
In
 fa

m
ily

 b
eh

av
io

r e
le

ph
an

ts
 a

re
 re

m
ar

ka
bl

y 
co

op
er

at
iv

e.
  W

he
n 

on
e 

is
 si

ck
, t

he
 o

th
er

s b
rin

g 
he

r b
er

rie
s, 

le
av

es
 a

nd
 b

ra
nc

he
s t

o 
ea

t. 
 T

he
y 

w
ill

 tr
y 

to
 ra

is
e 

th
e 

si
ck

 o
ne

 b
ac

k 
to

 h
er

 fe
et

.  
U

nd
ou

bt
ed

ly
, p

ro
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 c
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s d
em

on
st

ra
te

 c
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w
or

ld
.  

Tw
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fin
ge

rs
 



at the end of it can pick up peanuts, crack the 
shells, and pop nuts into the m

outh.  In addi-
tion, an elephant can fill the trunk w

ith w
ater 

and give him
self a show

er.  Show
ering the ba-

bies becom
es a regular duty of the m

other.  The 
lengthy and pow

erful trunk is w
hat you first 

notice about the appearance of the elephant.

Before 1988 people did not know
 that elephants 

could hear tw
o octaves below

 hum
ans and 

therefore could com
m

unicate in infrasound.
Infrasound refers to sounds of low

 frequency, 
too low

 for the hum
an ear.  N

orm
ally, hum

ans 
can hear sounds in a range of ten octaves.  

E
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A
bove that—

higher frequency—
is called ultra-

sound.  D
olphins can hear four octaves above 

w
hat hum

ans can hear.  C
onsequently, they 

hear in the ultrasonic range, w
hich is a higher           

frequency.  O
ver the last few

 years people have 
designed m

achines to record and reproduce ul-
tra- and infrasound so hum

ans can hear them
.  

Peculiar behavior suggested that elephants 
could hear w

hat hum
ans could not.  Strangely 

a herd m
ight engage in sim

ultaneous and sud-
den, silent, and synchronized activities.  From

 
five m

iles aw
ay related fam

ilies could arrive 
w

ithin m
inutes of each other at a w

atering 
hole.  Suddenly a herd w

ould take flight w
hen 

a hum
an ear had heard nothing.  Since one 

hundred anim
als m

ight suddenly stop, spread 
their ears, and freeze in their tracks for as long 
as a m

inute, it seem
ed they had heard som

e-
thing w

hen no sound had been m
ade.  Freezing 

suggested listening.  Freezing predicted sound.  
Freezing indicated hearing.
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 c
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rem
ain in the w

ild.  In India they w
ere the ani-

m
als of royalty.  Rarely can one see the roam

-
ing herds in A

sia w
hich are com

m
on to A

frica.  
W

hile m
ost A

frican elephants live in gam
e re-

serves and parks, the truly w
ild ones have dis-

appeared because farm
ers hate them

 w
hen they 

dam
age their crops.  Poachers slaughter them

 
for ivory.  The truly w

ild elephant species have 
vanished from

 the planet.

Elephant behavior is astonishing.  Throughout 
life elephants never forget a hum

an w
ho has 

hurt them
.  Throw

ing him
 w

ith their trunks, 
they w

ill hold a m
an dow

n and stam
p on him

 
w

ith both front feet.  N
orm

ally elephants like       
hum

ans.  They never forget a kindness either.  
That is w

hy friendly hum
ans call the elephant 

the gentle giant.  U
ndoubtedly m

assive, yet el-
ephants norm

ally behave as gently as kittens.

Elephant infrasound, w
hich hum

ans can not 
hear, is called rum

bling.  Elephant sounds 
w

hich people can hear include barks and 
snorts, trum

pets, roars and grow
ls.  Trum

peting 
indicates anger.  W

hile a snort exclaim
s, “G

et 
off m

y grass!” a roar shouts, “W
here are you?” 

E
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and a grow
l w

arns, “Be careful!”  These sounds 
are for conversation w

hen grazing together.  
C

learly the advantage of infrasonic rum
bling is 

that it can be heard five kilom
eters aw

ay, even 
w

hen in a forest.

Elephants need a kingdom
.  They like w

ater 
in their habitat.  In their desire to escape the 
slaughter of hum

ans, som
e elephants have 

chosen to live in the N
am

ibian desert.  They dig 
for w

ater.  Em
ploying tusks and trunk, they dig 

w
ells one m

eter deep in the sand.  Since calves 
can not reach the w

ater, adult relatives fill their 
trunks and pour w

ater into the baby’s m
outh.  

A
fter the elephants depart, m

any other anim
als 

E
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 m
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form
s the extended fam

ily. W
hen the vegeta-

tion is w
onderfully lush, the herd m

ay m
ove 

together. U
sually how

ever, elephants travel in 
fam

ily groups of ten to fifteen.  They are nucle-
ar fam

ilies.  C
onsisting of a grandm

other, a few
 

sisters, their children and possibly som
e cous-

ins, one nuclear fam
ily is related to all others 

in the herd.  Seven to ten of these sm
all groups 

form
 one herd.  In scientific language these 

fam
ilies are called bond groups.  Together the 

bond groups form
 one society.

ful.  W
hen the trainer’s baby w

as craw
ling on 

the verandah, Puka grabbed and sw
ung the 

child high in the air w
ith his trunk.  Puka held 

him
 there.  In desperation the trainer patted 

and stroked his friend begging, pleading and 
w

ailing, “Puka please! M
y love! Puka forgive!” 

