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First impressions don’t lie

The primates I worked with initially at Perth Zoo were mainly 
gibbons, macaques and three chimpanzees. I was so excited to be 
working with the chimpanzees. They had come from Taronga 
Zoo in Sydney, and Perth Zoo was caring for them for two years 
while their future zoo in Japan prepared their exhibit. There was 
a male named Monty and two females named Sandra and Kike. 
Each had their own individual personality, as all apes do. Monty 
was an impressive-looking adult male and was a true gentleman; 
Sandra was very intelligent but a bit nervous; and Kike was lovely 
and gentle, and would make night nests for the whole group 
before they settled down to sleep.

Working with the chimpanzees also gave me my first real insight 
into positive-reinforcement training. This is when you train an 
animal to do something by using positive rewards such as verbal 
praise, a play session or food treats. Chimpanzees, like orangutans, 
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are highly intelligent, and the chimpanzees caught on quickly to 
the behaviours we wanted them to learn. Behaviours included 
opening their mouths for teeth inspection, and presentation of 
various body parts, including the shoulder for future injection 
when they needed to be transported to Japan. The only behaviours 
taught were those that would assist with their care, including 
health checks.

Initially, I mainly trained Sandra. Now Sandra was quite grabby 
with me at the beginning, so my hands would sometimes end up 
with scratch marks from her nails when I asked her to place her 
hands on the mesh. Often I would go straight to my night job 
at the casino after working at the zoo. This created numerous 
problems, including the fact that I smelt like chimps and monkeys 
and had festy scratches on my hands. One night I went to work at 
the casino with five bandaids on my fingers that I had put on at 
the zoo. By the end of my kitchen shift I only had four bandaids 
on. I still don’t know to this day if my bandaid fell somewhere 
innocently on the floor or if it ended up in someone’s pasta salad. 
I soon learnt why you must wear brightly coloured bandaids if 
you work in a kitchen – so if they end up in the food you can 
see them!

Although Monty, Sandra and Kike were a well-settled little 
group and there was hardly any tension, it isn’t normally like that in 
chimpanzee society. Of all the great apes, chimpanzees are the most 
like humans in their behaviour, and that includes being aggressive 
at times. Chimpanzees live in multimale–multifemale groups, and 
related males in a group will form alliances and coalitions to further 
their position in the hierarchy. Chimpanzees will intimidate rivals 
by performing aggressive displays that include branch-dragging, 
loud vocalisations, chasing and attacking.1 Chimpanzees are the 
only other species besides humans that exhibit warlike behaviour. 
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Males in one chimpanzee community have been observed to 
stalk and kill members of another community until they were all 
dead.2 Visitors at the zoo would sometimes say to me, ‘Oh, I’ve 
seen documentaries about chimpanzees and they are horrible and 
violent’, as if they were a branch below us on the evolutionary tree. 
My response to this comment was always, ‘Yes, but they aren’t as 
violent as humans’. Some people seemed legitimately offended by 
this statement.

Much as I adored the three chimpanzees at Perth Zoo, there 
was something that drew me to their gentle and solitary Asian great 
ape cousins, the orangutans. If I ever finished my afternoon feeds 
early, I would ask the orangutan keeper if I could visit the ‘Orange 
Kids’. The Orange Kids were ten beautiful Sumatran orangutans, 
one male and nine females: Hsing Hsing, Puan, Pulang, Punya, 
Negara, Puspa, Sekara, Puteri, Utama and Temara.

There are two species of orangutan: the Sumatran orangutan 
(Pongo abelii) and the Bornean orangutan (Pongo pygmaeus). The 
Sumatran orangutan is classified as critically endangered according 
to the IUCN (International Union for Conservation of Nature) 
Red List, with only about 6,200 remaining in the wild. The 
Bornean orangutan is classified as endangered, with about 45,000 
remaining in the wild. (The IUCN Red List is the world’s most 
comprehensive inventory of the global conservation status of 
plant and animal species. It uses a set of criteria to evaluate the 
extinction risk of thousands of species and subspecies.) There are 
obvious physical differences between the two species of orangutan. 
Sumatran orangutans have lighter, denser and longer hair; lighter, 
narrower faces; and more delicate features overall.3 Unlike their 
Bornean cousins, Sumatran orangutans, including females, have 
luxurious beards. Adult males of both species of orangutan 
develop cheek flanges or cheek pads when they reach maturity. 
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These are fleshy discs on either side of the face. They don’t have 
a practical function, but they give each male a highly distinctive 
large-headed appearance. Similarly to the silver back on an adult 
male gorilla, these cheek flanges show seniority and rank.4 Most 
people who work with orangutans would agree that the Sumatran 
orangutans are the better looking of the two species. The Perth 
Zoo orangutans are in the supermodel category, since they are 
particularly good-looking!

