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ELEPHANTS
ON WORLD PAPER MONEY    

by MOHAMAD H. HUSSEIN         

T HE elephant is the largest and most powerful land ani-
mal living today. It is the descendant of prehistoric
mammals that roamed the earth millions of years be-

fore homo sapiens appeared on the scene. The elephantidae fa-
mily belongs to the proboscidea (animals with trunks) order
that lived more than fifty million years ago. Living relatives in-
clude the rabbit-like little furry hyraxes, the seal-like dugongs
and the manatees (Freeman 1980). Of the more than 350
different species only two elephant species remain: loxodonta
africana (African elephant) and elephas maximas (Indian or
Asiatic elephant). Depending on the particular species, an
adult elephant is usually 15 to 25 ft (4.6 to 7.6 m) long, stands
7 to 13 ft (2 to 4 m) tall, and weighs 9,000 to 16,000 lbs (4090
to 7300 kg). Estimates of current elephant population range
between 350,000 and 650,000 and declining at an alarming
rate.

African elephants represent more than 90 percent of the total
number of elephants now alive. They live in a large area of
Africa bordered by the Sahara Desert to the north and South
Africa to the south. Asiatic elephants live throughout the In-
dian subcontinent and Southeast Asia (India, Bhutan, Ban-
gladesh, Nepal, Thailand, Malaysia, Laos, Vietnam,
Kampuchia, Sri Lanka, Myanmar and the Yunan province in
China). African elephants are usually larger than the Asiatic
ones and are distinguished by their convex heads, large ears
and slightly hollow backs. Asiatic elephants have domed con-
cave heads and arched backs. The African elephant is also
characterized by the transverse ridges on its trunk. The tip of
the African elephant's trunk ends with two finger like projec-
tions while the Asian ends with one.

Elephants feed on grass, leaves, flowers, fruits and tree barks.
An adult elephant consumes up to 700 lbs (320 kg) of food and
40 gallons (190 liters) of water a day. The elephant cannot
lower its massive head; it uses its trunk to reach for food and
drink. The trunk is very strong and sensitive. It usually extends
ahead of the body but is always curled up out of harm's way in
dangerous situations. An elephant has 24 separate molar teeth
grouped into series of flat transverse plates about one foot (30
cm) long and weighing 8 pounds (3.6 kg) each joined together
to form blocks of enamel and dentine. The great ivory tusks are
the second upper incisor teeth that have developed to enor-
mous proportions. Male elephants' (called bulls) tusks grow to
a length of about 6 feet (1.8 m) and weigh up to 70 pounds (32
kg) each, while those of the females (called cows) are smaller.
Cows of the Asiatic elephant and bulls native to Sri Lanka have
poorly developed tusks, or none at all. The precious ivory tusks
have long been the reason for the massive senseless killing of
elephants. Some countries and dealers are stockpiling ivory
(considered "white gold") as a protection against the time
when elephants become extinct. There is now a strong anti-
poaching movement and national and international organiza-
tions that are dedicated to elephant preservation.

Females usually live in family groups consisting of 12 to 24
members, all related to the elder leader. Around the age of four-
teen, males leave the family and join an all-male group where
they spend most of their time. Herds are made up of a number
of family groups. Elephants make their presence known and
greet each other with a rumble. They communicate by smell,
vision, touch and sound. Trumpeting is used in situations of
danger. With no particular mating season, elephants are born
year round. The mother is pregnant for about two years. The
newly born calf has pinkish skin with scattered brown hair,
stands (within minutes of birth) at about three feet (1 m) and
weighs around 250 pounds (114 kg). Elephants walk, virtually
on tiptoe, at a speed of about three miles per hour (5 km/hr)
and charge at speeds reaching eighteen miles per hour (29
km/hr). Under favorable conditions elephants may live longer
than 60 years.

Elephants have long been used in the service of man. Unlike
other wild animals such as camels and horses, elephants were
tamed but not really domesticated. They have been employed
in agriculture, forestry, hunting, entertainment and warfare. A
healthy adult elephant can pull very heavy weights, lift huge
logs and carry loads of up to 800 pounds (364 kg). Hannibal's
use of elephants in the third century B.C. in the time of war is
legendary. Since ancient Roman times elephants have been
used in circuses displaying acts of strength, gentleness and obe-
dience. Elephants are usually major attractions in zoos and
parks. Inspiring awe, wonderment and majesty, elephants have
been featured in religious ceremonies and even worshiped as
gods in some cultures. Ganesh, the elephant-headed god of in-
telligence, is one of the major Hindu gods.

Symbolizing strength, intelligence, grace, sensitivity and
many other admirable attributes, images of elephants are often
used on national symbols of many nations. Many paper
money issuing authorities depict elephants on their notes.
Other animals such as dogs and horses are also depicted on
paper money all over the world (Jordan 1982, Hessler 1984).
The accompanying figures show paper money notes from
some countries featuring elephants in various situations.
Countries showing elephants on their paper money are located
mostly in Africa or Asia, places where elephants can still be
found today. The table included in this article provides a list of
notes depicting elephants. All notes listed can be found in the
Standard Catalog of World Paper Money (Pick 1994).

Over a century ago, there were more than ten million
elephants (and only 16 million people) living in Africa; less
than three quarters of a million elephants are alive today all
over the world (Bright 1989). The future of the elephant looks
bleak. Major factors contributing to their near extinction are
ivory poaching and destruction of living space. It is hoped that
depicting elephants on paper money raises awareness and
causes concern about the desperate and critical condition of
this endangered specie.          
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Country Denomination Date Description, Pick #

Angola 100 Escudos 15.8.1956 Elephant herd at waterhole on back, P.89

Belgian Congo 20 Francs
500 Francs

10.9.1940
ND

Working elephants on back, P.15
Elephants bathing on back, P.18

Cameroon Republic 1000 Francs 1.1.1985 Large elephant on back, P.18

Ethiopia 100 Thalers 1.5.1932 Elephant on front, P.10

French Indo-China 1000 Piastres
10 Cents

ND (1951)
ND

Decorated elephant on front, P.84
Market scene with elephants, P.85

India 100 Rupees ND Two elephants on back, P.41

Indonesia 1000 Rupiah ND (1957) Elephant on front, P.53

Laos 5 Kip
1000 Kip

5 kip

ND (1962)
ND

ND (1979)

Man riding elephant near temple, P.9
Elephant in jungle on back, P.18
Logging elephants on back, P.26

Mozambique 100 Meticas 25.6.1976 Herd of elephants on back, P.124

Myanmar 10 Rupees ND (1949) Elephant lifting log on back, P.36

Nepal 1000 Rupees ND (1981) Large elephant on back, P.36

Portuguese India 50 Rupias 1.1.1924 Elephant trumpeting on front, P.28

Sri Lanka 1000 Rupees 1.1.1991 Elephant with trainer on front, P.88

South Africa 20 Rand ND (1993) Four elephants on back, P.124

Sudan 5 Pounds 1970-80 Elephant and other animals on back, P.14

Tanzania 1000 Shilingi ND (1990) Elephant and calf on front, P.20

Thailand 20 Baht ND (1981) Armed men riding elephant on back, P.88

Uganda 5 Shillings
500 Shillings

1987
1991

Elephant and animals at waterhole, P.27
Large elephant on front, P.33

Vietnam 1000 Dong
1000 Dong

ND (1972)
1988

Elephants carrying men and loads, P.34
Elephant logging on back, P.95

Zaire 1 Zaire 1972-77 Elephant tusks on back, P.18

Zimbabwe 20 Dollars 1980-83 Elephant and Victoria falls on back, P.4
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