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. THE RED SEA DUGONG

——

INTRODUCTION

Although the Red Sea is usually included within the range of distyi.
bution for the dugong (Sclater, 1899, p. 351, Weber 1928, II p. 494 ete.)
vet there has been only a single authenticated record of its occurrence in’
this area. That record was made by Riippell in the year 1833 (pp. 97-
114), when he gave a general description of a female specimen which he

had obtained.

Riippell, at that time, was certainly unaware of Ehrenberg’s Sym-
bolae Physicae (1928) which had appeared five years before, and where
Ehrenberg had given a scrappy description of some bones of the Red Sea

dugong. He established the species Halicore hemprichit on the basis of 3
skull found at Barkan Island in the Red Sea; and on the basis of a few

teeth from Hanakel Island Ehrenberg established another species which
he called H, lottum.

Riippell’s account appears to be one of the earliest we have on the
dissection of the dugong, and, considering the hard conditions under
which Rippell worked, it is reasonably accurate and forms a good
foundation for our knowledge of the gross anatomy and osteology of the
animal. Nevertheless, Riippell’s account has remained unnoticed for long
and, has been overlooked by most later authors. Dugongs are fairly
common in the Indo-Malayan Islands and along the north-eastern coast
of Australia, as well as the coast of Ceylon; less common on the coast of
FEast africa and round Madagascar. In the Red Sea, however, they have
pecome so rare that in the century or more that followed Ruppell’s work,
no other record was made. In fact, dugongs were believed to have
become extinct in this area; a fact which would have been expected, In

view of the defenseless nature of those creatures and the relentless pursuit
by fishermen who would seek them for their flesh, oil, hide and tusks.

In January 1942, however, while searching beach sand for miscella-

neous specimens, I came across some mammalian bones including jaW
bfmes and a broken skull. By the aid of the latter the bones were identi-
fied as dugong bones. They were burried in the sand and appeared to

y a few years before. ThiS

belong to an animal, which must have died onl
find aroused my interest and gave the impety




In the northern part of the Red Sea, it is known as « nagat al-bahr »

meaning the « sea-camel ». Those few fishermen, who knew of it, highly
esteemed its flesh and fat.

Iflamooning as a means for obtaining specimens — as normally
practiced in the Indo-Australian Archipelago — was naturally futile,

owing to the scarcity of these animals. Resort had, therefore, to be
taken to nets. Ordinary nets mutilate the animals delicate skin, as
strong ropes tend to produce large cuts, and special nets had, therefore,
to be made for this particular purpose, using ropes of loosely twisted
fine linnen threads. The nets made were 50-70 meters long by 5 meters
broad, and had four meshes for the square metre. Several such
net-units are used together. The upper edge of the net is floated by
corks, the opposite edge sinking by its own weight. One end of the
lower edge of the net is fastened hard to the bottom by a boat-anchor,
the other end is held in place simply by a weight, generally a stone. The
dugong being strictly herbivorous, the nets are placed in localities where
Sea-grasses are abundant, particularly where a narrow passage occurs
between coral reefs or between a reef and the shore. The nets are set
In such a manner as to close these passages and block the way in the
face of the larger animals roaming about in those localities for food.

Several such places between Al-Ghardaga and Ras Glemsa. in the
north (70 kms), were tried. In less than two weeks we had our reward
of a half grown male specimen, 198 cms. long from the tip of the muzzle
to the end of the tail (middle of the tail fluke). This was caught at Ras
el-Eish, 90 kms. north of our Station in the night of November 7th 1942.
This finding was recorded in the Cairo daily paper « Al Ahram » on Dec.
15th 1942, p. 3, where a photograph of that specimen was given, also in
the Station annual report for 1942-43 (Gohar 1942 and 1944).

This find created interest and stimulated us to launch a long and
continued search préogramme, in order to obtain more specimens. Never-
theless, it was not until after the lapse of 27 months of continued
unslakening effort that we succeeded, and this time our recompense
consisted of two mature females, caught in February 1940 at a locality
only three kilometres north of our Station.

In all, about 15 specimens were procured in the thirteen years that
followed. They were mostly caught single but on two occasions a pair
of a male and a female were obtained at each time, and on a third occasion
two females were caught together. _

Besides the account by Riippell in 1833 referred to above, Owen - In
1838 - gave a description of the viscera of the Malayan dugong, and
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