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The North Carolina Zoo is open every day, weather permitting, 
except on Christmas Day and Thanksgiving Day. Summer 
admission hours begin April 1 and extend from 9 a.m. until 4 
p.m. Winter admission hours begin November 1 and extend 
from 9 a.m. through 3 p.m.

Alive is published quarterly by the North Carolina Zoo Society, the  
private, 501(c)3 non-profit that raises funds and engenders public  
support for the North Carolina Zoo. Issue No.113, Summer 2023. 
Copyright © by the North Carolina Zoo Society. All rights reserved.

Financial information about the NC Zoo 
Society and a copy of its license are 
available from the Charitable Solicitation 
Licensing Section at 888-830-4989. The 
license is not an endorsement by the State.

Please go to nczoo.com to purchase any items listed in the Alive magazine 
or to make a donation to the Zoo Society. If you have questions, or need help, 
please give us a call at 336-879-7273.
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The Zoo has more than its share 
of unsung heroes—people who 
perform vital services outside 

of the limelight that more often is 
directed toward the animals and their 
caretakers. Keepers, veterinary person-
nel, curators, and wildlife researchers 
attract most of the star power because 
of the intimate stories they tell about 
brushing a Grizzly Bear’s teeth or 
trudging through jungles in search of 
rare Gorillas or Forest Elephants. 

Sparkling with novelty and intrigue, 
these stories overshadow the tamer 
interactions that burnish the lives of 
other Zoo professionals. These other 
keepers of the Zoo wear seemingly 
ordinary titles—“administrative 
assistant,” “mechanic,” “educator,” and 
such—but their titles belie the details  
of their service. No matter how 
common in the work-a-day world, 
every one of these jobs acquires an 
exceptional luster from the services it 
renders to the Zoo. Every person con-
tributes to the Zoo’s efforts to protect 
and serve wildlife, connect people to 
nature, and provide wholesome recre-
ational and educational experiences to 
its audiences. 

Secure and Safe Under 
an Open Sky 
Consider, for example, the life and 
work experiences of the Zoo’s Ranger 
Branch. These employees’ titles may 
suggest that their routines mirror the 
tasks performed by security officers in 
other locations, such as government 
buildings, airports, banks, and nature 
parks. But, our Zoo rangers assume a 
greater variety of responsibilities than 
security personnel working in most 

other venues. 
 Securing a vast, world-class zoo 

presents unique challenges and cir-
cumstances. Our rangers patrol a 
2,600-plus-acre park peppered with 
dozens of buildings, hundreds of rare 
and exotic animals, about 10 miles of 
walking trails, and a million or more 
guests a year.  

Much of our rangers’ work takes 
place inside the 500-acre developed 
region of the Park that hosts the North 

Safe Keeping the ZooSafe Keeping the Zoo
Jayne Owen Parker, Ph.D., Director Communications & EducationJayne Owen Parker, Ph.D., Director Communications & Education
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American and African habitat regions. 
These areas attract the bulk of the 
crowds that visit us and, consequently, 
absorb most of the rangers’ attention.  

Outside these habitat areas, a net-
work of public hiking trails crisscrosses 
several acres adjacent to the parking 
lots. These trails lead dog walkers and 
adventure seekers through some of the 
Zoo’s ancient oak-hickory woodlands. 
Native wildlife—primarily birds, squir-
rels, and tortoises—occasionally appear 
along these pathways during the day. At 
night, though, wildlife cameras record 
coyotes, foxes, opossums, raccoons, 
and an occasional bobcat trotting along 
these same mountain trails. Sometimes, 
rangers catch a serendipitous glimpse of 
these animals when they spill out onto 
a roadway or wander through the area 
occupied by the Zoo’s animal habitats. 

The safety and well-being of all these 
living beings as well as the land itself, 
depends to some extent on the watchful 
eyes and ears of the Ranger Branch. Its 
staff is the only staff that is omnipresent 
at the Zoo. These rangers coordinate 
with the Animal, Guest Services, Main-
tenance, and other areas to monitor and 
secure the Park 24 hours a day, seven 
days a week, every day of the year.  

Security Overview 
When at full force, the Zoo’s Ranger 
Branch employs about 30 people. 
Additionally, the Zoo contracts with 
the Randolph County Sheriff’s Office to 
maintain three deputies on site. These 
officers assist with many of the day-
to-day confusions and mishaps that 
pop up when crowds gather at the Zoo. 
Additionally, the deputies take the lead 
in the rare instances when legal inves-
tigations are warranted. These deputies 
also escort emergency vehicles, includ-
ing firetrucks and ambulances, when 
they enter and leave the Park.  

