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THE DISTRIBUTION OF MAl'v1MALS IN THE NAMIB DESERT 

AND ADJOINING INLAND ESCARPlviENT 

by 

C. G. COETZEE f<>t b 
State Museum , Windhoek 

(With 1 map, 2 figures and 2 colour plates) 

ABSTRACT 

The mammals of the Namib Desert and adjoining 

escarpment zone are listed under the diff eren t 

habitat s they occu r in , viz. Sand Dunes, Coastal 

Humm ocks , Gravel Plains, Rocky Outcrops and 

Canyons, Riv eri ne Growth, pro -Na mib and Adjoining 

Escarpment. Their utili zat ion of these habitats and 

possible dispersion routes, are being discussed . 

INTRODUCTION 

The mammals of the Namib Desert have been 

listed a mongst others, by Shortridge (1936), Ro­

berts (1951), Ellerman et al. (1953), R oesc h & von 

Lehmann (1956) , Bauer & Niethammer (1959), 

Meester (1962, 19"64) and Niethammer (1968) and 

in repor t s by pioneers such as Pi enaa r and S. van 

Reenen in 1793 (in Vedder, 1934) and Alexande r 

(1838) while the ir gene ral distr ibuti on patterns 

have been discussed and map ped by Davis, 1962. 

The subspecies represented in the Namib are in 
most cas es not discussed in this paper as stress is 

laid rath er on the prese nce of particular species in 

the differ ent habitats of the Namib. Furthermore, 
this paper deals only with the mamm al fauna of 

only the South ViTest Afr ica n section of the Namib 

Dese rt, with the except ion of the bats and the Cape 

sea lion ( ATctocephalus 1jusillus). The nomencl a ture 

used by Davis (1962, 1965) and Meester et al. (1964) 

is followed . 

GENERAL TOPOGRAPHY (Map 1) 

The Namib Desert forms a narrow coastal strip 
along a high inland plateau. The western edge of 

thi s inland plateau is marked by either mountain 

chains which form dist inct escar pments (An golan 

a nd Kaokoveld mounta ins; Khomas Hochl and, 

Gamsberg, Naukluft, Zaris and Tiras ranges; the 

Huib Plateau and Richtersveld Mountains of Na­

maqualand) or by a less clearly marked escarpment 

as in the area between the Kaokove ld and Khomas 

Hochland where the plateau has mountainous fing­

er s stretching westwards and isolated mountains 

such as Brandberg, Erongo, Spitzkoppe and ChtlOS . 

The Namib Desert consists mainl y of gravel 

plains, unbr oken sand dun es and dun e strip es or 

barchan dunes on grave l plains (Koch, 1961). 

The distribution of animal life (espec ially the 

sma ll mammals) is, apart from the surface feat ures 

mentioned, largely influenced by rocky outcrops 

and low mountain cha ins , by the rivers that cross 

or enter the Namib, as well as by coastal vegetat ion. 
The mounta ins and river beds form niches that diff­

er vast ly from the adjo ining plains and dunes both 

in topogr aphy a nd micro-climate. The outc rop s and 

river-b eds may act as migra t ion corridors leading 

fr om the inner plateau to the heart of the desert . 

Th e rivers crossing the Namib can be separate d 

int o: 

a) peren nial ri vers flowing from the centra l interior 

(Orange a nd Kunene); 

b) seasonal rivers from the in terior of South West 

Africa (Huab, Ugab, Omaruru and Swakop); 

and 

c) seasonal r iver s from the adjoining escarpment 

zone ( Coro ca fr om Sierra de Chela of Angola ; 

Hoaru sib, Khumib, Hoanib, Unjab ·etc . from the 

Kaokoveld and the Kuis eb from , the Khom as 

Hochland) . 
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A fourth group of rivers enter the Namib but do 
not have a clearly marked mouth. Some of these 
end amongst the dunes in lime plains or pans such 
as Tsondabvlei, Sossusvlei and Koichabpan. 

The true desertic Namib occurs along the coast 
and is separated from the escarpment zone by the 

subdesertic pro-Namib. The pro-Namib is a rather 
ill-defined area of gradual change-over on the gravel 
plains or a clearly marked corridor, with scattered 
hills , wedged between the dunes and the escarp­
ment. The 100 mm mean annual isohyet follows 

the eastern border of the Namib closely (Map), 
except along the Orange River Valley and environs. 
The area east of the Huib and Richtersveld Moun­
tains and below the 100 mm isohyet is generally 
excluded from the accepted concept of the Namib. 
It could, however, zoogeographically be regarded as 
pro-Namib. 

HABITAT TYPES AS UTILIZED BY MAMMALS 

The habitats used by the mammals in the Namib 
could basically be classified as Sand Dunes; Gravel 
Plains; Mountains, Rocky Outcrops and Canyons; 
Riverine Growth and halophytic shrubs in Coastal 
Hummocks (Plates I and II). 

There are two main dune fields in the South West 
African Namib . The northern one lies south of the 
Kunene River and breaks-up towards the south to 
form either barchan dunes on soft gravel or a na­

rrow littoral belt that stretches as far south as the 
Huab River. The Kuiseb River forms the northem 
limit of the central dune mass which averages a 

width of 60 miles and continues southwards as far 
as Liideritz. Vegetation consists mainly of dune­
grass clumps ( A1·istida sabulicola) while a variety 
of annual grasses appear after rain showers, espe­
cially in the more .stable inter-dune 'streets'. 

