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If I could speak with you today and should be able to ask each of you to name the animal 

that most amused you during your last visit to the zoo, you would undoubtedly answer most 

unequivocally, the monkey. If I should ask what animal impressed you the most, I would 

certainly get a variety of answers. Some would say the elephant, another would answer the lion, 

someone else the buffalo and there would certainly be one who would concur in my opinion that 

the giraffe is the most impressive animal to be seen. 

The giraffe impresses one because of its gracefulness in spite of its tremendous size. As 

you watch you will see it switch its tufted tail from side to side and languidly search out the 

freshest, tenderest leaves with its gray, wet and serpent-like tongue. 

Where will we find this “living watch-tower”? Let’s imagine ourselves being transported 

to the scene of the giraffe’s native land. We step upon the carpet of our imagination and are 

whisked away across the broad Atlantic, across the dark African continent with its steaming 

jungles to the eastern border of the continent. Here we come into the golden infinity of Kenya’s 

Athi Plains. Here we will be in the land of parasol-topped trees with their sparse thorny foliage, 

the zebras, the wildebeests, the lions, and — the giraffes. Yes, this is the land of the giraffes and 

suddenly we see them with their long, sinuous, spotted necks arching above the trees. They seem 

to have such a laissez-faire attitude and approach toward life as they stand gently chewing their 

cuds. And those gentle brown eyes — they have that seeming, soul-searching quality. Yes, 

Africa is the land of the giraffe. Here stands a creature that symbolizes Africa perhaps more than 

any other of the Dark Continent’s magnificent animals. Nothing like it roams any other part of 

the world. It is and always has been confined to Africa. 

What are the classifications and names of the giraffe? 

The giraffe has been called the Nubian giraffe. This comes from the word Nubia. Nubia 

was once a part of the ancient kingdom of Ethiopia, the land of the giraffe. The family of the 

giraffe is giraffoidae. There are several easily distinguishable types of giraffes. There is the 

Masai giraffe, with its brown maple-leaf blotches against a background of beige. Then there is 

the reticulated or Somali giraffe, with its red coat and network of immaculate white. And the 

Uganda giraffe has three bony protuberances in addition to the two bonafide horns, which have 

caused it to become known as the “five-horned” giraffe. 

One important characteristic of the giraffe family is that it belongs to a class of animals 

known as the ruminants. Those of you who live on farms are well acquainted with ruminants. 

They are animals with split hoofs and chew their cuds. A cow is an example of a ruminant. The 

food is taken into the mouth where it is mixed with saliva and swallowed without chewing. The 

food goes through the esophagus to the stomach. The stomach is not like the stomach of most 

animals, however; but is divided into 4 sections. The undigested food goes to the first stomach 

which is called the rumen or paunch. Here the food collects and is stored after being swallowed. 

The food next goes to the reticulum, the second cavity which has tiny pockets in the walls. It 

looks like a honeycomb. Here the food is softened and made into small masses called cuds. 

When the animal is resting the muscles in the reticulum send food back up the esophagus to the 

mouth to be chewed and mixed with saliva. It is at this point that we say the animal is chewing 

its cud. The ruminant chews with a roundish motion as those who live on a farm have observed. 

The food goes from the mouth to the third cavity called the psalterium. From the psalterium it 



goes to the abomasum where the food is mixed with gastric juice. Upon leaving the abomasum 

the food goes to the intestines where digestion is completed and the digested food is absorbed 

through the intestinal walls into the blood stream. 

What are some of the other characteristics of the giraffe? 

The giraffe’s most amazing characteristic is that it is the largest of the quadrupeds 

(animals with 4 legs). It owes its tremendous height to its extremely long neck. This is all the 

more amazing when we consider that the giraffe has the same number of vertebrae (seven) in its 

neck as the tiny field mouse. This neck serves the giraffe in good stead. It constitutes the 

giraffe’s watchtower. This long neck, combined with good vision, sense of smell, and hearing, 

enables it to observe potential danger from a considerable distance. Unfortunately the giraffe’s 

judgment of what constitutes danger is poor. 

The giraffe has a short body which slopes sharply to the tail and ends in a tuft of hair. The 

front legs of the giraffe always appear longer than the hind legs at first glance. They are all the 

same length. As we have said, the giraffe has cloven hoofs. 

Not only is the giraffe possessed with a long neck and long legs but its head is also 

proportionately long. Its long slender head is topped with two ears of moderate size and usually 

two bony projections resembling horns which are covered with hairy skin. 

The giraffe has a long upper lip and an 18 inch tongue which helps it tear leaves from 

trees; the leaves of the acacia tree being its chief source of food. 

The giraffe, like the camel, has the ability to close its nostrils while it eats and to keep out 

drifting sand. We have said before that the giraffe has beautiful eyes which are surrounded with 

long lashes. 

The hair of the giraffe is short and smooth. It is characteristically marked by brown spots 

or patches separated by a network of whitish lines. It is interesting to note at this point that 

because of its appearance, it was once called the camelopard. This was because of its combined 

resemblance to the camel and the leopard. 

Because of its long front legs the giraffe is compelled to throw both caution and grace to 

the winds when it drinks. When it does drink it spreads its forelegs, stiffly and straight, at right 

angles to one another, and shifts its front feet farther and farther apart in shuddering jerks until at 

last it can reach the water. At other times it placesits the feet slightly ahead of the body and 

bends its forelegs forward and down, spider fashion, until the head is low enough to reach the 

water. In either case, the process is a slow and uncertain one. And once the animal’s thirst is 

slaked, the recovery of its normal position is equally slow and awkward. Because of its 

awkwardness the giraffe is known to have forgone drinking for several days. 

One of the myths most commonly thrown about concerning the giraffe is that it has no 

larynx or voice box. This is far from the truth because the giraffe does have a larynx, which is 

poorly developed and seldom used. Giraffes in captivity have been heard to make a soft moo. 

Giraffes have one of the most remarkable habits. Some authors say that it is nothing more 

than an old wives fable. Others say that they have seen one mature giraffe cow surrounded by as 

many as nine giraffe calves. This habit is known as the communal nursery. This seems to be the 

only solution to this problem because a giraffe has never been known to have “novemtuplets” 

and the gestation period of a giraffe is approximately 15 months. 

One final characteristic. The giraffe has no means of defense unless, as one zoo worker 

put it, “you would say it is the only animal that can kick in all four directions at the same time.” 

This is a slight exaggeration but it illustrates the truth that the giraffe is possessed with 

tremendous agility in spite of its size. 



And now, after our arm chair adventure, we leave the Dark Continent, the home of the 

giraffe. 

 

Originally Published in: 

Vol 17 No 8 November 1957 


