mountains bring him forth food, where all the beasts of the field play.


He lieth under the shady trees, in the covert of the reed, and fens.


The shady trees cover him with their shadow; the willows of the brook compass him about.


Behold, he drinketh up a river, and hasteth not: he trusteth that he can draw up Jordan into his mouth.


He taketh it with his eyes: his nose pierceth through snares.


In Ancient Egypt, elephants were prized as both war machines and status symbols, dead and alive. Elephants featured in hieroglyphics as a testament to a time when their range was on a global scale.


In Ancient Greece, too, the elephant found its way into popular culture after Alexander the Great encountered war elephants on his travels to India, and subsequently incorporated them into his own army. When the ancient sailors dug up the skulls of prehistoric dwarf elephants on the island of Cyprus, it’s easy to forgive them for thinking that they must have belonged to the remains of the mythical one-eyed Cyclops.


Then, of course, Ancient Rome had its own encounters with the beasts when the North African leader Hannibal brought an army of war elephants halfway across Europe, and famously over the Alps, to invade Italy. At least one elephant was used in Caesar’s invasion of Ancient Britain, ‘which was equipped with armour and carried archers and slingers in its tower. When this unknown creature entered the river, the Britons and their horses fled and the Roman army crossed over.’


Over the centuries, elephants have variously been revered, feared and worshipped – their image being used to symbolise all that is great and powerful.


In 1255, the King of France gave an elephant to the English monarch King Henry III as a unique gift. It was kept in the gardens of the Tower of London, and medieval Londoners flocked to see the mysterious beast. While confined to the lawns of the metropolitan fortress, it was said that the elephant was fed prime cuts of beef and rather enjoyed a bucket of red wine. It’s no wonder he is reputed to have died from obesity. Nowadays the tower hosts a sculpture of the poor creature, peering down from its haunted walls.


Napoleon commissioned an artist to design an elephant monument to be built outside the Bastille. It was meant to be an enormous bronze sculpture demonstrating the emperor’s power in Africa, but it never got past the plaster-cast model stage, which ended up being abandoned, and the project eventually came to symbolise futility and folly in Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables.


Many African nations, including South Africa, use elephant tusks in their coats of arms to represent wisdom, strength, moderation and eternity. The elephant is symbolically important to the nation of Ivory Coast, whose heraldry features an elephant head as its focal point, and in the western African Kingdom of Dahomey (now part of Benin), the elephant was associated with the nineteenth-century rulers of the Fon people, whose flag depicted an elephant wearing a royal crown.


In Denmark, there is a chivalric order called ‘Order of the Elephant’, which is the country’s highest honour, usually bestowed only upon monarchs and heads of state. Indeed, Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II is herself a ‘Knight of the Elephant’.


Even across the pond, the elephant is still visible in everyday politics, having become the symbol of the Republican Party – a throwback to Aesop’s Fables and the story of the Rat and the Elephant.


Elephants feature in our thoughts and our language. If someone says, ‘Think of a big grey animal,’ you are most likely to think of an elephant, rather than a hippo or rhino, wolf, tapir, gorilla or seal. Elephants have become their own idioms: a ‘white elephant’ being a burdensome thing that’s difficult to get rid of; whilst an ‘elephant in the room’ is the inconvenient truth that nobody wants to speak about.


Elephants have been written about, painted, mocked and allegorised for millennia. Elephants have featured alternately as a symbol of natural might, of fearsome magnitude, peaceful coexistence and utilitarian commercialism.


They have been background extras and leading characters in books for over 2,000 years. Elephants represent nature at its biggest: they symbolise wilderness but also danger, fear as well as courage; they personify war and peace; brute force and the height of intellect. Children love elephants, and adults love them too, because elephants, for as long as we can remember, represent us.


Over 100 million years have passed since the common ancestor of humans and elephants – a small, shrew-like animal – walked the earth. We diverged at a time when dinosaurs still ruled the world, yet we maintain a fascination with elephants that is hard to define, our fates seemingly intertwined throughout history.