A large expanse of bare, rugged rock of the 
Damara System that lies south of the Huab River is 

an important topographical character hitherto not 

mentioned in discussions of biographical nature. 
This area of exposed rock stretches southwards be­

yond the Ugab River and some sixty miles inland 

to the east of the Doros Crater, north of Brand­
berg. This rugged terrain is separated from the 

sea by a 4 to 15 mile wide strip of sandy gravels 
similar to that found along the largest part of the 
coast between Swakopmund and the Unjab R iver. 

The influence of this rugged area on the distribu­
tion of animal life, mammals in particular, is yet 

unknown. It could be most important as it stret­
ches across the Namib plains, leaving only a coastal 
corridor for north-south dispersion. 

The Gravel Plains vary in regard to the firmness 
of the surface and the salinity of the soil. The 
surface may be sand, gravel or a near-exclusive flat-

stone covering. The surface can be vegetationless, 
vegetated with halophytes, with a sparse grass 
cover or with a good grass stand as in the pro­
Namib. 

Willoughby & Cade (1967) followed Logan (1960) 
in differentiating between the "Outer Gravel Flats" 
and "Inner Gravel Flats". The Outer Gravel Flats 

are virtually vegetationless with scattered halophy­
tes such as Arthmerua leubnitziae and Zygophyllum. 

stapjii) while grasses and low, woody perennials 
form a sparse cover in the Inner Gravel Flats. 
Willoughby & Cade (op. cit.) p. 5) add: "This 
habitat is very open with little ground cover, and 
if rain fails to fall for more than a year the annual 
grasses disappear leaving hardly a trace". The 'Open 

Acacia Woodland' is used as a third habitat that 
can be compared with the 'pro-Namib habitat' as 
discussed in this article. 

The Rocky Outcrops and Canyons consist of 
coarse grained, well eroded granite, mica schists, 
felspar formations or lime deposits (Logan, 1960). 
Vegetation varies remarkably, consisting not only 
of various grasses but also of a number of shrubs 
and succulents as Sarcocaulon mossamedense) Pe­

largoniwn otaviense) Senecio longiflm·us) EuphoTbia 

lignosa) Orthanthem albida) Petalidium sp., Acacia 

Tejiciens ) Commiphom saxicola and Hoodia spp. 
(Giess 1962, and in litt.). 

The variation in the riverine cover is discussed 
below in the comparison of the different species 
occurring in the river-beds, while full reference is 
given to the Coastal Hummocks in the discussion 
of the distribution pattern of Parotom .ys littledalei.. 

MATERIAL 

The figure 1 was compiled from existing literature 
records, personal field notes and catalogues and 
after discussion of the distribution of the larger 

species with individuals having a sound knowledge 1 sV _ 
of animal life in the Namib Desert during the last ., , 

- Jie>6A 

two decades. 

The purpose of this figure is not only to mark 
the presence of the species in the different habitats, 
but also to give an approximate indication of their 

proportional abundance. In the figure 1, a solid bar 
indicates that the species is generally present in all 
the applicable niches throughout the habitat type, 
while a short bar indicates that the species is present 
in a restricted part of the habitat only. Hartman's 
zebra ( Equus zebTa)) for example, was originally 
present throughout the escarpment zone (first 
column) as well as in most of the outcrops and in 
the rough terrain of the pro-Namib (third column). 
It was, however, restricted to the vegetated out - ·. 
crops of the eastern desertic Namib (fourth column) 
and the gravel plains between these outcrops (fifth 

column). 
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DISCUSSION 

The species listed in figure 1 are discussed under 

the diff ere nt habitats. Species occurring in more 

than one of the habitats are discussed only once, 

usually under the habitat most commonly found. 

Some mammals which occur in all habitats 

mentioned are the gemsbok (Ory x gazella), spring­

bok ( Ant idorc as marsuzJialis), saddle-backed jackal 
(Canis rnesomelas) and brown hyaena (Hyaena 

bnmnea). The distribution of the two carnivo res is 
great ly influ enced by the presence of open water, 

alt hough both thes e species are known to supple­

ment t he ava ilabl e water by ea ting vegeta ble matter 
such as nan·as ( Acanthosicyos horrida) , wild melons 

and other cucurbits, and in the case of the saddle­

backed jackal, also berries . Saddle-backed jackals 

are extremely numerous along the coast as scav­

engers, a niche probably extensively utilized before 

by brown hyaenas , the number of which has become 

grea tl y reduced during the previous decades . 

Although springbok penetrate into the dune areas: 

they usuall y follow the vegetation in the dune 

'streets'. Gemsbok graze fr equently on the sparse 

vegetation of the coastal plains and amongst the 

dunes. 

Springbok and gemsbok are common on the 

Gravel Plains wher ever there is vegetation. Being 

larger than most other mammals of the Namib and 

wander ers by nature, they often cross extr emely 

dry areas for twenty or more miles to reach green 

vege tation after local rain showers. In contr as t to 

the springbok, gemsbok are often found on roc ky 

outc rops an d again st the steep slop es of canyons. 

Both these plain s-loving ant elopes will visit river­

courses to drink but although they graze on the 

sedges or bushes in the river-beds, norm ally r emain 

there for brief period only. 

The Sand Dun es 

The only mammal endemic to the Namib , the 

Namib golderi mole (Eremitalpa ranti is repre­
sented by the ypical form to the south of the 

Orange Riv er and by the subspeci es namibensi .s in 

the central dune system (Plate I a) . 