As soon as I entered the orangutan area at Perth Zoo, I was 
grinning from ear to ear. With ten orangutans, it was difficult to 
choose which one to watch eat, which to play with and which 
to give my attention to in such a short space of time. A few 
orangutans particularly stood out, and one of those was Temara. 
Not because she was overly friendly, sweet or wanted to interact 
with me, but just because she was…well, Temara!

Born to mother Puteri and father Hsing Hsing on 14 September 
1992, Temara was a gorgeous and spirited infant and was soon 
gracing Perth Zoo certificates and other merchandise. The 
intellectual capacity of orangutans varies between individuals just 
as it does with humans. From a very early age, Temara appeared 
to have inherited the high intellect and quick temper of her father, 
Hsing Hsing. Puteri took advantage of her daughter’s intelligence, 
teaching Temara, for example, to use the puzzle feeders and cheat 
with her tiny baby arms. Once Temara got the food out the 
‘cheater’s way’, Puteri would take it from her and eat it herself. 
Temara also inherited her father’s temper, so Puteri had her hands 
full dealing with a highly intelligent and temperamental daughter.

Before I even started working with the orangutans, I heard 
many a story about young Temara. According to Leif, Temara 
had a cheeky glint in her eye from birth and proved to be quite 
a handful for both her mother Puteri and the orangutan keepers. 
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Hsing Hsing (Photo: Derek Smith)
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Temara was just plain naughty, and naughtiness combined with 
high intelligence is a dangerous combination. When Temara was 
still an infant, she dropped a large toy – a crate! – on a keeper’s 
head during a contact session in her exhibit.

Experienced orangutan keepers at Perth Zoo are allowed to 
go into the exhibits with certain orangutans for what we call 
‘contact sessions’. Orangutan keepers have a very close bond with 
the orangutans and these sessions are very special. A really bad 
workday can be quickly turned around by having a play date with 
an orangutan.

Temara with a collection of her precious toys (Photo: Neil Myers)



REACHING FOR THE CANOPY

20

Contact sessions are also used to check on the physical condition 
of an orangutan. This includes their skin and hair, and other 
small health issues that might arise. Our ability to thoroughly 
check the animals while visiting them in the exhibit meant that 
we once found a small hernia on Puteri. Being able to enter the 
exhibit with the orangutans has other advantages, including 
being able to remove an item from the exhibit if needed. One 
hilarious example of this involves an orangutan named Punya 
and her daughter Negara. Punya was a very shy and conservative 
orangutan. She liked everything to be just so and was not very 
accommodating when it came to change and new things. One day 
Punya was highly distressed and hiding on the top of the climbing 
structure because seven little ducklings were in her exhibit. She 
was horrified at this invasion and was hiding under a cardboard 
box, clutching at Negara in terror.

Occasionally Punya would peer down at the tiny defenceless 
ducklings and then hide away again under her box. The ducklings 
could not get out of the exhibit and the mother duck was causing 
a ruckus nearby as she impatiently called for her babies to follow 
her. I opened the access door into Punya and Negara’s inside area 
so they could come inside and the keepers could retrieve the 
ducklings. Punya did not think this was an appropriate course 
of action, since it would involve her and Negara having to come 
to the ground and move past the terrifying ducklings. I quickly 
realised that Punya and Negara could not be convinced to leave 
their fortress high on the climbing structure, so instead I organised 
a quick search-and-rescue mission into the exhibit and returned 
the ducklings to their mother. We couldn’t help but see the 
amusing side of the situation, although I’m sure Punya didn’t feel 
the same way. Being able to enter the exhibit and resolve the 
situation quickly was an excellent outcome for all involved.
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Contact sessions are usually planned in advance and occur 
about once a fortnight. Orangutans are mostly solitary animals, 
and just like most people, they don’t want their relatives visiting 
all the time – although the occasional visit from Aunty Sue and 
Uncle Jack is enjoyed. The orangutans and keepers both enjoy the 
contact sessions, and each orangutan wants to partake in different 
activities when the keepers visit. Some want to play, some are 
focused on what food treats we may have, and some like to be 
tickled. Many keepers, including me, love to visit an orangutan 
named Utama. She is Temara’s half-sister and really enjoys close 
physical contact with the keepers. She was hand-raised as an infant 
and therefore is very friendly with the keepers and certainly enjoys 
a good tickle session. Temara was quite different from the other 
orangutans during contact sessions in that she liked to drop things 
on the keepers’ heads and cause trouble. When Temara dropped 

Utama enjoying a tickle session
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a crate on a keeper’s head, it was only the beginning of a long list 
of ‘Guess what Temara did?’ stories.

