Underground

Elephants

In one of Africa's least-known
spectacles, elephants make their way
into the bowels of the earth to mine
rich volcanic ores
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Worn tusks signal the miners’ occupation as clearly as employee badges. Babies learn the trade by observing their elders.

est recesses of complex caverns. That
place s Mount Elgon, on the Kenya-
Uganda border.

LGON is one of the many voleanos
that punctuate the 3,000-mile:long
Afro-Arabian rift system, Stretching
from Mozambique to Syria, this series
of rifts was formed by movements
within the ¢arth's mantle, causing the
crust to rupture. Between long paral-
lel faults, equally long chunks of bed-
rock sank, leaving flat valley bottoms
between steep escarpments. In some
places lava leaked through the cracks
in the crust, creating the solitary vol-
canic peaks we see today, Some are
still active but most lie dormant—
slecping giants with only geothermal
springs and steam vents to remind us
of their turbulent past
At 14,178 feet, Mount Elgon is not
the highest of East Africa’s solitary

Before getting involved with cave ele-
phants, Britisher lan Redmond spent
more than two years doing research
and conservation wark with mountain
gonillas in Rwanda and Zaire, He foined
Operation Drake in Papua New Guinea
to collect reptiles and amphibians for
the British Museum (Natural History),
Jan writes and lectures on a free-lance
basis and for the BBC
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mountains; it is dwarfed by Kiliman-
iaro (19,340 ft.) and by Kenya {17,058
ft.). It 15, however, the biggest in
terms of bulk; the basal diameter—
some 50 miles across—has led to
speculation that this eroded shallow
cone might once have had the highest
summit in Africa

During its formation 10 million to
seven million years ago, in the late
Miocene, Elgon was behaving much
like Mount Saint Helens, in Washing-
ton, today. Sudden violent eruptions
were interposed with long quiescent
periods when forests grew on the
slopes. Explosions would flatten the
trees for miles around and a rain of py-
roclastic material—volcanic bombs,
ash, and dehris—would be thrown out
by the force of the blast,

Most of Elgon is made up of ag-
glomerate produced in this way; only
one percent was formed by lava flows.
Once on the surface the lava cooled
quickly, forming hard, fine-grained
basalt layers which, when re-exposed
millions of years later, formed a pro-
tective vap over the softer material
beneath it Unprotected pyroclastics
have been eroded away so the down-
hill edge of this basalt umbrella usual-
ly forms the lip of a cliff. It is into
these cliffs that the majority of
Elgon's caves extend, the rool sup-

ported by the harder lava cap

Unlike the spectacular lava tubes
beneath other Kenyan volcanos, the
caves were not formed in molten rock,
but in the softer, underlying layer of
mineral-rich agglomerate, Deep with
in the caverns, the petrified trunks of
Miocene trees can be seen radiating
from the mountain in the direction of
the blast that felled them

Calgite and zeolite crystals have re
placed the wood fibers, and in places
the claws of roosting bats have exposed
the petrified roots and branches so
that, 10 million years after their
death, the trees again support life
Fossilized hollow stems and logs arc
lined with needles of natrolite, look
ing like glassy crystalline fur. Around
the cave mouth these tubes in the
rock are bsed as ready-made nest
holes by swifts and swallows. Chicks
are reared in soft nests of pale green
old-man's beard licheén in crystal
lined seclusion well beyond the reach
of predators

But the caves are not used just as
roost and nest sites. The force that
drives elephants underground is their
hunger for salt.

All animals need a balanced intak:
of mineral salts, and if there is a defi
cit they will go ta great lengths to cor
rect it. In mountainous areas of high



cainfall, soluble salts are leached from
the soil; vegetation growing in that
oil therefore contains low levels of
such salts. Herbivores that feed on
these plants must find an alternative
source, usually a mineralrich oyt
crop, which becomes a salt lick

It is not by accident that in mon
tane rain forests, lodges such as the
Ark in Kenya's Aberdare National Park
are built beside natural licks. Visitors
there can watch concentrations of shy
forest amimals: Herbivores are drawn
by the salt and carnivores by the her
hivores. The predators show no intey
est in licking rock—their food comes
already salted

At Mount Elgon the soft agglomer-
ate, shielded by its lava umbrella
from the leaching effects of rain, con
tains more than 100 times the sodium
salts found in forest plants, The rock
is not salty to our palate because it is
not sodium chlonde {common salt)
but sodium sulfate. Known to phar-
macists as Glauber's salt—after Jo-
hann Rudolf Glauber, the seventeenth
century German chemist who first
prepared it—sodium sulfate is dis-
pensed by doctors as a mild laxative,
but the copious quantity of dung car
peting the cave floor dispels the no
tion that visiting elephants are consti-
pated! Not only elephants are lured by
the vital sodium ions; buffalos, ante-
lopes, ‘even black-and-white colobus
meonkeys also make their way into the
bowels of the earth

¥ INTRODUCTION to these caves
Mcamc in 1980, when 1 visited
them as a zoologist with Operation
Drake—a two-year circumnavigation
of the globe to mark the 400th anni
versary of Sir Francis Drake's voyage
The expedition—sponsored by indus-
try and commerce as well as individ
ual donations—combined youthful
enthusiasm and military logistics to
undertake scientific research and con
servation and community projects with
international teams of volunteers
Our task on Elgon was to build a
tourist path up to Kitum Cave jone O
three caves open to the public in
Mount Elgon National Park} so bu-
min visitors would not have to share
the elephants’ route. In addition, wi
monitored the cave for several nights,
and on three unforgettable occasions

we were lucky enough to see the shad
owy shapes of elephants feeling their
way into the entrance chamber

Dur observations were limited. Not
wishing to slarm the animals, we r¢
frained from using torches (later I dis-
tovered they would tolerate a small

penlight beam), Crouched on a rock
cars straining in the dark
nation was fired by sounds: the

my imagi
hn'-';h
sCrap-
ing of pachyderm on rock, the low
rumbles of contentment that
berated around the cave, and, some

of air blown down a trunk, the

rever

At Mackingeni, another of Elgon’s wildlife-nourishing salt caves, water
cascades over a 52-foot-high entrance arch. Three caves are open to the public.
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There are countless questions about sea turtles but few answers so far,
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Secrets of the Sea Turtles

How do sea turtles navigate in vast open waters?
Where do the babies spend their first year? Scientists
still ponder these and other turtle mysteries

Don't Go Near the Water
A too-close encounter between a giraffe and a
crocodile

A Yardful of Penguins

Forsaking the sophistication of Buenos Aires, the
Passera family opted to live for a time among a
million braying penguins on a desolate wind-
swept spit of land

Underground Elephants

In one of Africa's least-known spectacles,
elephants make their way into the bowels of the
earth to mine rich volcanic ores

Smallest of the Small

Like so many Gullivers among the Lilliputians,
researchers probe the lifestyle of pygmy shrews

On the Trail of the Crested Iguana

Having discovered a new lizard, the author tries
to find more specimens and learn about the
creature’s biology
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RONT: Nose to trunk with
an elephant?! In a caye?!
Not 30 far-fetched as one
might think In Esst Africa
there are some spelunking
pachyderins, who go under
ground to mine their salt
rations. See page 30
(Willlazn Conway, NYZS)

BACK; Sights like this
nesting aggregation of
olive ridleys on a Costa
Rican beach have not been
seen for years and never
will be. This sea turtle is
on the decline. All its kin
are in trouble too, and
science has barely begun
to know the creatures. See
page |1, [David Hughes)
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