Ther e is a possibility that another species of 

golden mole exists in the Na mib . This assumption 
is based on (a) an article on a golden mole collect­

ed during 1951 at Rooibank, 30 miles sou theast 

of Wal vis Bay (van der Merwe, 1964) ,. and (b) 

reports of golden mole tracks observed in the bed 

Figure 1 : The occurrence of mammals in the differ ent 
habitats of the Namib Desert and in the ad­
joining inland escarpment . The length · of each 
bar indicates the relative utili za tion by each 
species of the suitable niches in eac h habitat. 

of the Swakop River , near its mouth, by amongst 

others, Dr. C. Koch. The golden mole mentioned in 

the article by Mr. van der Merwe not only appears 

to have the fore-claws different from that of 

Erem.italpa but it is also larger in size. 

The golden mole seems to prefer dunes with 

scattered clumps of dune-grass ( A1'istida sabulicola). 

The larg e proportion of golden mole remains in 

owl pellets (Bauer & Niethammer , 1958 and Nel, 
in press) are due to the fr equency with which thes e 

fossorial animals emerge and the large distanc es 

they cover on the surfac e. During these nocturn a l 

surface wanderings they often cov er a distance of 

150 yards or more with int ermitt ent submersion of 
a few inches only. How ever, they may also circle 

around just below the surface in dun e-grass patches. 

Wand ering around on the surface occurs more often 

on the hard windward side of dun es and adjoining 

parts of dune 'streets ' but tracks have also been 

observed on the ex trem ely soft sand of a rather 

sharp incline. ETemitalp a granti were recorded by 

Holm (1968) in the bed of the Kuiseb River near 

Gobabeb. 

Ther e are no ins ectivorous small mammals in the 

north ern dunes , although a large number of rodent 

species, especially gerbils , probably take tenebrionid 

and oth er beetles on the dunes, as they do in 

captivity. The proteine-rich beetl es may play an 

important part in their water metabolism . 

The pigmy gerbil (Gerbillus paeba) is found 

throughout the drier sandy parts of southern Africa : 

along the south coast from the Alexandria District 

in the Eastern Cape to the Cape Flats , thence inland 

and northwards to South West Africa and the 

Angol an Namib, the Kalahari and sandy parts to 

the north of the Soutp ansberg in the TransvaaL 

G. JJaeba is the most widespread rodent of the 
Namib and is absent only from rocky areas and 

densely vegetated river-beds. It is often present on 
sandy pa tches in the gravel pla ins , amongst the 

coastal hummocks or in the high dune area wher e 

it more frequently occurs between the dun es, having 

its permanent burrows close to dune-grass clumps . 

Their tracks can neverthel ess be followed up dune 

faces , indicating that it roams around at night and 

cross es the dunes. 

The closely r elated Gerb illus vallinus has a more 

restricted distribution in southern Africa, being 

known only from the northwestern Karroo and the 
Namib . G. vallinuS remains are exceptionally 

num erous in owl pellets from Sossusvlei (Bauer & 

Niethammer 1959 , Nel, 1969), from near Hope 

Mine and from near Orupembe on the northern pro­
Namib -Kaokoveld border (Davis, pe1·s. com.)_ 

GeTbi llu s vallinus is possibly the ·only Namib 

mammal of which a to t!Jg _ ) 

dlJD_es and can be differentiated on cranial cha-

r;_cters from the subspecies on the gravel plains. 
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Th e Coastal Hwnmocks 

Mammals found in the Coastal Hummocks com­

prise some of thos e already discussed, viz. saddle­

back ed jackal, hyae na , springbok , gemsbok and 

Gerbill.us ?Jaeba. 

The genera l distri bution patte rn of [>aroto r!:!.Y..S...... .. 

remarkarbly with that of G. 

valli nus, both being present in the northwe ste rn 
Karro o and Namib. P. li.ttleda.lei ., how eve r is absent 

from the main dune sys tems and occurs only along 

the coast from as far south as the mouth of the 
Olif ants River in the Cape Pro vince to the north 

of the Rocky Point (Khumib Riv er). It has not yet 

been ·recorded from further north although it is 

possibly present at or beyond the Kun ene River 

mouth. 

Alt hough P. li ttl eda.lei is also present in the 

southern pro-Namib par ts of South West Africa, 

its distribut ion patt ern in the central an d north ern 

part s of the Namib seems t o be linked with the 

coasta l hummock chain just above hi gh wat er· mark 

and with the bush covered hummo cks extending 
par alle l or 

(Plate I b). 

Th ere seems to be no conta ct betwe en the Paro­

tomys littledalei occurring in t he Coastal Humm­

ocks and those from the in terior of South West 

Africa (Rehoboth District and southwest th ereof) 

and the so uth ern pro-N amib (opposite the southern 

plains). 

The ga nnabush (Sa lsola sp.) hummocks see m to 

be the most commonly utili zed by P . littlecl alei but 

they are also present in "inkbo s" (Suae cla plwnosa) 

and in the "podloodplant " ( Arthraerua leubnitziae). 

Althou gh th ey oft en feed on the succul ent Zygo­

phillw n stap f.f ii, jud ging from the numerou s run­
ways seen lea din g to th ese bushes, not one burrow 

system bas been foun d in them. 

