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The Indian Rhinoceros

O nly 100 years ago, some Indian
rhinoceros populations had

dwindled to as little as 20 animals.
Thanks to strict government protection
in Chitwan National Park and other
Nepalese sanctuaries, the Indian rhino,
once at the brink of extinction, has come
back tenfold. They now number more
than 1,500.

The Indian rhinoceros (Rhinoceros
unicornis) has one big horn (which aver-
ages around two feet long), just like a
unicorn. The largest horn ever recorded
was almost five feet long. It is easy to tell
an Asian rhino from an African rhino be-

by Donna O'Meara
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NEPAL

cause African rhinos have two horns. The horn is made
1 of keratin, the same substance as what makes up your
\ hair and fingernails.
[ Rhinos are big, about 12 feet long and six feet
tall, and weigh up to 6,000 pounds. They are the sec-
‘ ond largest land animal on Earth. Only the elephant is
larger. The thick gray skin covering Indian rhinos re-
sembles a plated suit of armor. It even has knobby
bumps around the edges of these leathery plates, called
tubercles. Rhinos run fast for their size — about 35
mph. Honking, roaring, snorting, and grunting are
some of the sounds that can be heard from an Indian
rhino.

Because they are vegetarians, meaning that they
eat no meat, they prefer to live in swampy grassy
plains. Grass, reeds, fruit, branches, leaves, and even
farm crops make delicious rhino meals. You won’t
catch a rhino eating lunch at high noon; to avoid the
heat of day, they forage at night and in the early
morning. More than one Nepalese farmer has been
surprised to wake up and find all of his
planted crops eaten by a
night-feasting rhinoceros.
Rhinos will even submerge
their massive heads under wa-
ter in search of tender under-
water plants.

Rhinos are great swimmers, and in the hottest part
of the day they wade into deep, muddy swamps to
stay cool and protect their skin from insects. Some-
times only the tip of their horn is visible above the
water. Like bears, rhinos enjoy a good back scratch
and rub their bodies up against favorite branches for
so long that a smooth shiny patch forms on their leath-
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ery hide. Wherever a rhino roams, he leaves a distinctive, bitter, ammo-
nia-like scent. This warns other animals to keep away. If threatened, In-
dian rhinos have been known to attack people.

Large male rhinos are competitive and fight violently over females,
sometimes until death. They don’t fight with their horns, but they do bite
with long, sharp, incisor teeth. Females give birth to pink calves about
every three years; each can live into their 40’s.

Because of their unicorn-like horns, some people believe that rhinos
have magical powers. In Nepal, every part of a rhinoceros has a supersti-
tious use and thus a dollar value: The skin, bone, blood, horn, and even
the dung are believed to have special properties that protect against evil
spirits, cure illness, and guarantee good luck. People illegally kill rhinos
and sell the body parts on the black market. Rhinoceros horns illegally
sell for about $9,000 a pound.

Although the numbers of rhinoceroses have grown, they are still
considered endangered. Their future success will be determined by whether
authorities can prevent people from hunting and killing them. The Nepalese
government is trying to protect the Indian rhinoceros. In fact, one group
of Indian rhinoceroses in Nepal has 700 armed troops guarding it.
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Himalaya Mountains (him-a-LAY-a): A mountain range
located in south-central Asia.
EDNELR. TP XA—8F LRk,

Kathmandu (KAT-man-doo): The capital of Nepal. It is
located in the Himalaya Mountains.

InEwEE. RRRER. MTESHNEUMT.

Sherpa: Member of a Tibetan people living in northern Nepal.

HREA. BEERARIEBHOTFEAMANGES.

Yak: A wild, shaggy-haired ox of the mountains of central

Asia.
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edged between two enormous neighbors,

_ India (to the south, east, and west) and China (to

the north), the small Asian nation of Nepal has a proud his-

tory of its own. It is a history shaped by isolation, both

geographic and political. Though airplanes and modern

roads have done much to end Nepal’s geographic isolation,

political isolation remains a threat to the country’s growth
and development.

Nepal’s 24 million people live in some of the most
beautiful and difficult surroundings on Earth. Even in the
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sprawling capital of Kathmandu, the snow-covered peaks of
the Himalayas, the world’s tallest mountain chain, dominate
the landscape. Most Nepalese live on the much shorter foot-
hills or in deep valleys, not on the mountains themselves.
But the Himalayas affect every aspect of Nepali life, for bet-

ter and for worse. On the positive side, for example, the moun-

tains have always posed an enormous obstacle to foreign
armies; it is no coincidence that Nepal largely avoided the
European colonizers who controlled so much of Asia in the
19th and early 20th centuries. Unlike armies, however, indi-
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viduals with useful ideas were often able to cross the mountains.
Indeed, much of what makes Nepali culture vibrant and distinctive —
Newari metalworking, for example — grew out of face-to-face con-
tacts with the Indians and Chinese. In short, the Himalayas have
provided enough contact with the outside world to stimulate cul-
tural development, but also enough protection to prevent that cul-
ture from being overwhelmed by neighbors and colonizers.

But the mountains also cause problems. Mudslides and ava-
lanches claim victims daily. The economy suffers as well. Though
most Nepalese work as farmers, much of the land is too steep and
rocky to be productive. The result is widespread poverty. Nepal
must import much of what it needs, but carrying goods into the
mountains remains difficult and expensive, and there is not much
that the Nepalese can ship in return. The country’s most valuable
resource is probably timber, but the rich forests that once covered
the Himalayan foothills (and prevented mudslides) are now nearly
gone. India has responded to similar problems by developing its
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