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Tales of sengi tails

Galen B. Rathbun
California Academy of Sciences (San Francisco), c/o
P.O. Box 202, Cambria, CA 93428, USA.

In 2000, my wife Lynn and I were in Namibia
researching the social organization of Elephantulus intufi
(Rathbun and Rathbun 2006). During a meal at our study
site which we shared with the landowner, his two sons
and two archaeologists studying local rock art, the
archaeologists showed us a newly published book (Lewis-
Williams 2000). When Justin Holloway, the youngest son
of the landowner, saw the cover photograph of a rock
engraving he exclaimed “Hey look, an elephant-shrew”.
When I saw the cover, it was obvious that Justin was
right. I contacted Craig Foster, the photographer, who
put me in touch with Janette Deacon, who was studying
the site where the photograph was taken. Janette believed
the engraving represented a composite of different
animals, including the head of a shrew and the legs of an
clephant. After several e-mail exchanges, we agreed that
the engraving was a reasonably accurate depiction of an
clephant-shrew or sengi. The site is well within the
known distribution of a couple of species of Elephantulus,
which I assumed were the models for the images. To our
knowledge, this is the only known rock art of sengis.
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Figure 1: The four-toed sengi, Pefrodromus tetradactylus
sultan, from coastal Kenya (Photo G. Rathbun).

Conservation efforts rely on biologists with intimate
knowledge of where species occur and the traits used in
their identification. One of the important features used in
distinguishing some forms of sengi are the characteristics
of their tails. For example, Corbet and Hanks (1968) in
their definitive revision of the Macroscelidea, used the
colour of giant sengi (Rhynchocyon) tails to distinguish
several forms. The tail skin of the black-and-rufous sengi
(R. petersi) is rufous or orange, while the tail of the
subspecies of the chequered sengi that is isolated in the
Congo Basin (R. cirnei stublmanni) is white. All other forms
of Rhynchocyon have tails that are shades of brown to
black, with a variable terminal white band that is about 3
cm long.

Many of the 10 species of Elephantulus are difficult
to distinguish, but some of the most cryptic forms can be
identified by the ratio of the tail to head-and-body length
(Corbet and Hanks 1968). For example, in southwestern
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Africa, the tail of the western rock sengi (E. rupestris) is
proportionally longer than that of the bushveld sengi (E.
intufi).

Perhaps the most bizarre (and unique) tail feature
used in the taxonomy of sengis is the presence or
absence and structute of the bristles along the bottom of
the tail on some subspecies of the four-toed sengi
(Petrodromus tetradactylus; Fig. 1). In P. 2. tetradactylus from
Malawi, Zimbabwe, Zambia and Tanzania the bristles are
well-developed with either simple or club-shaped tips
(Fig. 2). The bristles on P. £ sultan from coastal Kenya are
the most specialised, with knobs on the tips. The tails of
P. t. warreni from coastal forests of northwestern South
Africa, however, lack bristles altogether.
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Figure 2: Details of tail bristles (ca. 7 mm long) on
Petrodromuns  tetradactylus  fetradactylus ~ from  Tanzania,
showing clubbed tips.

In August 2001, Janette, Craig, Lynn and I met at the
engraving site on a private farm in the Northern Cape
Province of South Africa. The area is part of the vast
Karoo bushveld, but the site is unique because of
numerous scattered black boulders (Fig. 3), many with
engravings of humans, ostriches, elephants and various
species of antelopes. Only a pair of boulders, however,
included images of sengis. Janette showed me the two
boulders and upon close examination of the
extraordinary sengi images (Fig. 4) I was shocked: each of
the five engravings included the unmistakable tails of
Petrodromus (Fig. 5).
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Figure 3: Sengi engravings are on these large black
boulders located in the Karoo bushland in Northern
Cape Province, South Africa.