P. l.ittledalei , contrary to generall y accepted belief, 

are territor ial and not colonial, as is the case with 

P. bmntsi. Tracks often lead fr om one hummock 

to a not he r or from adjoining gannabush humm ocks 

to the suc culent Zygophillum betw een the two. The 

only cas2s where more than one an imal was found 

to utili ze a single hummock were where fem ales 

with young or two subadult animals were collected 

fro m the same lod ge. Individu al lodges can even be 

disting uis hed in river -beds with a dense "inkbos" 

cover , such as th e Swakop River , close to its mouth . 

Par ot ornys littled alei are here prese nt in the higher 

sandy parts of the ri ver-b ed but away from the 

damp brackish bottom. 

It might be noted here that P. littledalei and the 

closely related P . brant si are both present in the 

southeastern part of South West Africa, but have 
not yet been rec ord ed as occurring sympatrica lly. 

The differ ent niches that they occupy are indicated 

_, 

by their plant community preferences . P . littledale i 

is found in Salsola -Suaeda communities while P . 

bmnt si prefers the driedoring (Rhigo zum, trich oto ­

mum) covered dune 'streets'. 

The Namaqua dun e-mole (Bathyergus janet ta ) 

is found in the coastal dun es of Namaqua land in 

the Cap e Province and in the area lying close to 

the mouth of the Orange River in South ·w est 
Afri ca. · 

The Gravel Plains 

Differ ent ia tion between the inh ab itants of the 

des2rt ic Gravel Plains and those of the pro-Namib 

is virtually impossibl e, a s the pro-Namib consists 

mainly of veget at ed grave l plains. The vegetat ion, 

on the other ha nd dep ends larg ely on rainf all which 

is an extremely unst a ble fac tor and cons ists nearly 

exclusively of local showers (Plate I c). 

Of tho se mammals living on the Namib plains, 

mention ed ab ove, the , Namaqua gerb il (D esm.odillus 

auri.cu lar is ) is the most frequent. It may occur in 

the same gene ra l area as both Gerbillus paeba. an d 

G. vallinus but actually pref er s gravel abov e sand 

and concentrat es on ex posed limestone areas, espe ­

cially loose lim esto ne amongst san d and gravel. 

D esmoclillu s' .s habit of stor in g seeds may be a fac to r 

con tr ibutin g to its surviv al. 

I ctonvx stTia tus, the polec at, is well adapted to 
life in the deser t wh ere it pre ys on rodents a nd 

ground birds . Polecats can be seen in t he sandy 

rived-beds or way out on the plains, amongst sed ges 

in ri ver -beds or a mongst boulder s. Pol eca ts have 

not yet been r ecorded from high mountain s or 

steep ravin es. 

The va lidity of the Namib har e (Lepus salai) 

as a recognized species is still a quest ion . P ette r & 

Genest (1965) regar d it as a subspecies of L. ca­

]Jensis and thi s view is follow ed h ere. It is r ecorded 

from the easter n par ts of the Grave l Plain s and 

pro- Nam ib, and is even presen t where the grass­

cover is extreme ly spa rse . 

Suricate s (Suricata suricatta) and ground squi ­

rrels (Xerus inauTis) inhabit the pro-Namib plains 

and eas tern parts of the dEsertic Grave l Plain s. 

They sometimes live side by side but suricates norm­

ally have their main burrows amongst lim es tone 

whil e ground squirr els prefer soft er soil. 

The Namib suricate is distinctl y smaller and 

paler in colour than the S. s. hahni from the in ter ­

ior of South West Africa. These differences are 

so marked that Roberts (1951) reg arded the Namib 

form as a different species, viz. S. ?narjoriae· Brad­

field , 1936. 

The distribution of the Kaokoveld bristly ground 

squirrel (Xerus prince]JS) is still rather unknown 

but appears to be restricted to the eastern part of 
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the South West African escarpment . Known from 

near Warmbad in the south (below 100 mm mean 

a nnual ra infall) , Berseba area in the central Fish 

River Vall ey and from the Ka okove ld . 

The Mountai11s , Rocky Outcro1Js and Canyons 

Mount a in fing ers stretc hin g from t he escarpment, 

isolated m ountain ranges, low outcrops on the 

grave l pla ins and ca nyons are to a large exten, t 

linked. Although the ga p between out crop s might 

b-2 sometimes several mil es wid e, they usually form 

a mor e or less continuous cris s-cross pattern 

throughout the desert (Plate I c and Plate II a). 

The small rock mo use (Petrom.vscus collinus) is 

one of the ma mm al specieS" occurrin g in the rocky 

pa rts of th e Nam ib. The genera l dis tr ibuti on pattern 

of this nocturnal spe cies ba sica lly follows th e west ­

·ern mount a in area of Southern Africa , from south 2rn 

Angola so uthw ards to Namaqualand and from 

there a long the mountainous zone ea stwards to . 

Cradock (Davis, 1962). Petrontyscus penetrates into 

the Namib from th 2 western high land area and thus 

invades an aty pica l r egion, a lthough the niche its elf 

is typical. Petmmy scus were for in sta nce, collecte d 

at Gob abeb and in t he Zwartbank Mountain 20 

miles northwest of Gobab eb in the desertic Namib. 

This is an exce llent exampl e of in vas ion of the 

Nam ib by use of rugged terra in . 

Diurn a l das sie-rats (Petrmnus t"ljJ]icus) a re 

presznt in the mountain area of the escarpment 

zone, in pro-Namib outcrops and ca nyons and in 

similar habitats on the easte rn side of the dese rtic 

Namib where th ey live sympatrica ll y with Petro ­

myscus and Procavi a. In certain more westerly 

mountains the browser P et rmnus is a bsent where 

PetTOmyscus, which is lar gely a seed -eate r, still occ­

urs. 