It didn’t take me long to realise that this girl had attitude and 
had outsmarted every orangutan keeper at one time or another. I 
started working full time with the orangutans in 2000, and it wasn’t 
long before I was on that list. One particular incident I remember 
was being in the orangutan night dens and hearing a metallic 
clinking noise coming from one of the exhibits. I went outside 
and onto the keeper roof where we can see all of the exhibits. As 
soon as I made my way up onto the roof the clinking noise stopped. 
All of the orangutans appeared sweet and innocent, including 
Temara. I went back downstairs and within thirty seconds the 
clinking started again. I again went onto the roof and – surprise, 
surprise – all of the orangutans were yet again quiet and angelic. 
This happened once more, until someone called me on two-way 
radio and told me that Temara had a padlock off a hanging toy. 
So this time I went back up onto the roof loaded with food treats 
and a padlock of my own. I went to Temara’s exhibit, showed her 
my padlock and asked her to give me her padlock in exchange for 
my bribe. Temara didn’t show that she had the padlock until the 
food treat I held up was good enough – nuts and dried fruit. Once 
Temara knew that would be her reward, she went and retrieved 
the padlock from its hiding spot and threw it to me, or rather at 
me. I then gave her the treats and thanked her profusely.

It is imperative that captive orangutans be provided with 
opportunities to be active, solve problems and undertake natural 
behaviours. These are important for both their physical and mental 
health. Every orangutan exhibit at Perth Zoo has various puzzle 
feeders that increase the foraging time of the orangutans. Some 
feeders contain a food treat such as nuts that the orangutans have to 
manipulate through a maze using a stick. Mesh boxes welded to the 
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climbing poles can have whole or frozen fruit placed in them and 
then locked up. The orangutans have to use their fingers to squeeze 
the juice of the fruit through the mesh. Many other activities are 
also provided to the Perth Zoo orangutans to keep them busy.

One day I stupidly left a container of nuts in Puteri and Temara’s 
exhibit when I was placing enrichment in the maze puzzle feeder. 
I locked up the exhibit without seeing that I had left the container 
of nuts on the grass, then opened up the night-den slide to let 
Temara outside. From that viewpoint, when I opened Temara’s 
slide, we both saw the nuts in the exhibit at the same time. Two 
very different facial expressions then ensued. Mine was a look of 
sheer horror, knowing that Temara was about to get a free hit of 
41,347 calories, while Temara’s was one of pure delight as well as 
a hint of ‘Ha, you stuffed up big-time!’ Temara hadn’t entered the 
exhibit yet, so I attempted to close the slide and keep her inside 
while I quickly removed the nuts. An amateur’s mistake…Temara 
made a dash for it and was outside before I had moved the slide 
even 3 centimetres. She then sat in the exhibit, practically caressing 
the container of nuts, and ate them one by one, looking at me 
the whole time. I tried to coax her back inside with a variety of 
other treats. The irony was, though, that nuts were what I usually 
bribed Temara with, as they were her favourite food, so there was 
no way she was giving them up for a less desirable treat. She knew 
she had won, so I hung my head in shame and sheepishly closed 
the slide, choosing not to watch her calorie binge any longer.

At Perth Zoo, all of the orangutans come into their night 
dens in the late afternoon for their last feed of the day. They 
are kept in overnight during winter, since they do not like the 
cold winter nights, and of course being from a tropical climate 
they would not experience such cold weather in Indonesia. In 
the wild, orangutans settle down to sleep in the early evening at 
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approximately 5.00 pm, so we follow that schedule at the zoo. In 
the morning, during winter, some of the orangutans will still be 
fast asleep in their nests when the keepers start work – just as I 
would still prefer to be in bed on a cold winter’s morning. Temara 
was the worst offender – she would always sleep in and only get up 
once her breakfast was served. She would often look bleary-eyed 
and have messed-up hair, so I don’t know what she got up to 
during the night. In the summertime the orangutans have access 
to their exhibits overnight so they can sleep outside if they wish 
and start their day with the sun at 5.00 am.

