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Insect-inflicted nodular myositis on the trunk of an Indian elephant
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Inspite of their long association
with man, the African elephant and
the Asian elephant still remain as
animals even
rather little studied
today. Both are included in the
endangered category and are receiving adequate attention with regard
to the various aspects of their conservation. However, it seems that
the significant aspects of survival parameters relating to the disease problems of the elephants have not been
adequately covered and that systematic studies are yet to be undertaken in
this regard.

trunk of an Indian elephant Elephas
maximus bengalensis de Blairsville,
due to attack by biting flies.
Materials and Methods

A 15 year old male Indian
elephant, owned by Thiruvanikkavu
Devaswom near Thrissur, was brought
to the first author in September, 1980
with the complaint that the animal
was exhibiting certain nodules on the
trunk and evincing thereby some
functional impairment. On detailed
examination, the trunk of the animal
revealed the presence of 14 nodules
The trunk which has tremendous (Fig. 1). The nodules ranged from
manoeuvrability, is an especially
diameter.
2 to 4 cm in
They
important organ of elephants and were circums:ribed, hard and hemisinformation regarding the afflictions pherical with slight puffiness at the
affecting the same appears to be central top region. Squeezing of the
meagre. Sikes (1971) described cer- nodules caused pain.
tain types of injuries as also paralysis
George
of the trunk of elephants.
Detailed enquiry revealed that the
(1989) reported that wounds due to
elephant had not been subjected to any
accidental falling of log or bullet
ill treatment like punching or prodinjuries are common on the trunk of ding with objects such as ankur
elephants. Fandey and Bandopadhay or repeated goading on the trunk but
(1992) described a fibroma of the
had been periodically attacked by
trunk of an Indian elephant.
biting flies. Thorough examination
The present paper deals with an also revealed that the animal was free
instance of myositis nodules on the from any louse or tick infestation.
'.
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The animal was got commandeered
to lateral recumbency and biopsy of a
nodule was taken under local anaesthesia. A lozenge shaped biopsy was
taken from the centre of the nodule
and fixed in 10% formalin. The
biopsy was subjected to routine processing and section of 4,~ thickness
were made and stained with Haematoxylin Eosin.
The biopsy lesion was handled
as an open wound while the nodules
were treated with resorptive ointment
(Iodine ointment) and internal administration of skin as well as muscular
tonics (Liquor Arsenicalis and MacalvitIM: Sandoz).
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Fig. 1
Trunk showing nodules

Results and Discussion
Histopathological e x a m i n a t i o n
revealed a picture of chronic inflammatory reaction involving the muscle,
Degeneration, necrosis, oedema and
focal hyalinisation of muscle fibres
were also noticed• The latter represented the central focus of reaction
zone. No indication of any foreign
body was evident in the nodular
tissue. There was no cellular infiltration indicative of any secondary infection. No bacterial or fungal organisms
were seen.
The nodules responded to the
treatment and healed within a month.
From the history and the findings,
it was suspected that the injury
inflicted by periodical attack of the
biting flies, might have incited the
formation of the nodules on the trunk
of the animal. The relatively soft
nature of the skin of the trunk of the

elephant (Evans, 1910; Sikes, 1971)
might have been a reason for the
attack by the flies.
Tabanids (Tabanidae
Diptera)
have been reported as the biting
flies infesting elephants in India,
According to Sen and Fletcher (1962),
the elephant is one of the usual host
of tabanics, which are conspicuous by
reason of the relatively large size and
severity of bites. Sundaram (1966)
collected many species of both Tabanus and Haematopota frcm elephants
in a camp at Wayanad (Kerala) and
was of the view that Tabanus species
pester elephants more than other wild
animals. The first author of the
present report had also encountered
Tabanus and Haematopota species on
elephants in various arEas in Kerala
including Thrissur and
suburbs
According to Sikes (19'11), tabanids
are encountered frequently bothering
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wild African elephants in certain areas,
especially in the vicinity of water. Sen
and Fletcher (1962), `Askew (1971) and
Nayar et al. (1985) mentioned that
tabanids have curious predilection for
site to feed. Askew (1971) had also
mentioned that Tabanus species are
particularly vicious. Soulsby (1982)
stated .that the bites of tabanids give
rise to weals in soft skinned animals.
The above observations and findings indicated that the nodules on the
trunk of the elephant might have been
formed as a result of the injuries
inflicted by tabanid biting flies.
Summary
Fourteen circumscribed, hard,
hamispherical nodules with slight
puffiness at central top region and
ranging from 2 cm. to 4 cm. in
diameter were encountered on the
trunk of a captive Indian tusker. The
nodules were painful on squeezing.
Histopathological examination of biopsy of a nodule revealed chronic
myositis. History and observations
indicated that the nodules might have
developed as a sequel to bites of
tabanids. The nodules subsided with
treatment.
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