The insect ivorolis elephant shrew s Elephantulus 

intufi, E. 1'tt1Jestris and Macmsce lid es 1JTOboscideus 

were prev ious ly rega rded as occ ur rin g only in the 

\veste rn foothills of th e escarpment, how eve r, owl 

pdlets collected near Gorob Min e during 1965, 

confirm ed their prese nce in the Na mib . (The 

nomenclature as used by Corbet, 1966, is being foll­

owed here , viz. E. barlowi of Lundholm, 1955 = 
E. rupestris). Diff ere nt habi tat preferences were 

found between two spec ies of elephant shrews at 

Ganab in the pro-N a mib ; E . n<pestris were collected 

amo ngst the boul der s in the hill s while M . pro ­

boscicleus were found on low rocky outcrops, espe­

cially a mo ngs t limesto ne banks. Furthermore, E. 

TUpestTi s appears to be diurnal and crepuscular 

while M. 1JJ"oboscicleus were ac tive at all hours of the 

day and night , they were see n basking in the early 

morning sun, da shing during midday from one hole 

to another , right amongst burrow entranc es of a 

suricate warren and running around at midnight. 

Of the larg er spe cies the dassie ( PTOcavi _a capen­

si.s), r ed mountain hare (PToiWlagus mnclensis) 

and the ( Oreotragus oreotragus) a re 

a lso prese nt on the eastern side of the typical 

desertic Namib. A facto r not yet esta blish ed is the 

dispersi on and loca l migration of, amongst others, 

t hes e species of animals . In visiting the same out­

crops during cons ecutive years, dass ies were found 

to be numerou s during the year following excep ­

t ional good ra ins, hardly occurring the following 

yea r a nd gone without tr ace the year thereafter. 

This is apparently also true for the klipspringer, 

judging for the acc umul atio ns of their fa ecal pellets 

a t diff ere nt times . 

These observat ion s were mad e on the fiv e mil e 

long outcrop ser ies to the north of the Gorob Mine . 

These outcrop s a re rath er isolated, being about 15 

miles from the Kuiseb ca nyons to t he south a nd 

a bout 8 miles from hi gher mountains to th e east. 

An k_fric an wildcat (Felis liby ca,) has been seen 

at these hills , whil e black-f ooted cats (Felis nigTi1Jes) 

have been recorded from rocky banks of dry water 

cour ses in the plains to the north thereof (De la 

Bat, in li tt .). 

Porcup ines (HystTix af1'icae -austra lis) use cave­

lik e hollows amongs t boulders for lying duri ng 

daytime. Th is is also a spe cies that does not pen­

etrat e in to th e they may 

be found in the proximity of wate r cour ses nea r 

the coast. Por cup ine s are, for examp le, a bsent from 

the grave l plain strip betwee n the pro-Namib and 

north ern dun e-cha in bu t a re presen t betw een the 

vegetat ion of the river deltas. 

The Rive1·ine Growth 

Mammals tha t are r es tricted to the vegetation 

in the ri ve r-b eds or on the river-banks, may be 

r ecorde d from these ha bi tats in the heart of the 

desert, a ltho ugh they might not be a ble to surv ive 

in the adjoi nin g desert (Plate II b, c). Spring-h ares 

(Pecletes ca11ensis), for exampl e, have only bee n 

record ed from the sandy patches along the Khumib 

Ri ver in the norther n Namib, about 5 miles inland. 

Shrews of the genus CTocidu Ta have been colle ct ­

ed a long the Kuiseb river-bed at Gobabeb and in 

the Swakop river -bed at Palmenhorst i.e. at the 

juncti on with the Kha n River. These two places 

differ greatly in both the moisture contents of the 

so il w·hi ch is san dy at Gobabe b and muddy sandy­

silt at Pa lmenhors t and vegetation whic h a t Go­

babeb consist of tree s (e .g. Acacia albicl a, A . giraffa e 

and Ficu s sycomorus) a nd shrubs (e.g . Tama rix 

usneoicles, Salvaclor a pe1·sica and Nicotiana glauca) 

and at Palmenhorst of sedges (Scirpus dioicus) 

and r eeds (Phmgmite s communis) {Giess , pers. 

comm .). A C1·ociclu ra cyanea was found in the sa me 

"inkbos" humm ock as Pa.Totomys li ttleclal ei near 

the mouth of the Sw akop River . 

·. 
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Although the shrew Myoso1·ex va1·ius has been 

collected at Port Nolloth in the southern Namib 

(Meester, 1958), it is not yet known to be present 

in the South West African part of the Namib 

Desert. 

The striped mous e (Rhabdomys pumilio) is wide­

spread along the watff" courses, living in river-bed 

marshes, in low bushes on the banks, amongst flood 
debris or in narra bushes against dun e-slop es. The 

presence of three subspecies, bechuanae, namaquen­

sis and nmnibensis in the Namib (Meester, 1962) is 

highl y unlik ely. The main character used by Ro­

berts (1951) in his "Key to the subspecies", viz. 

the relative tail length, has been questi oned by 
Coet zee (in pTess) . 

The multimammate mouse (Pramnys natalensis) 

on the other hand, being largely a mammal of 

Savanna Woodlands (Davis, 1962) and not of the 

desertic areas as is Rhabclomys, is not as well 

adapt ed to changing environments and is only 

present in the well-vegetated parts of some riyer­

to the north of the Swakop River. 

