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The History of the XA Family 
 
We saw the XA family two times in 1973 without realizing who they were or 
that they were a family we hadn’t encountered before. It was on October 20, 
1973 that Harvey Croze and I found a large aggregation of elephants 
including the TAs, DBs, IAs and others. Harvey took as many photos as he 
could of the oldest individuals. Six weeks later on December 5, 1973 our 
elephant colleague Iain Douglas-Hamilton visited Amboseli and took several 
roles of film of elephants and turned them over to us. We developed and 
printed contact sheets from both sets of films and saw that there were many 
elephants we did not know.  
 
It was almost a year later on October 27, 1974 that we saw some of these 
females again. On that day we found a reasonable-sized group of 25, which 
we could stay with and carefully photograph. We had seen some of the 
individuals before and had already assigned them to families, but we found 
two new adult females. One was a big handsome female with a calf of about 
three months 
old; the other 
was a pretty, 
younger female. 
They were close 
to Remedios of 
the RA family.  
 
I saw these 
individuals a few 
more times in 
1975 along with 
another adult 
female I believed 
belonged to the 
same family. On 
most of these 
occasions they 
were seen close to 
the RAs. It wasn’t 
until February 1976 that I hesitantly worked out who was in this new family. 
I gave them the letter X and named the older members. I was still confused 
as to who was an X and who was an R, but I assigned the following to the X 
family. I named the largest female Xanthippe after Socrates wife.  
 
 Xanthippe   Large Adult Female  
    Calf    1-2 years old 
 Xaviera   around 20 
 Xala    around 13 
 Xenia    around 10     
 Xeta    around 10 
 
During 1976 I ran out of letters when I got to the Z’s and had to recode 
families with a two-letter code.  Over the year, the X’s, now the XAs, were 

The very handsome but suspicious Xanthippe in 1973 
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seen 19 more times. With only two exceptions they were with the RAs. 
Unusually they had no young calves other than Xanthippe’s. It was on the 
15th sighting that year in October 1976 that I noted that the family was very 
disturbed. After two more sightings I sadly concluded that Xanthippe and her 
calf were dead. She was almost certainly poached. The 1970s was a time of 
intensive poaching around Amboseli and throughout Kenya.  
 
It was upsetting to lose Xanthippe because she was such a dignified and self-
confident matriarch. I knew the family would suffer without her leadership.  
 

Xaviera was the next 
oldest at about 21 
years old. It was young 
to be a matriarch. She 
wisely stuck close to 
the RAs whose 
matriarch Remedios 
was 30. However, this 
mingling of the Rs and 
Xs was confusing for 
me. I thought I would 
never be able to sort 
out who belonged to 
what family. It was 
striking that there were 
no young calves in 
either family. 
 
It turned out that the XA 
family would not have 

any calves for four more years. During 1975 there had been low rainfall in the 
Park and surrounding areas, and in 1976 the rains failed with only a miserly 
couple of inches falling during what was supposed to be the wet season.  There 
was a brief flush of green in April and May and then a serious drought set in. It 
was a very bad year to be born in Amboseli.  I recorded the birth of 29 calves.  
By the end of the year only 15 remained.  Of those that died, most were 
probably the victims of drought. It was sad and depressing watching these 
calves get weaker and weaker and then disappear.  Their mothers had milk but 
probably not in great quantity or quality.  What really seemed to affect the 
calves was the lack of suitable vegetation to feed on once they reached the age 
when they should have started to eat solid food. Calves start to eat a bit of 
grass when they are between three and four months old, and by the time they 
are eight months old they need quite a lot of food to sustain them.  In 1976 as 
the drought progressed there was only swamp vegetation which the young 
calves had difficulty both handling and digesting.  Many of the calves that had 
been born in the early part of the year died in September, October and 
November.  
 
Finally good rains came in December 1976 and in the following three years 
there was higher than average rainfall with resulting abundant and nutritious 
vegetation.  At the same time, for reasons I've never been sure about, the 
poaching stopped; and in 1978 the Maasai warriors were promoted to junior 

Xaviera in 1976; she had to take over as matriarch at only 21 
years old 
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elders who no longer felt it necessary to spear elephants to prove their 
bravery. All these changes meant a period of peace and plenty for the 
elephants and the elephants—adults and calves alike—gradually recovered.   
 
I now realized that the females had stopped reproductive cycling altogether 
during the drought. Only two calves had been born to the Amboseli population 
between January 1977 and November 1978, which meant there were only two 
conceptions in 1975 and 1976.   However, as soon as conditions improved the 
females began to come into oestrus again and mate.  Since so few of them had 
young calves there were a lot of females ready to conceive.  
 
Sadly, in September 1977 Xaviera was killed in a conflict situation. Now the 
next oldest female was Xala who was estimated to have been born in 1963, 
making her only 14 years old. Xala had a broken front leg that had healed 
fairly well. The leg was misshapen but she walked on with only a slight limp. 
The accident happened before I knew her, perhaps when she was a small calf, 
so I did not know how she got the injury.  
 
With only young females 
remaining in the XAs I 
worried that they would 
not be able to raise 
calves successfully. The 
age and experience of 
older females helps 
young mothers with the 
challenges of taking care 
of babies. The XAs were 
still staying close to 
Remedios but I didn’t 
know how they would 
fare. Finally in 1980 one 
of the younger females, 
Xenia, gave birth to her 
first calf, a male. He 
survived and was 
eventually named 
Xerxes. Needless to say he was lavished with attention since the family had not 
had a small calf since 1974.  
 
Another four years passed with no births but fortunately no deaths. Xala was 
the next to give birth in April 1984. Unfortunately, for her and her calf it was 
another terrible drought year when many of the calves died. Xala’s calf died in 
September 1984 at the height of the drought. In that same year Xenia gave 
birth again to another male and this calf lived.  
 