Temara used to be excellent at coming into her den at night. 
She was taught well by her mother, Puteri, who would enter 
the den at night in about 0.17  seconds. If there was ever food 
involved, then Puteri was there, as she loves her food! Temara 
slept in the same den as Puteri for nine years before she started to 
rebel and would dawdle with coming into the den. This would 
greatly disturb Puteri, since the keepers would only feed her once 
she and Temara were both secured inside the same den. Just like 
children, animals at a zoo need to have some form of routine at 
certain times of the day so the keepers can undertake tasks such 
as cleaning. But just like a rebellious teenager, Temara reached an 
age when she wanted to do what she wanted when she wanted, 
and stuff this routine business. Despite Temara’s determination 
to stay outside, it was no match for her mother’s desire to eat her 
dinner. I would say to Puteri, ‘Go and get Temara, go on, good 
girl’. Puteri would then storm back outside and drag Temara into 
the night den by her ear. I was so grateful for Puteri’s discipline, 
even if it was solely motivated by her rumbling stomach.

Another year went by and it was time for Temara to have her 
own night den. Puteri and Temara still shared an exhibit during 
the day but it meant they could have their own space and food 
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during the night. This was following natural orangutan behaviour, 
as Temara was nearing the age where she would naturally move 
away from her mother in the wild.

In 2002, Puteri and Temara were moved into a newly constructed 
orangutan exhibit with three 14-metre-high poles, large resting 
platforms, numerous smaller flexible poles and many enrichment 
devices, such as water cannons and feeding puzzles. The exhibit 
was mainly designed by Leif, with a lot of input from orangutan 
keepers, including me. The finished exhibit was fabulous. We 
deliberately chose Puteri and Temara to move in to the new exhibit 
since Temara was the most active and intelligent orangutan in 
the colony and would make use of the new infrastructure. The 
new exhibit was also heavily planted out with a range of plants, 
herbs and small trees. We knew that these would most likely be 
destroyed once we let orangutans into the exhibit, but we hoped 
a few would survive. It is very difficult to have natural-looking 
exhibits for orangutans. With their size and strength, they quickly 
destroy any trees and plants in an exhibit that aren’t protected with 
electric fences. Despite the climbing structures being artificial at 
Perth Zoo, they provide complexity and different travel pathways 
for the orangutans just as the canopy would in the rainforest.

Well, Temara certainly did make use of her new exhibit 
equipment. She ascended the new high poles in no time. Puteri, 
her beautiful mum, was more cautious, and looked up daunted at 
the new poles for some time before carefully making her way up. 
Despite Temara using the exhibit to its full potential, she didn’t 
feel the same way about using her new night den and she refused 
to enter the den in the afternoon. She decided instead to use the 
lush vegetation in the new exhibit as her own personal Sizzler 
salad bar. Puteri would enter her night den immediately after the 
slide was opened. And then there was Temara. She would sit about 
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10 metres away from the slide, where I could see her, and eat the 
plants. I would show her an abundance of tasty food from her 
dinner, including tropical fruits, nuts and eggs, but she just sat 
there. And ate the plants. I decided to play her game, so I would 
sit there and eat her food so she could see me. Temara would eat a 
plant, I would eat some pineapple. Temara would eat another plant, 
I would eat some carrot. Temara would eat another plant and I 
would eat an egg. Temara would start nibbling on yet another 
plant and I would stand up and beg, ‘Oh, please, for the love 
of God just come inside, Temara’. This stand-off continued for 
weeks as the lush green vegetation in the exhibit became sparser 
every day. I was suffering from indigestion and weight gain from 
eating half of Temara’s dinner on a daily basis in a futile attempt 
to coax her inside. Temara finally started to enter her den once she 
had eaten all of the tasty plants and herbs outside, not due to any 
of my supposedly fine-tuned ape-whisperer skills.

Temara excelled at many things, including throwing objects 
with great accuracy and precision. It was a relief that she was in the 
new exhibit near the back area of the primate building, because it 
meant she couldn’t throw things at the innocent viewing public. 
This, however, did little to protect the primate keepers, who 
walked past the back of this exhibit numerous times a day. One 
day, I saw Antony, a fellow keeper, walking down the driveway 
wincing and holding his head. I asked him if he was okay, and 
he said, ‘That damn orangutan of yours just threw an iceblock at 
my head’. Now, when we make orangutan iceblocks, they are not 
your standard-sized little iceblocks that you eat at the beach. They 
are made in ice-cream containers with different layers that include 
fruit and nuts. Each one probably weighs about 1.5  kilograms. 
After eating half her ice block, Temara thought the other half 
could be put to better use by pitching it at Antony’s head as he 
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walked down to the primate kitchen. As I said, Temara had a 
very good aim, and she didn’t miss. Poor Antony had a shocking 
headache all day and from then on he would give Temara the evil 
eye whenever he walked down that driveway. I’m sure Temara 
chose her target carefully, since Puteri adored Antony and Temara 
would get very jealous of Puteri’s affection for him.