The tree rat (Thallomys paedu lcus) nests in 

various species of trees in other parts of its range, 

but seems to be restricted to camelthorn trees 

(Acacia gimffae) in the Namib and its env irons 

The distribution of T. paedulcus thus coincides 

remarkably with that of the camelt horn tree, so 

that it occurs where thes e trees are fairly num­

erous e.g. along the lar ger water courses. 

Niethammer (1968) found cranial remains of 

fat-mouse (§teatomvs pratensis) in owl pellets 

from Sossusvlei. According to Smithers (1968) fat­

mice are more ab undant on san dy ground and 

sandy alluvium on the frin ges of swamps and 

rivers of the Kalahari. This indicates that fat-mice 

could hav e used as dispersion routes. 

The dry riv er courses in the central parts of the 

escarpment, . such as those leading to Sossusvlei, 

would suit fat-mice ideally as they do not have a 

marshy bed after seasona l rains but are regarded 

as open, well grasse d valleys with occasional eroded 

gulleys. 

The small-spotted genet (Genetta genetta) also 

use river courses in their dispersion as is show n by 

skins from near Walvis Bay and Gobabeb. 

Of the two pachiderm animals, the elep hant 

(Lo xodonta afTicana) and black rhinoceros (Diceros 

bicoTni .s), which are frequ ent visitors to the river­

beds, the rhinoceros can be regar ded as a semi­

permanent occupant and the elep hant as a wan­

derer. Elephants still come right down to the coast 

along some river-beds, such as Hoarusib , while 

black rhinoceros are present in dry beds of a num­

ber of rivers entering the northern Namib. Pienaar 

(in Vedde r , 1934) recorded a number of rhinoceros 

and elephant in the Swakop Valley during his short 

visit in 1793 and mentioned the presence of rhino-

ceros within "a day journey " of present day Walvis 

Bay. Mr. B. de Ia Bat (JJeTs. com.) ha s informed the 

author of a remarkably well-preserved elephant 

tusk and a rhinoceros horn which were recently 

excavated near Tinkas water-hole, i.e. the desertic : 

Namib/pro-Namib tran sitiona l area abo ut 10 miles 

south of the Swakop Ri ver. 

The pm-Namib 

The mammals occuring in the subdes ertic pro­

Namib of South West Africa which have not yet 

been recorded from the desertic Namib or, if so, 

are regarded as occasional visito rs are here listed. 

Bat-eared fox (Otocyon mega loti s): found in 

small family gro ups in the pro-Namib. 

Silver jacka l (Vulpes chama): penetrate the 

gravel plains on the western side of the pro-Namib 

under favourab le conditions. 

Hunting dog (Lycaon pictus): present to the west 

of Usakos during 1947 and 1967, also recorded from 

the northern pro-Namib (Tinley, pers. com.). 

Ratel (Mellivora cap ensis): althou gh uncommon, 

present throughout the pro-Namib. 

Slender mongoose (Herp estes sangu ineus): some­

times also present in the more desertic parts of the 

west of the pro-Namib . 

Dwarf mongoose (Helogale parvula): largely 

known from rocky outcrops in the pro-Namib. 

Banded mongoose (Mungos rnungo): more typ­

ically a centra l plateau spec ies only found occasion­

ally in the pro-Namib. 

Yellow mongoose (Cynicti s ]Jenicillata): widely 

distributed in the procNamib. 

Aardwolf (Proteles cristatus): commonly found 
in parts of the pro-Namib where it rained. 

Spotted hyaena (Cmcuta cmcuta): only pres.2nt 

in the pro-Namib area bordering the northern 

Kaokoveld. 

Leopard (?anthem pw·dus): penetrate the pro­
Namib from the escarpment , especially along 

canyons and mountain chains . 

Lion (Panthera leo) : existing in the Kaokoveld, 

and two decades ago still present to as far south 

as the Swakop River and western foothills of the 

Khomas Hochland in the pro-Namib . 

Aardvark (Oryc tero pus afer): have been record­
ed from the eastern parts of the pro-Namib to the 

north of the Swakop River. Their distribution could 
be linked with that of termites (Isoptera). 

White-spotted hyrax (Procavia welwitschii): re­

places P . ca11ensis in northern South \Ves t Africa. 

Known in the pro-Namib from the cliffs along the 
Hoarusib River and its tributaries (Tinley, ]JeTS. 

com.)_ 

·' 
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Mountain zebra (Equus zebra hm·tmannae) often 

found grazing on the pro-Namib plains, sometimes 

up to 12 miles away from water-holes situated in 
rugged terrain. 

Warthog (Phacochoerus aethiopicus): westward 

distribution largely through the use of rived-beds 

and thence to the pro-Namib plains. 

Giraffe (Girafta camelopardalis): in the pro­

Namib and even intruding into the more arid Namib 
to the west of the Kaokoveld. 

Steenbok (Raphicerus campestris): present 

throughout the pro-Namib and perhaps spreading 

westwa rds along water courses (known from Ganab 
an d Gobabeb). · 

Golden rock rat ( Aethomys namaquensi.s): occur 

in rocky outcrops throughout the pro-Namib. 

One-striped rat (Lemniscornys griselda) and the 

pouched mouse (Saccost01nus campestris): present 

on the pro-Namib plains bordering the Kaokoveld. 

Bushveld gerbil (Tatem leucogaste1'}: commonly· 

found in the north en1 pro-Namib, also on sandy 

patches along river-banks . 

