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ship-borne trade in elephants within Southeast Asia and between 
South and Southeast Asia, the tradition that they came from J ava is 
clearly possible, if noc probable. The mtDNA of the Borneo 
elephants, if they did indeed derive from Suiu, could therefore reflect 

enomic separation of their J avan ancestors . In short, both genomic 
and morphological differences are compatible with the twO 
alternative conjectures : these elephants may be descended from a 
population that has been continuously present in Borneo from mid­
PleistOcene times or, equally, they may derive, after a period of 
naturalisation on Sulu, ultimately from importation of representatives 
of an extinct J avan population. The lack of archaeological specimens 
in Borneo, as compared with Java, lends suppOrt to the traditional 
scory of introduction from Sulu (originally from Java, probably), 
rather than survival in Jill{ in Borneo from the Pleistocene. 

In OUf view, on present evidence, the conclusion that the 
population of north-eastern Borneo consists of remnant survivors of 
the exrincr Javan elephant - implausible though it may seem at first 
- is the more likely. If correct, this ancestry does not detract from the 
significance of the elephant population now found wild (or feral) in 
[he rainforests of Borneo. On the contrary, such a conclusion adds to 
cheir conservation significance. If proven, this fascinating story would 
demonstrate that very small populations of large mammals can be 
saved from the brink of extinction, despite concerns over inbreeding, 
by the simple expedient of moving a few individuals, from a 
seemingly doomed population, to a different and safer habitat. 

Notes 

I The Code of Zoological Nomenclature (ICZN 2000) article 72.5 .6 rules 
that the name-bearing type is nor the illustration, nor the carving -
which is a fo rm of illustration - but the living elephant that was 
portrayed (if there was one, in fact) ! 

2 According to an earlier passage in this account, the people of Sulu were 
converted to Islam by Sherif Sayed. Ali , originally from Mecca, became 
the first Muslim Sultan. 

:; ka = thousands of years before present . 
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