Speculation on the function of Pefrodromus tail bristles has
an interesting history, which is reviewed in Jennings and
Rathbun (2001). The first hypothesis was that the clubs
and knobs were the result of singeing from bush fires.
Then Corbet and Neal (1965) suggested that the bristles
were used to detect ground vibrations, presumably
including those produced by conspecific foot drumming,.
In the eatly 1970s, colleagues speculated that the bristles

might be used as brushes to build and maintain the
meticulous paths through the leaf litter that are
characteristic of Petrodromus, but 1 suspected that the
bristles were related to scent marking. I provided some
preserved tail tissue to a Russian colleague, who
documented that each bristle was associated with large
sweat and sebaceous glands (Sokolov ez a/. 1980). The
scent-marking hypothesis was further supported when I
observed horizontal tail-lashing on the substrate
associated with aggressive encounters between pairs of
captive animals.
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Figure 4: Sengi engravings on boulders in the Karoo
bushland.

Figure 5: Paper tracing by Janette Deacon of one of the
sengi engravings, showing tail bristles.

The sengi rock engravings raise several questions.
Although Petrodromus was apparently well known to the
unknown artist and must have enjoyed enough
significance to be published (and thus preserved) in
stone, why are the engravings of Pefrodromus so far from
“home”? There is no suitable habitat for Petrodromus
anywhere nearby. Indeed, the closest population is about
1000 km to the east on the forested northern coast of
KwaZulu-Natal, but the animals have no tail bristles
there. The closest population with bristles is about 1200
km to the north in Zambia and Zimbabwe. Could the
artist have travelled extensively in southern Africa, or do
the engravings indicate that the distribution of Petrodronus
has dramatically retracted since the engravings were
made?
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Perhaps more importantly, are the animals
depicted really four-toed sengis? Janette (Deacon &
Foster 2005) believes that the artist deliberately
combined features of elephants (legs) and sengis (head
and tail), along with adjacent engravings on one of the
boulders of people dancing while carrying the tails of
other animals. Like numerous images in the rock art of
the San peoples of southern Africa, the sengi engravings
may not depict reality. They are part of a religious art
tradition, dating back 6000 years, that records the visions
experienced by /g:7en or medicine people when commun-
icating with the spirit world.

So, are the engravings fanciful imaginations or
reality, and if the latter might they have some biological
or conservation significance? We may never know.
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New study investigates the impacts
of human activities on the density
and distribution of sengis in Yoko
Forest Reserve, DRC

Little is know of the Macroscelidea in the Democratic
Republic of Congo (DRC). Four sengi species have been
recorded in DRC yet their status and distribution are
pootly understood. Forest managers know little of how
much forest use impacts sengis and to what extent sengis
are exploited by local people for subsistence hunting.

Building on my DEA studies (see Abstracts) 1 am
conducting my doctoral research in Yoko Forest Reserve
in Kisangani Region of northern DRC. For this research,
four grids or quadrants of four hectares each were set up
respectively in primary forest dominated by Gilbertion-
dendron dewevrei, mixed primary forest, secondary forest
and in old fallows. Traps were placed every 20m in the
grids placed in the different habitats. The timing for the
trapping is of 21 days per grid, per season and during a
period of two years. Each site in the different habitats is
being described. The evolution of the capture per site
and per season will be analysed; the different human
activities are also being noted and examined. A survey by
questionnaire was submitted to the inhabitants of
different local villages on the hunting of Mascroscelidea.
Expected results are: an understanding of the density, the
distribution, and the dynamics of the Mascroscelidea
population and its habitat; an assessment of human
impacts on sengis and their habitats.

Consolate Kaswera
University of Kisangani, DRC.
consolatekyams@yahoo.fr
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Request for information on captive populations of
streaked tenrecs

Few institutions have been successful in keeping the
highland streaked tenrec (Hemicentetes nigriceps) in captivity.
The reasons for the species failure to thrive are pootly
understood.

Endangered Madagascar is a captive breeding
facility for Malagasy wildlife in Bath, England. We
currently keep four tenrec genera (Sezfer, Tenrec, Echinops
and Hemicentetes). According to ISIS, our breeding colony
of Hemicentetes nigriceps is the only one in captivity.

We would like to hear from anyone with
experience of keeping this species in captivity or
fieldworkers who have pathology expertise.

Please contact:

Adrian Fowler BVSc MRCVS

Veterinary Director, Endangered Madagascar,
Escott House Farm, Bloomfield Road,
Timsbury, Bath BA2 0AA, UK

info@endangeredmadagascar.com
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