To provide 24/7 security, the Zoo’s 
Ranger Branch operates in three over-
lapping shifts. The duties and activities 
assigned to each shift vary to accommo-
date the tasks the rangers undertake at 
different times of the day.  

First Shift: As might be expected, 
the first-shift slot employs the largest 
number of rangers. When fully staffed, 
this group employs one chief ranger, 
two supervisors, eight full-time rangers, 
one full-time dispatcher, and some eight 
to 11 seasonal rangers.

Because these rangers work during 
the Park’s peak visitation hours, all but 
the dispatcher spend much of their day 

outside.  They patrol the walkways on 
golf carts and canvass the entire Zoo 
in vehicles that monitor traffic and 
activities in both public and non-pub-
lic areas. With assistance from other 
trained rangers, the dispatcher manages 
“ZooCom,” a radio system that serves 
as the communication hub for the 300 
or more employees scattered  around 
the Park. 

Handling ZooCom is not for the 
faint of ear or spirit. It includes mon-
itoring and often responding to the 
ongoing messages transmitted by the 
200 or more radio-toting employees 
that need to stay in touch through-
out the day! On top of that, ZooCom 
answers and directs incoming tele-
phone calls from four lines, monitors 
the fire and life support alarm systems 
for Zoo buildings, and communicates 
with the Deputies using VIPER (Voice 
Interoperability Project for Emergency 
Responders) when necessary.  

Because the Zoo’s first-shift rangers 
conduct their work when guests filter 
through the Park, these rangers often 
find themselves engaged in various 
public service roles. They are our first 
responders when emergencies, big or 
small, arise in the Zoo. 

If a guest misplaces a child, locks 
their keys in their car, or discovers a flat 
tire or dead battery when they return 
to the parking lot, a ranger or several 
rangers—guided by ZooCom—will 
come to the rescue. When medical 
emergencies arise, the Ranger Branch 
responds as well. All full-time first-shift 
rangers are EMT Certified—and all 
seasonal team members are trained to 
administer first-aid. 

Our EMTs are qualified to conduct 
medical and trauma assessments and 
deal quickly and professionally with 
many emergencies. These rangers drive 
golf carts and vehicles equipped with 
automatic emergency defibrillators, 
splints, and a litany of first-aid essen-
tials. All know how to administer CPR, 
intervene in choking emergencies, and 
perform rescue breathing when needed.  

The rangers’ training in medical 
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assessments has prepared them to rec-
ognize when to call an ambulance and 
how to communicate essential informa-
tion to the medical personnel driving 
the vehicle. The Zoo’s deputies escort 
arriving ambulances to the proper loca-
tion in the Park. In the rare instances 
when a medical emergency warrants 
airlifting a patient to a hospital, the 
rangers coordinate with the local fire 
department to create a safe and defined 
landing zone for the helicopter. 

A Ranger’s Work is Never Done
On top of all the above duties, our first-
shift rangers are always busy respond-
ing to the varied needs of our guests. 
Inside the Park, rangers give directions, 
answer questions, manage crowds, and 
serve as goodwill ambassadors in all 
kinds of situations. 

In the parking lots and non-habitat 
areas, these rangers direct traffic when 
lines grow long and guests need help 
finding places to park. When accidents 
happen, the rangers help by directing 
traffic away from or around the mishap.  

Keeping an eye on the Zoo’s fire and 
safety systems is a 24-hour task assigned 
to the Zoo’s Ranger Branch. Day or 
night, Zoo rangers monitor systems in 
all the buildings on site. If an alarm or 
a warning signal appears, rangers can 
troubleshoot the problem and perform 
basic maintenance on many of these 
systems.  

The rangers’ skills include isolating 
the problem that triggered an alarm 
and knowing how to handle it. Minor 
fixes, such as changing the batteries or 
cleaning detectors, are managed on the 
spot. When more complicated repairs 
are needed, the rangers know when and 
how to call an outside service provider.  

The attention rangers give these sys-
tems puts them in regular contact with 
the Zoo’s maintenance supervisor. His 
untiring, willing assistance to be on call 
both day and night has earned him offi-
cial designation as an honorary member 
of the Ranger Branch. 

 
Shifting Duties When the Sun 
Goes Down 
Second- and third-shift rangers secure 
and keep watch over the Park when 
most people have left, and darkness 
settles in. The Zoo employs eight first- 
and second-shift rangers along with one 
supervisor to cover these two stretches 
of time. 