The other young XA females were growing up and they also began to have 
calves. Xeta had her first calf, a daughter, in 1987. From this point on the XAs 
began to do better. Calves were born and survived and although Xala was a 
young matriarch she was able to keep her family together.  
 
  

Xala was easy to recognize because of a big slit in her left 
ear and her misshapen leg 
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Xala had her second 
calf, a son, in 1989; and 
Xenia had her third calf 
in 1990, this time a 
daughter.  
 
It was in the 1990s that 
the XAs began to spend 
less time with the RAs. 
By now Xala was 27 
years old and was 
confident in leading her 
family. Xenia who was 
only three years 
younger was also a 
leader and she and Xala 
sometimes split up with 
each leading a portion 
of the family. By the 
end of 1990 the family 
consisted of the 
following members: 

 
 

Individual Sex Estimated or Known 
Date of Birth 

Xala F 1963 
   XAL89 M May-89 
Xenia F 1966 
   XEN90 F Apr-90 
   Xylon M Nov-84  
   Xerxes M Apr-80 
Xeta F 1966 
   XET87 F Jul-87 

 
The next 10 years were good for the XAs. There were no deaths at all in the 
1990s and six births counting Xenia’s 1990 calf. It was good to see them 
thriving after they had been reduced to so few and at such young ages.  
 
Xerxes had gone independent around 1994 and was followed shortly by his 
younger brother Xylon. We never saw Xylon again after November 2000, but 
we don’t know if he died or moved far away from Amboseli. Young bulls can 
wander quite far and stay away for years at a time. It is frustrating not 
knowing what has happened to them. Xerxes was doing very well and 
growing up to be a handsome male.  
 
By the end of 2000 the family had grown to 12 with two independent males: 
 
 
 

Xenia, who was later to become a matriarch, gave birth to the 
first calf to be raised successfully since the study began 
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Individual Sex Estimated or 
Known Date of 

Birth 

Mother 

Xala F 1963  
   Xabik M Jan-95  
   Xoan M May-89  
Xenia F 1966  
   XEN98 M May-98  
   Xantha F Apr-94  
   Xahra F Apr-90  
Xeta F 1966  
   Xango M Feb-97  
   Xylina F Apr-93  
   Xinisia F Jul-87  
     XIN00 M Sep-00  
    
Independent 
Males 

Code 
No. 

Date of Birth Mother 

Xerxes 341 Apr-80 Xenia 
Xylon (alive?) 403 Nov-84  Xenia 

 
 
The good times were coming to and end, however. Xeta died of an illness in 
2001. She left behind three living offspring—a son and two daughters. All 
was quiet for five years and then Xala died in 2008 from unknown causes. 
We never found her carcass. These two deaths left Xenia in charge. By now 
she was a big experienced female at 42 years old. She could have been a 
very successful matriarch but she didn’t get the chance. The following year, 
2009, saw the worst drought in living memory. Nearly 400 elephants died 
during 2009 including 250 calves. Some families suffered terribly losing as 
many as seven adult females and almost all their calves.  
 
The XAs lost seven members, which was devastating for a small family. The 
most profound loss was that of Xenia who died in July 2009. Her son Xerxes 
also died. They were both speared in the intense conflict between people and 
wildlife for the meager remaining vegetation. Xeta’s 22-year-old daughter 
Xinisia died and four were calves aged six years and under.  
 
Rains finally came in December of 2009 and more rain fell in early 2010. 
Vegetation grew and the elephants began to recover. It was fascinating to 
see how the families would respond. Elephants live in a fission-fusion 
society, which means their social structure is very fluid. They come together, 
split apart, come together again. We saw this behavior over and over again 
after the drought. Almost every family had broken down into small sub-units 
trying to find enough to eat. 
 
I felt particularly bad for the XAs and the other small families that had 
struggled to build up their numbers and create tight-knit elephant families. 
They lost cohesiveness but over the four years since the drought ended they 
have shown remarkable resilience. They are together again led by Xenia’s 
daughter Xahra. At 23 years old Xahra is young to be a matriarch; and once 
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again the XAs are back to almost 
where they started before the 
drought but now with all the older 
adults gone.  
 
However, they are not giving up. 
After the drought was over they 
contributed to the baby boom with 
a new calf born in September 
2012. The mother is Xantha one of 
Xenia’s daughters. More calves are 
expected. 
 
Remarkably two of the XA calves 
born during the drought in 2009 
have survived. That alone tells me 
that the family is doing something 
right. I’m hoping that they will 
thrive for now on.  
 
The present composition and 
structure of the XAs is: 
 
 
 
 
 

Individual Sex Estimated or 
Known Date of 

Birth 

Mother if Dead 

Xahra F Apr-90 Xenia 
   Xietse M Mar-09  
   Xienne F Jul-05  
   Xheli M Sep-01  
Xantha F Apr-94 Xenia 
   XNT12 F Sep-09  
Xaime M May-98 Xenia 
Xenzi F Dec-02 Xenia 
Xylina F Apr-93 Xeta 
   Xikko M Jul-09  
Xango M Feb-97 Xeta 
Xerox M Sep-00 Xinisia 
Xabik F Jan-05 Xala 
Xarlo M Feb-03 Xala 
    
    
Independent 
Males 

Code 
No. 

Date of Birth Mother 

Xylon (alive?) 403 Nov-84  Xenia 
Xoan (alive?) 482 May-89 Xala 

 

Xahra with her inward pointing tusks is now 
the matriarch of the XAs 
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The XA family in 2012 with Xahra at the front 
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