The Adjoining Inland Plateau 

A numb er of mammals which are present in the 

areas adjoining the Namib, but not yet been record­

ed from the desert, or regarded as occasional visitors 
only, are: 

Ba.boon (Papio ursinus) : still numerous in the 

escarp ment, being present right down to the edge 

of the pro-Namib eg. at the Erongo Mountains 

within the Savanna and at Gross Spitzkoppe which 

is on the pro-Namib's western margin. Alexander 

(1938) recorded baboons on the south bank of the 

lower Kuiseb canyon where it adjoins the central 

dune system. records from Homeb and Go­

babeb (Koch, ZJers. com.). 

Vervet monkey (Cercopithecus aethiops): found 

a long the Orange and Kunene rivers, not known 
from lower regions of the riv ers. 

Spotted-necked otter (Lutra maculicollis): al­
though present in both the Orange and Kunene 

rivers, it remains to be recorded from lower regions 

of these rivers where they flow through true desert. 

H erpestes ni.gmtus ranging throughout the Kaoko­

veld and as far south as the Erongo Mountains, 
larg ely confined to granite outcrops. 

Water mongoose ( Atilax ]Jaludinosus): distribu­

tion could be compared with that of the spotted­
necked otter. 

Caracal (Felis caracal) : known from the Erongo 
Mountains and Kaokoveld. 

Kudu (Tragelaphus strepsiceros): throughout the 

esca rpment and northern part of the inland plateau. 

Large-ear mouse (IVIalacotlwix typica): had been 

collected on limeish plains above the banks of the 
Swakop River at Otjimbingwe. They could perhaps 

have reached Otjimbingwe by migrating from the 

Kalahari sand at the headwaters of the Swakop 

River. The exact loca lity from where the owl pellets 

recorded by Niethamm er (1968) as 'Karibib' were 

collected is unfortunately not given. The one Mala­

cothrix found by him could thus either come from 

the Swakop or Khan rivers or from the plateau 
around Karibib which is situated inbetween these 

rivers. These seed eating rodents are not yet known 
from the true Namib. 

Pigmy mouse (Mus minutoi .des): has been collect­

ed at the Bakos Mountain on the western side 

of Khomas Hochland (Roesch & Lehmann, 1966), 

could occur in the pro-Namib . 

REPRESENTATION OF NUMBER OF SPECIES 

PER HABITAT 

The total number of species listed in figure 1 as 

well as the numb ers being present in different pairs 

of habitats , are shown in figure 2. Of the total of 

67 species listed in figure 1, 65 are known to be 

present in the Namib. The two not yet recorded 

from the desertic area are Cercopithecus aethiops 

and Felis caracal. 

The representation of these 65 species in the diff­

erent habitat groups used are shown in the outer 

ring of numbers of figure 2 while the number of 

species occurring in different pairs of habitats are 

indicated on the connecting lines . By comparing the 

numb er of species common in habitat pairs with 

speci es totals for each habitat one finds that nearly 

all the spec ies that inhabit Riverine Growth , pro­

Namib , Rocky Outcrops and Canyons and Gravel 

Plains are also present in the Adjoining Inland 

Plateau. This is not the case with the Sand Dunes 

and Coastal Hummocks to Inland Plateau relation­
ship. 

The relationship between number of . species 

present in the different habitats are basically the 

following: 

a) About 50 to 66 per cent of the number of species 

present in the other habitat groups are also 

represented in the Riv erine Growth. 

b) Nearly all those from Rocky Outcrops and 

Gravel Plains are also · present on the pro­

Namib plains, while those species from the Sand 

Dunes and Coastal Hummocks are not represent­

ed to the same extent. 

c) The Rocky Outcrops and Canyons group shares 

about all the species with the pro-Namib; about 

75 per cent . (15 / 28 ths.) with the Riverine 

Growth; 32 per cent (9/28 ths.) with the Gravel 

.:_ .. 

i·.: 

:1;'; 

(."c 



<1 

34 DR. FIT ZSIMONS COMMEl 'viORATIVE VOL UME 

inland gateau 

/ 
7

2028
8 

coastal 6 7 
riverine 

hummocks 
5 

growths 

9 7 ' 
15 

15 27 

9 7 

sand dunes 8 

\ 
8 7 20 15 

@ 
gravel plains 

21 "b 
27 

pro-nam1 

28 15 27 
/ 

@ 
rocky outcrops 
and canyons 

Figure 2: Relation shi p betwee n the number of species found to be common to different pairs of habita ts. 

Plai ns and a bout 20 per cent wit h the Sand 

Dun es and Coastal Hummock s hab itats. 

d) Near ly all the spec ies to be found in the Gravel 

Plains are als o pres ent in the pro -Namib and to 

a les ser exte nt in the River ine Growth . The 
species present in the Ro cky Out crops, Sand 

Dun es and Coast a l Hummo cks ar e abo ut equa lly 
repr esented. 

e) The mammal species occurring in the Sand 

Dun es habitat share to more or less the same 

degree, the species present in the other habitats 
here used, list ed in frequency order Coastal 

Hummocks , Grave l Plains and pro- Namib; and 

Riverine Growt h , Inl and P la teau an d Rock y 

Outc rops. 

f) As all species fro m the coasta l Nam ib are t o a 

larger or sma ller degree also pres ent in the 

Sand Dun es, the picture of mutu al representa­

tion is vir tua lly as in (e) above. 