Late in the day, second-shift rang-
ers help clear the Park of lingering 
guests and check to ensure that all 
Zoo employees have either left or been 
accounted for before locking the entry 
gates that pedestrians pass through 
when they enter or exit the Zoo. 

Around this time, the rangers also 
secure the gates that allow entry and 
exit through a chain link perimeter 
fence that surrounds the entire devel-

oped area of the Zoo. This fence pro-
vides a complete barrier around the 
space that houses all the Zoo’s animals. 
Lastly, the rangers close and lock the 
exterior gates on the roads that bring 
outside traffic into the Zoo. Once 
secure, these gates prevent vehicles from 
entering or leaving the parking lots or 
the Zoo proper. 

If a car lingers in a parking lot after 
hours or a staffer fails to check out 
before these gates are locked, the rang-
ers conduct a search to ensure that no 
one is hurt or stranded inside the Zoo. 

During the nighttime hours, second- 
and third-shift rangers patrol the Zoo’s 
perimeter and interior regions, continue 
to monitor the fire and life support 
systems operating in Zoo buildings, 
and manage the Zoo’s communication 
system. When inclement weather closes 
the Park because of icy conditions, 
downed trees, or other emergencies, the 
second- and third-shift rangers continue 
their patrols to monitor the state of the 
roads and to check the integrity of the 
fencing, the status of interior pathways, 
and the stability of utility systems. 

Third-shift rangers unlock the exte-
rior entry gates every morning—bad 
weather or not—and post alerts on 
them when conditions are such that 
staff is not allowed to report to their 
regular workstations. During these situ-
ations, Zoo employees gather at desig-
nated staging areas and remain in place 
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until the rangers and other Zoo staff 
confirm that it is safe to enter the Zoo.  

While second- and third-shifts’ 
operations are usually less intense 
than first shift’s, they are equally vital 
to Zoo operations. An unnoticed 
alarm and failure of one of the Zoo’s 
life or fire systems could damage the 
plant collection or injure or lead to 
the death of an animal. And, because 
the Zoo holds many late-night and 
overnight events during the warmer 
months, the safety and well-being of 
these guests are related to the vigilance 
and attention of these rangers.  

Because they make regular rounds 
through the Zoo, rangers are the first 
to know if a fallen tree has compro-
mised a building or animal habitat. 
These rangers also alert the Zoo’s 
senior staff or local law enforcement 
if something goes amiss during the 
night. 

Second- and third-shift rangers 
share the same calm dispositions 
as their first-shift counterparts and 
also seem to enjoy the peaceful, quiet 
nature of the Zoo at night. These rang-
ers have the pleasure of experiencing 
the Zoo in ways that are rarely avail-
able to the rest of us.  

On their rounds, these rangers 
encounter native wildlife wandering 

through the Park and enjoy spectac-
ular connections with natural phe-
nomena: late-night symphonies from 
chorusing frogs, a full moon or the 
Milky Way shimmering overhead, 
the calls of Red Wolves, Lions, or 
Elk punctuating the darkness. These 
rangers enjoy the silence and serenity 
the Zoo offers and develop deep and 
lasting connections with the Park and 
their fellow officers.

These jobs are not for everyone, but 
they are perfect for people who expe-
rience serenity and unscripted wildlife 
encounters as joyful and find content-
ment in protecting and serving others.

In summary, Justin Parsons, who 
joined the Zoo as a Ranger and EMT 
in 2013, had this to say about his 
job,  “Zoo guests never think they’ll 
need Park rangers until they suddenly 
do. We often meet our guests when 
something has gone wrong. Our job 
is to make it right. Nothing is more 
satisfying than that moment when 
we know our efforts have made their 
Zoo visit better than they could have 
imagined.” 

The Zoo and Society staff mem-
bers, as well as our close neighbors 
and guests, appreciate the service and 
dedication of the rangers who protect 
and secure the Park.  