From their huge size and strange appearance to their extraordinary senses and incredible brains, it appears that everything about them is unusual, extreme, or unique, and yet in so many ways they are more like us than we would care to admit. They are without a doubt one of the most remarkable and fascinating creatures on earth.
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Ancestors and Evolution


Looking at their body size, where they live, and the kind of environments that they live in, it would be easy to assume that the closest living relatives to elephants would be other megaherbivores, such as rhinos and hippos. But in fact, genetic analysis has revealed that the closest living relative of the elephant is the rock hyrax – a furry, rodent-like creature that looks a bit like a guinea pig and isn’t much bigger.


Elephants, along with hyrax, and, believe it or not, the aquatic manatees and dugongs, belong to the branch of mammals known as Afrotheria, which simply means ‘African beasts’. This ancient group split off from other mammals at a time when Africa was an island continent, probably during the Cretaceous geological period, tens of millions of years before Triceratops and Tyrannosaurus dinosaurs were thundering around the American plains!


Given the long evolutionary history of the Afrotheria, surprisingly few living mammals fall into this group, and those that do are exceptionally diverse. As well as the elephants, hyraxes, and manatees, Afrotheria also includes elephant shrews, golden moles, and tenrecs, which are shrew and hedgehog-like mammals that are mainly found on Madagascar. The group is unique in that is contains one of the smallest living mammals, the long-eared tenrec, which weighs just 5 grams – not much more than a penny coin – as well as the largest, the African savannah elephant. It was only thanks to scientific developments in genetics over the past twenty-five years that we had any idea that these animals were in one related group.


While rock hyrax and the other little creatures are native to the hills, plains and valleys of Africa and the Middle East, manatees and dugongs float around in the tropical waters of Central and South America and off the warm coasts of the Caribbean, Indian and Pacific Oceans. Yet, despite their obvious differences, these seas creatures share a number of traits with elephants: manatees are the only herbivorous marine mammal; they have four small nails at the end of each flipper that are very similar to the toenails of an elephant; and they also have a prehensile upper lip that they use to grasp hold of marine vegetation, much like a stubby trunk. They even have similar teeth, with incisors that resemble tusks, as well as the horizontal molar teeth displacement that also occurs in elephants.


Hyraxes have flattened nails, rather than the claws found on most similar-sized land mammals. They even have small tusks too that develop from incisors. And, like elephants and manatees, their mammary glands (which produce milk for their babies) are near their front legs. In all other mammals, except primates, milk teats are found between the rear legs. A final trait shared with elephants is that their testicles stay inside the abdomen, rather than swinging around like a monkey, bull or human. So, despite the aeons since the common ancestor of these species was alive in the swamps of North Africa, there are still plenty of visible clues to their shared heritage.
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Fossil evidence helps us to work out when the anatomical features of living elephants evolved, and why. If we were to journey back over 35 million years ago to Northern Africa, we might be fortunate enough to see a pig-sized animal that looked somewhat like a modern-day tapir, foraging in the soft vegetation around rivers and lakes. This was Moeritherium, one of the earliest proboscideans – the group within Afrotheria that specifically contains elephants and their relatives.


Moeritherium died out without leaving any descendants, so it is not a direct ancestor of today’s elephant species, but they shared features with other proboscideans, like a flexible upper lip, which, like a modern trunk, was used for grasping and handling food. They also had short tusks, although these were more tooth-like than the tusks of a modern-day elephant.


Part of the skull and teeth of another very old proboscidean – Eritherium – was recently discovered in Morocco. It is dated to 60 million years ago, which was a time of rapid evolution and change for mammals following the demise of the dinosaurs. Eritherium was tiny, standing only 20 cm high, no bigger than a well-fed domestic cat, making it a thousand times lighter than a modern African elephant. But, despite appearances, it was its unique teeth that allowed scientists to identify it as the earliest ancestor of the elephant!


Other than humans, the evolutionary history of proboscideans is one of the best-mapped mammalian lineages, with around 175 species identified. They are divided up into five main groups, which are referred to as ‘super-families’ by biologists.


There are the early proboscideans (such as Eritherium and Moeritherium), the deinotheres, mastadons, gomphotheres, and elephantidae. Taxonomy is a complex business, though, particularly when dealing with creatures that have been extinct for millions of years and have left only a few fossilised fragments behind to help us. Every time a new fossil or thread of genetic evidence becomes available, scientists end up adjusting relationships between super-families and updating estimated ages, and we’re still a long way off from knowing the full story.


