
White rhino in hilly country, the little odd-shaped tail is well illustrated 
when held in an alarmed position. 

Typical white rhino habitat and type of shace-tree preferred . 
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The White Rhinoceros in Uganda 
Written and illustrated by J. B. HEPPES 

THE white rhinoceros is only found in Africa and is to-day 
very limited in numbers, being generally classified as one of 

the world's "vanishing species". Unlike most others thus classified, 
whose decline has steadily taken place over a great period of time, the 
very existence of this rhino was not known until the last century. 

We now know that there are two distinct sub-species of white 
rhino, generally referred to as the Northern (Ceratotherium simum 
cottoni) and the Southern (Ceratotherium simum simum). 

The Southern race was once fairly large in numbers although its 
distribution was confined to a fairly limited area. However, the 
slaughter was so great, both by white hunters and by natives, that 
within a short time the race was in great danger of dying out. ln 
1892, Nicholls and Eglinton wrote that there was every reason to 
suppose that it was then extinct. Bryden also wrote in 1897 that it 
was practically eradicated and that its last home was reputed to be 
in a small north-eastern corner of Mashonaland. Later a few more 
were found in the lower reaches of the Umfolozi River in Zululand, 
and it is from this small remnant, probably under a dozen, that the 
southern race is to-day mainly descended. These survivors are 
now nearly all living in the Umfolozi Game Reserve and are be­
lieved to number well over five hundred. 

The survival of the Northern race was nowhere near as dramatic. 
The first definite proof of the animal's existence was a single horn 
believed to have been taken from an animal shot by Major A. St. 
H. Gibbons, near Lado on the White Nile, and exhibited in America 
in 1900. Nothing further was then heard of the species until Major 
P. H. G . Powell-Cotton collected a series of skins and skeletons 
on an expedition into the then Lado Enclave in 1904-1907. The 
skeletons were examined closely and the race was declared distinct 
from the southern one, chiefly on the strength of distinctive 
differences in skull measurements. 

Because of the tragedy of this species nearing extinction in the 
south, the animal was fairly soon placed on the protected list of 
animals in most of the areas in which it was found , and so for­
tunately it is still in existence in the majority of areas in which it 
was first discovered fifty years ago. This northern sub-species is 
found to-day in the north-west of Uganda, in part of the southern 
Sudan west of the Nile and as far north as the Bar-el-Ghazal Pro­
vince, in the Garamba National Park in the Belgian Congo, and in 
the areas of French Equatorial Africa adjoining the Sudan and the 
Congo. 

In Uganda itself, the animal is limited to the areas west of the 
Nile and north of Lake Albert-the West Nile and West Madi 
districts. · The southern limit of the area is approximately the Ora 
River; to the west, the Nile valley escarpment generally, with the 
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The animal is, of course, a grazer and is generally found in short 
grass country which has a scattering of small bushes. The usual 
method of feeding is to walk slowly forwards with the head held 
very low, the horn often ploughing _a furrow in front, and the jaws 
munching off the grass fairly shortly) In general it feeds during the 
cool hours of the morning, say up to 9.00 or 9.30 a.m., and then 
selects a suitable resting place. A peculiarity is that the rhino will 
often rest under a very small thorn tree giving little shade, so that 
the whole of the beast is often not even under the available cover. 
It will, remar1cably, often choose these inadequate shade trees when 
there are larger and shadier trees in the immediate vicinity. From this 
one can only assume that the rhino does not feel the heat greatly, 
and also that it has no great fears and does not think it necessary 
to find a place of concealment for its rest, as is usual with most 
other animals. When it finds a suitable tree, the animal usually 
stands in its shade for about half an hour before lying down to 
sleep. Its method of lying down is rather odd, as, unlike most 
animals, it gets down hindquarters first into a sitting position, and 
then draws its front legs under its body. Unless it is molested, it 
will stay asleep until about 4.00 p.m., when it will rise and, once 
again, stand quietly under the tree for at least half an hour before 
moving off to feed again. 

Feeding at this time of day is generally in the direction of water, 
which is normally reached between dusk and midnight. Each 

Illustrates the animal walking with the head held low, as well as the very 
hairy tubular-shaped ears. 
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family group appears to have a definite watering spot to which it 
regularly returns. It seems to have no particular preference for 
either static or slow-running water, but although often using the 
Nile swamps tends to avoid the river itself. In fact, it seems to have 
a fear of any large expans·e of water and although numbers have been 
seen wading across rivers about a foot deep, and even on one 
occasion when alarmed through water about 4 feet deep, in general 
it tends to avoid the deeper and swifter flowing streams. After 
watering the rhino loves nothing more than a good roll in a mud 
wallow and the resulting coat of mud is responsible for the complete 
variation of skin colour in different soil areas. 
(these beasts are not attracted to fires in the night, as are the black 

rhmo, nor do they appear to be particularly alarmed at camp fires. 
I have known one to pass between a camp fire and my tent at night, 
the fire being about 10 yards from the tent, and it seemed to show 
no alarm either at the fire or at the presence of man. The animal 
was obviously on its recognised path to water, and after drinking 
at the stream below the camp it again returned and passed close 
by the tent) 

They are essentially creatures of habit. Each family group has 
its own grazing area and its own distinct watering place. The paths 
between the two areas, which are generally between two and three 
miles apart, are used with such regularity that they become deeply 
grooved. In addition, the rhino is very regular about its toilet habits 
and returns every day to selected dung heaps, which are generally 
by the side of the path to its watering place, although, unlike the 
black, the white rhino does not scatter its dung with its horn. 

Seasonal movements appear to be only those of necessity during 
the rains, when the animals move off the black cotton flats and onto 
the harder and rockier hills. At the end of the rains they generally 
return to their own particular dry weather areas. 

If a white rhino is in the habit of using certain paths and tracks, 
there is not much that will make it deviate from its normal habits ; 
for example, as mentioned above, a rhino continued to use its usual 
watering track although it passed through the middle of a safari 
camp. If. the animal should be chased or alarmed it gallops off and 
once running will go in a dead straight line and cannot be diverted. 
Small ant hills and bushes are no obstacle and the rhino will run 
straight over or through them. This run or gallop is rather peculiar. 
The front legs work independently whilst the two hind legs gallop 
together. This gives the appearance of the animal being about to 
fall on its nose the whole time, as the hind legs seem to push and 
the front legs appear to have difficulty keeping up! Jn fact, the whole 
animal is a mixture of the awesome and the ludicrous. 

Another peculiarity is that although in general the white rhino 
is a very docile and even-tempered animal, during the mating season 
it appears to be extremely ferocious among its kind. Most of the 
adult bulls carry large scars which are probably marks of fighting 
during the mating season. Although this fighting of the bulls amongst 
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