We give the orangutans various toys to play with, but due to 
the incredible strength of orangutans, they are no ordinary toys. 
Items such as hard plastic crates, tyres and large boomer balls are 
given so they can endure the rough treatment. This seemed fine 
in theory, until one day my dear friend and fellow keeper Petra 
had a close encounter with one of Temara’s toys. Petra and I were 
chatting on the jinxed primate driveway when, out of nowhere, 
a racing tyre suddenly landed on Petra’s shoulder and made her 
buckle at the knees. We both looked up to the skies to see Temara 
perched high up on a pole peering over at us to see if she had hit 
her target. I apologised profusely on Temara’s behalf and gave her 
a mother-like death stare while checking if Petra was okay.

After this incident, Temara had her tyre confiscated for a short 
time, but not wanting to miss out on her new game, she found 
other ways to participate. A week after Petra was hit with the 
tyre, I was giving a behind-the-scenes tour of the primate area 
to a small group of zoo visitors. Silly me and my short-term 
memory – I paused on the primate driveway as I was chatting to 
the group. One of them had to go to the toilet, which was in our 
primate kitchen building at the end of the driveway. Coincidently, 
I was explaining to the group about the intelligence and problem-
solving abilities of orangutans. Suddenly there was an almighty 
bang from the toilet. I wondered if this person had perhaps eaten a 
hot curry for lunch but no, the cause of the bang was Temara. She 
had thrown a branch firmly at the toilet door and hit her target 
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directly. Thirty seconds later, the visitor nervously came out of 
the toilet, not knowing what had happened. Luckily, the group 
thought it was hilarious and were impressed with Temara’s aim. 
Even with her toys confiscated, Temara found a way to achieve her 
goals. The branch was from the orangutans’ daily feed of fresh-cut 
foliage. We couldn’t exactly confiscate her food!

Any zoo that has open-air great ape exhibits needs to contend 
with the possibility that their orangutans, gorillas, bonobos or 
chimpanzees might occasionally throw something out of the 
exhibit. To prevent this would mean not giving the animals 
any moveable items to play with, and this isn’t fair. The visitors 
at Perth Zoo love that they can see the orangutans up high on 
their platforms with the sunshine glistening in their hair and not 
behind mesh. Due to the number of orangutan exhibits at Perth 
Zoo, we have the flexibility to move the ‘throwers’ to exhibits 
that are further away from the public. This greatly reduces the risk 
involved with an occasional flying object.

Temara also used to make her presence felt when the keepers 
visited her and Puteri in their exhibit. Puteri, or Puti as we 
affectionately call her, is a very friendly orangutan and loves to 
interact and play with the keepers. She also has a soft spot for the 
male keepers, and will whimper and play with them the most. 
Temara didn’t approve of her mother cavorting with the keepers 
and would sometimes try to pull Puteri away from them out of 
jealousy. Temara would also occasionally nip the keepers if they 
gave Puteri too much attention. One day Temara kept pulling my 
hand up towards her mouth to try to nip me. I told her no but she 
persisted. So to prove that two could play at that game, I proceeded 
to nip her hand instead. Temara was quite taken aback, but she 
never tried to nip me again in a contact session. I discovered that 
orangutan hair is not very tasty.
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Temara developed her most famous trait in her younger years. 
This was digging her thumbnail into keepers’ hands. People 
watching from the window thought it was so sweet when they 
saw Temara reach out to hold the keeper’s hand, and they probably 
thought it was odd when the keeper would cringe slightly and then 
slowly remove their hand from Temara’s clasp. This was because 
Temara was not being sweet and gentle and holding the keeper’s 
hand lovingly. Not a chance. Temara was holding the keeper’s 
hand so she could dig her little thumbnail into the delicate flesh 
of their palm and see if she could make them wince! It was traits 
like this that just made me love Temara even more.

Young Temara with a cheeky glint in her eye (Photo: Neil Myers)