Slow
ly and gently, Puka low

ered the infant to 
the ground.  C

rying loudly the toddler shout-
ed for another ride.  Puka am

bled aw
ay.  H

e 
rum

bled, “H
opefully that is the end of that.”  

Puka’s behavior dem
onstrated that an elephant 

m
ay not forget but can forgive.

O
bviously elephant species are m

am
m

als be-
cause they m

eet the five conditions w
hich 

define m
am

m
als.  They breathe air, are w

arm
-

blooded, and have live young w
hich suckle.  

A
ll m

am
m

als grow
 hair.  W

hile it is hard to 
see, they do grow

 scattered long hairs eight to 
ten centim

eters apart over their bodies.  Som
e 

years ago it becam
e stylish for C

anadian youths 
to w

ear elephant hair bracelets.  Fortunately 
they are banned because they encouraged the 
slaughter of the elephant species.  

Basically the social group is the herd w
hich 
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 d
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 b
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In
 a

pp
ea

ra
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is called the she-elephant.  In appearance, the 
elephant is the sym

bol of m
assive m

uscle and 
m

ajestic m
ight.

Elephant fam
ilies are m

atriarchal.  The nuclear 
fam

ily or bond group is headed by a m
atriarch 

and consists of fem
ales, except for m

ale calves, 
w

hich stay w
ith their m

others until able to 
w

ander alone.  They are one-parent fam
ilies.  

N
orm

ally m
others have help in child-raising 
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from
 fem

ale relatives.  G
razing in tw

os but 
rarely m

ore, m
ales are generally loners.  In 

m
any societies m

ales provide protection, but 
because of their im

m
ense size, elephants have 

few
 enem

ies.  Less protection is necessary.  A
s a 

m
atriarchal society, the oldest fem

ale or grand-
m

other w
ill becom

e m
atriarch of the nuclear 

fam
ily.

N
orm

ally fem
ales do the talking w

hile the 
m

ales listen.  M
ating calls of fem

ales occur in 
the infrasonic range.  Since it alw

ays takes the 
sam

e form
, it m

ay be called a song.  M
ating 

songs m
ay last for thirty m

inutes. By using in-
frasonic rum

blings, fam
ily groups keep track of 

each other, and m
others, sisters, and baby sit-

ters  com
m

unicate about the w
elfare of calves.  

Belonging to one herd, fam
ily groups talk over 

long distances.  They coordinate m
ovem

ent.  
By talking and listening m

atriarchal fam
ilies, 

w
hich m

ay be five kilom
eters apart, can agree 

to m
eet at the w

atering hole.

O
ccasionally every society behaves cruelly.  

Elephants are no exception.  W
hen the dom

i-
nant m

ale or king of the herd becom
es old, he 

is challenged by youths am
bitious for his posi-
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f m
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 b
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pared w
ith other anim

als. The teats are differ-
ent.  Teats w

hich suckle the young are located 
betw

een the front legs.  C
learly they are unlike 

cow
s and horses, or sheep and goats, w

hich have 
becom

e dom
esticated m

am
m

als.  The tusks are 
different.  W

ho else ow
ns such m

ighty ones?  
W

eighing up to 350 kilos, the tusks m
ay be used     

to strip bark from
 trees, dig for w

ater or as de-
fence against predators.  The tragedy is different.  
U

nfortunately tusks have becom
e the elephant’s 

tragedy because hum
ans seek ivory and slaugh-

ter the anim
als for it.  Banning trade in ivory 

becom
es essential to prevent extinction.  W

hile 
elephants are endangered, they appear uniquely 
different.
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W
hen elephants expel their old leader, they 

behave cruelly.  The rogue’s friends have left.  
H

is teeth are rotting.  H
e eats slow

ly.  A
round 

the gam
e lodges in A

frica, lonely old rogues 
eat vegetable garbage and visitor handouts.               
Pulling dow

n trees across the road, one old 
rogue nam

ed Pickles constantly blocked traf-
fic.  Pathetically Pickles seem

ed to be crying out, 
“Look at m

e!  I’m
 still young enough to topple 

trees.”  Expulsion of old rogues seem
s to be cruel 

behavior.

Elephants m
ust be caught to be dom

esticated.  
O

ccasionally, covered pits are dug into w
hich 

they fall.  A
t other tim

es they are driven by fire, 
noise or gunshots tow

ard an enclosure w
hich is 

constructed strongly of stone.  In a third m
ethod 

trained elephants m
ay be used to attract a w

ild 
one.  W

hile dom
esticated anim

als keep a w
ild 

one interested, hum
ans can fasten chains on its 

legs and tie it to a tree w
here it is held during the 

furious anger w
hich follow

s its capture.  Tam
ing 

perm
its hum

ans to train the anim
al to w

ork for 
them

.

Elephants in N
am

ibia live in a desert habitat.  
N

orm
ally elephants inhabit forests or park lands 
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A
sian Elephant