CONCLUSION 

Figure 1 shows that have fill ed most 
of the nich es available in the Namib Des er t. In 

discussi ng the possible utili zatio n of nich es, the 

.!',: 
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ava ilability of food should be considered as well as 

the mobility of the rnamma l species. 

A rich mammal fa un a can hardly be expected on 

the vegetationless dun es were the only food source 

would be the inv ertebrates and reptiles that have a 

food chain based on th e blown-in vegetable debris. 

Small mammals present in such an environment 

should then be basically insectivorous . 

The rather bare grave l plains are even more 

unsui tab le for mammal habitation. Those species 

found here are making full use of suitable niches 
created by depressions, outcrops and hummock s 

formed by the accumu lation of sand against vegeta ­

t ion.A hummo ck topography thus formed creates a 

niche rich in fresh and decayed wind -blown plant 

material and a variety of invertebrates. 

There are hardly any insurmountable physica l 

barriers in the Namib if the sand dunes and plains 
are considered as separate entities. 

Dispersion routes that could be followed in the 

sand dunes will be mainly along the dunes (Erem ,i- · 

talpa) or along the dune 'streets' (Gerbillus). The 

principal migration direction would thus follow the 

main dune direction which is longit udinal. 

The main dispersion direction in the Coastal 

Hummocks will follow the coast because of the 

coast-bound existence of this habitat while a poss­

ible eastwar d migration of a lesse r amplitude, 

when the humm ocks spread towards the interior, 

might be of importance forming loops in the distrib­

ution, linking suitable coastal hummocks. 

Although the slight geographica l barriers (moun­

tains) on the gravel pla ins would not prevent a 

multidirectional dispersion , the variation in aridity 

is a controlling factor as the majo ri ty of the species 

are able to . spread westwards from the pro-Namib 

towards the desertic Namib. 

The east -west distribution is especia lly imp ortant 

to the species frequenting riverine growth and to 

the rock-living species , particularly those found 

along the canyons. 

In view of this, there will be an adequate gene 

flow between most of the populations living on the 

interior plateau and those on the pro-Namib plains 

which will inhibi t extens ive specia tion or even 

subsp eciation. 

Th e presence of Lemmiscomys and Saccostomus 

in th e far northern pro-Namib parts, supports the 

idea of an east -west sprea d as these two rodents 

are present in the Kaokoveld but absent throughout 

the southern parts of the escarpment. 

The geographical link and consequent possibility 

of gene flow, is barely present between the sand 

dunes of Namaqualand and those of the central 
Namib dune system and is virt ually non-existent 

between the latter and the northern dunes. This is 

indica ted by the absence of the Namaqua dune 

mole (BathyeTgus janetta) from the central dunes, 

a lth ough it is present in South West Africa at 
Oranjemund. 

Equally so is ETentitalpa absent from the north­

ern dunes but present in the central dunes and 

Namaqualand coastal dunes . This could indicate a 

more recent link between the central and Namaqua­

land dunes than between the central and north ern 

dune system, and thus stress the importance of the 
isolat ed dunes on the plains inb etween the Orange 

Riv er and Liid eritz area as a zoogeograp hical link 
(See Map). 

The mammal fauna of the Namib Desert are 
remarkably unspecialized when the number of 

endemic species is used as a criterion. This is espe ­

cially notable when compared with the high degree 
of speciation in invertebrates such . as the Tene­

brionidae (Koch, 1961) and could be due to: 

a) absence of topographical barriers, for larger 

animals, in large parts of the Nami b ; 

b) presence of migration routes that may be used 
by some spec ies ; 

c) possible contact with inland populations largely 
· due to an east-west dispersion and 

d) the possibility of forced migration due to local 

changes, indirectly caused by scattered rain 
showers. 
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GAZETTEER 

Brandb erg 21 ° 03-13' s . 14 o 28-42' E. 

Chuos Mnt . 22 ° 16' s. 15 ° 35' E . 

to 
22° 27's. 15° 18' E. 

Cradock , C.P. 32° 10' s. 25° 37' E. 

Doros Crater 20 ° 46's. 14 ° 17' E . 

Erongo Mnt . 21° 26-33' s. 15 ° 30-50' E. 

Gamsb erg 23 ° 19' s. 16 ° 14' E. 

Ganab 23° 06' s. 15 ° 27' E. 

Gobabeb 23 ° 34's . 15 ° 03' E. 

Gorob Min e 23° 33' s. 15 ° 25' E. 

Hope Mine 23 ° 34' s. 15 ° 15' E. 

Koichab Pan 26 ° 18' s. 15° 36' E . 

Naukluft Mnt. 24 ° 02' s. 15 ° 02' E. 
to 
24 ° 28's . 16° 20' E. 

Oranjemund 28 ° 33's . 16° 24' E. 

Orupembe 18 ° 09' s. 12° 32' E. 

Otjimbingwe 22° 22' s . 16° 08' E. 

Palm enho rst 22° 42's . 14° 54' E. 

Rocky Point 18° 59' s . 12° 29' E . 

Sossusvlei 24 ° 44' s. 15° 18' E. 

Spitzkoppe (Gross) 21 o 59' s . 15° 09' E. 

Tsondabvlei 23° 58' s. 15 ° 22' E. 

Usakos 21 ° 59' s. 15 ° 35' E. 

Welwitschia 20 ° 22' s. 14° 57' E. 

Zwart bank 23 ° 23' s. 14° 58' E. 
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