However, from the fossils we do have, we can see that the proboscideans were remarkably successful, having lived on every continent except Antarctica and Australia in their 60 million years on earth, in environments as diverse as deserts, tropical forests, mountain ranges and the Arctic tundra.


Around 20–30 million years ago, the deinotheres (‘terrible beasts’) appeared on the scene. Instead of having tusks in the upper jaw, like elephants, they had downward-curving tusks looping down from their lower jaw. They started small, but some grew quickly (in evolutionary terms) reaching an impressive shoulder height of four metres.


Deinotheres stuck around for about 20 million years; the equivalent group of our human ancestors has been around for only two million, and our species, Homo sapiens, only 300,000 years. Deinotheres were so successful because of their increasing body size, meaning they could tolerate lower quality diets such as fibrous, hard-to-digest plants, which allowed them plenty of flexibility because they could graze more widely.


Around 25 million years ago, the climate began to warm, and big, open grasslands and tundra appeared across the world. Mastodons and the fantastically named gomphotheres marched out from Africa, across Eurasia, and into this favourable new environment in North America, with some species – such as the American mastodon – dominating the landscape until around 10,000 years ago.


Like modern-day elephants, mastodons had tusks that emerged from the upper jaw, and the thick enamel and ridging on their teeth shows that they predominantly browsed on woody plants. The largest known of all these creatures, a mastodon called Mammut borsoni, was well over four metres tall and reached the colossal weight of 18 tonnes. This puts it in the same league as the hornless rhino, Paraceratherium, a monstrous beast that lived across Eurasia 34–20 million years ago and has been officially recorded as the largest mammal species that ever lived.


However, there is some tantalising evidence that a third species may outstrip both these giants. Partial leg bones discovered in the 1800s, from a straight-tusked Asian elephant group called Palaeoloxodon, suggest an animal with a height of over five metres and a body weight of 22 tonnes. They would make today’s elephants look like small fry.


The gomphotheres are the most diverse group of the proboscideans, first appearing in Africa 24 million years ago, then spreading across the globe, before mostly becoming extinct 11,000 years ago. Many gomphothere species had four tusks and while some had trunks that are similar to modern elephants, others had shorter snouts more reminiscent of today’s tapir, which is more closely related to rhinos and horses than it is to elephants.


This brings us to the Elephantidae – the group that includes the three remaining species of proboscidean alive today, as well as the extinct mammoths (Mammuthus) and Palaeoloxodons. Elephantidae emerged in Africa in the late Miocene period, somewhere between 6–8 million years ago. This was truly a time of trunks, when deinotheres, gomphotheres and mastodons all ranged far across the planet from the tropical forests of America to the arid grasslands of Africa and Asia.
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We also know a little bit about the behaviour of these early elephants. Scientists recently used aircraft to study the ancient fossilised trackways of an unknown proboscidean species in the deserts of Eastern Arabia, near to modern-day Dubai. Seven million years ago, we know that a single group of around thirteen animals, of different ages and sizes, had moved across the muddy ground in a coordinated fashion, much like elephant families move across the savannah today.


There was also the single track of a large individual, suggesting that the society of these ancient creatures was sexually segregated like today’s elephants, with independent males usually walking separately from the family group. The social patterns seen in today’s elephants stretch back millions of years into evolutionary history.


Around 5 million years ago there was another enormous transition on our planet as the earth became cooler and dryer. The forests began to shrink further, while deserts and grasslands got bigger. As a result, the availability of good quality food for large herbivores declined and those that could not adapt went extinct. Large body size (and perhaps large brain size) was an advantage, because bigger animals can eat more low-quality food to get their daily nutrients and energy.


Then, about 2 million years ago at the start of the Pleistocene epoch, another period of rapid climate change saw the earth cool even further. Elephants were forced to adapt yet again. Glaciation meant that some species became isolated and others were squeezed into areas that were already being inhabited by other animals. Fluctuating sea levels even led to some elephants becoming trapped on islands.


Being large is typically unnecessary on islands without predators, because there is no need to waste time and energy growing big to avoid being eaten, when there is no one to eat you. So, many island elephants underwent rapid and radical shrinking (rapid in evolutionary terms, at least). One such species, the
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