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Forbrivate circulation only. 
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for its beautiful pelt. Ib Indian population is confined to north-east only. 
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Hlstoricai records of the Javan Rhinoceros in North-East India 

KEES ROOKMAAHER+ 

A s the Indian rhinoceros Rhinoceros unicornis 
today is the dominant species of rhinoceros 
in West Bengal and Assam, it is not always 
realised that formerly both the one-homed 

Javan rhinoceros Rhinoceros sondaicus and the two- 
homed Sumatran rhinoceros Dicerorhinus sumatrmis 
similarly were found in parts of nonh-east (NE) 
India. However, the records are very few and 
confusing by their lack of detail. The Javan 
rhinoceros was the only species found in the 
Sunderbans of Bangladesh and India, and was even 
seen within a few miles of Calcutta around 1860 
(Rookmaaker 1998). The animal became extinct 
there during the first decennia of the 20th century. 
The species was also found further north in parts of 
NE India, in places where today it is no longer 
expected to occur. 

Because R sondaicus was known both in the 
Sunderbans and in Burma (Myanmar), we would 
expect to find it again in the territories between 
these populations. It might have existed in 
Chittagong, as suggested by Pollok (1879) and 
Burton (1951). but there is not actually a single 
definite record which would confirm this, all rhinos 
caught or killed in this region having been two- 
homed animals. 

Further north, a Javan Rhinoceros was shot near 
Sylhet, now in NE Bangladesh, by a tea-planter 
called Gordon Fraser. Wood (1930), who reported 
this, forgot to add a date and he could even have 
meant that Mr. Fraser lived in Sylhet and hunted 
elsewhere. Although rhinos were seen in the 
Cachar Hills of Assam, none have been identified as 
R sondaicus. 

The rhinoceros in Manipur seems to have been 
one-horned and this state could well have been the 
haunts of R sondaicus. Higgins (1935) mentioned 
seeing a skull in 1913 of one shot on the Khuga 
River and being told that a few had been killed in 
the lower valley of the Barak River, near 
Tipaimukh. Although he thought that they 
probably were R sondaicus, he admitted that he 
never had an opportunity to ascertain with 
certainty to what species they belonged In 1874, a 
young one-horned rhinoceros was shipped from 
Calcutta to London, where it was bought by the 

director of the Berlin Zoo. It had been caught in the 
district of 'Mooneypoor', an old spehng of 
Manipur. This animal was identified as R sondaicus 
when it was in London, but later in life variously as 
R sondaicus, R unicornis and even as a new species 
called R jamrachii. When she died in 1884, the zoo 
authorities forgot to preserve the remains. If she 
was actually captured in the hills of Manipur, may 
be she was in fact a R sondaicus, because R unicornis 
has never been definitely found there. Zoo 
historians would be happy with this conclusion, 
but we must bear in mind that the historical 
distribution of the two single-horned rhinoceroses 
in India is still tod little understood to actually be 
certain. 

There are no records of the Javan rhinoceros 
further northwards in Nagaland, Tirap or wen 
most of Assam or northern Bangladesh. However. 
on the western side of the range, we find the 
species in the northern part of West Bengal, 
surprisingly as this is now only inhabited by the 
Indian rhinoceros. There are three known records. 
The first is found in the authoritative Fauna of British 
India (J3ladord 1B88). which said that an 
undoubted specimen of R sondakus was shot in the 
Sikkim ttrai by Kinloch. I tend to think that 
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Blanford had heard rumours, which had been game shoating in Cooch Bchar, the Duars and Assam. 
distorted. Kinloch (1892) wrote about shooting R 

Eggins, J.  C. 1935. The game birds and a d  of the unicornis in Bengal in 1878 and 1886, and would 
M.nipur with notes of their numbers, 

have referred to rondoicus he had a and habits. journal of the Bombay Natural History Society, 
chance to find it. However, later in life, Kinloch 37: 298.309. 
(1904: 65) mentioned that the Javan rhinoceros ~ i ~ l ~ h ,  A.A.A. 1892. Large game shooting in a&, the 
existed in the Bhutan Duars 'where I once saw one Himalayas, Northern and Central India. London. 
shot by a friend'. Another specimen was shot by - 1904. Indian rhinoceros shooting. Pp. 59- 66 in 
J.A. Mder from Denmark at Moraghat, in the Aflalo, F.G., The sportsman's bookjor India. 
Jalpaiguri district of northern West Bengal on 24 Pollok, F. T. 1879. Sports in British Burmah,Assam, and 
February 1881. It was a young female, the skull of theCoss~ahandl~nriahHills. London. 
which (missing the premdae and some teeth) is Rookrnaaker, L. C. 1980. The distribution of the rhinoc- 
still preserved in the zoological M~~~~~ of eros in Eastern India, Bangladesh, China and the Indo- 

Copenhagen. Finally, Shebbeare (1953) related that Chhese eon. z'J("o@chrA~~g~* 205. 253-268. 

J.W.A. Grieve killed one early in the 20th century - 1998. Records of the Sundarbans Rhinoceros (Rhin- 

in the Buxa Forest Division, &inking that it was a OCLTos mndai~w in India and Bangladesh. 
Pachydum, 24: 37-45, unicornis' but recO@Zed as a Java* 

Shebbeare, E. 01953. Status of the three Asiatic r h o -  
rhinoceros when it was mounted by the firm of 

CMs - 2: 141-Y9. 
Ward in London. One tm makes me Wood, H. S. 1930. Observations on Indian rhino and 
lhe Maharajah of Coach Behar gives their shikar on foot. journal oftkDaqcclingNatvo1 

details in his book of 1908 how he killed 135 and hiworysoricty, 4: 59.69. 
injured 34 rhinos in his district bemeen 1871 and 
1904 - and none of them were identified as R *DR KEES ROOKMAAKER St NeaQ Road Dry 
sondaicus. Drayton CB3 8BE, UK. 

. . . shot by J.A. Merller from Denmark 
at  Mora&at, in the Jalpaiguri district 
o f  northern Bengal on 24 February 
1881. I t  was a young female, the 
skull . . . is still preserved in the 
Zoological Museum of Copenhagen. 

E d O  rhino@ r&mcaker.+co.uk 

Most of the records given above are veiled by the 
passage of time. I would like to know more about 
those people who hunted the Javan rhinoceros in 
India and what happened to their trophies. May be 
other records will turn up in time. However, the R 
sondaicus of Sylhet, Manipur and Bengal no longer 
exists, having disappeared during the first years of 
the 20th century. 
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