We’ve Got Great 
News To Share!
At the time of this writing, the United 
States Government plans to officially 
end the COVID-19 National Emergency 
and Public Heath Emergency on May 11, 
2023. Consequently, the Zoo’s Veterinary 
and Animal Sections plan to scale back 
the restrictions put in place to protect the 
health of Zoo animals at-risk to COVID-19 
infections. 
   As a consequence, the Zoo has 
granted the Zoo Society permission to 
restore behind-the-scenes VIP tours at 
the Lion, Cougar, and Otter habitats. 
What’s more, VIP guests will also be once 
again offered the option to feed the otters 
and the elephants during these behind-the-
scenes tours.
   Some COVID restrictions will remain in 
place with high-risk species: guests must 
wear masks if they are to come within 6 
feet of high-risk species (Cats, Primates, 
and River Otters) and must wear gloves 
when feeding any animal. 
   We are in the process of scheduling 
these tours on our 2023 summer and fall 
calendars and placing them for sale in our 
store. Visit nczoo.com and choose VIP 
tours under Extraordinary Experiences 
menu to access these new listings and to 
sign up for one of these tours. 
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The Zoo will turn 50 in 2024, and we will mark that anniversary by reflecting on some of the Zoo’s most 
remarkable achievements: Its emergence as a world class zoo; Its sterling reputation for quality animal 
care; Its growing presence in international and regional conservation projects and research; Its expanding 
commitment to family-friendly education and recreational opportunities.

As proud as we are of these achievements, we are even prouder of the promises the Zoo holds for the 
future. Its exit from these first 50 years edges it even closer to opening a third continent, Asia, and fulfill-
ing its pledge to bring a world of wildlife to North Carolina.

To commemorate the Zoo’s accomplished past and promising future, the Zoo Society wants to commis-
sion and install an iconic artwork in the heart of Asia. This work will celebrate 50 years of excellence by 
adding the first piece of Asian-inspired art to the Zoo’s existing public art collection—a collection widely 
acclaimed as one of the most significant and best-curated in the state. This reputation will surely grow 
now that the Zoo has hired a new Curator of Design to work with advisors and international and local 
artists to ensure that only high-quality, authentic, and diverse artworks come into the Zoo’s collection.

We hope you will join us in jump-starting this process by helping the Zoo choose and install this iconic 
artwork in Asia. To add your voice to this selection, donate $25 or more to our Fund for Asian Art  
Campaign. When you do, we will add your name to the list of art donors we will maintain on our  
website.

As this list grows, the Zoo’s Curator of Design will work with her advisors to post a call for artists to 
submit proposals for creating this piece. The curatorial team will select the top three entries. Our donors 
will choose the winner in an open election. One vote for each donor of $25 or more.

As a special incentive, we will invite donors providing $250 or more to 
attend the unveiling and installation of this artwork in Asia. To add your 
name to the list or to make a donation to celebrate 50 years of progress at 
the Zoo, logon to nczoo.com and click on the “Celebrating Fifty Years of 
Progress” button on the home page.

Thank you.

Sincerely,

Cheryl Armstrong
Executive Director
North Carolina Zoo Society

North Carolina Zoo

Celebrating  50 Years  as the
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Alexis Rowe, Capital Campaign Coordinator

The American Red Wolf is the only wolf species exclu-
sively native to the United States. Smaller than a Grey 
Wolf, but bigger than a Coyote, this tall, lanky canid 

(member of the dog family) is named for its red-tinted fur. 
Rather than living in large packs as Grey Wolves do, Red 
Wolves reside in family groups that usually consist of a breed-
ing pair and the youngsters from the pair’s last two litters. The 
American Red Wolf is highly endangered and is nearly extinct 
in the wild.

Protecting Wolves
You may have heard Zoo staff use the term “Species Survival 
Plan®” when discussing endangered species. Species 
Survival Plans are highly structured breeding programs that 
focus on protecting the genetic diversity of rare species cared 
for by zoos accredited by AZA (the Association of Zoos and 
Aquariums). These plans protect genetic diversity by tracking 
the pedigree of individual animals and using their ancestral 
information to prevent related animals from inbreeding.

We joined the American Red Wolf Species Survival Plan 
in 1995, shortly after three female Red Wolves moved into a 
newly open habitat in the Zoo’s North American section. Since 
then, the Zoo has increased its resident Red Wolf population to 
22—the second largest group of Red Wolves currently residing 
under human care. 

Our group is about two times larger than the entire pop-
ulation of Red Wolves living in the wild. The Zoo’s Animal 
Management Supervisor, Chris Lasher, not only oversees the 
Zoo’s wolves, but he has also historically served as AZA’s 
population manager for the Red Wolf Species Survival Plan. As 
the population manager, he helps track AZA Red Wolf popula-
tions and advises their caretakers on population management 
decisions.

Changing Management Techniques
As a native highly endangered species, American Red Wolves 
receive protection from the Endangered Species Act, which 
falls under the jurisdiction of the US Fish & Wildlife Service. 
Consequently, the Wildlife Service oversees all Red Wolves, in 
the wild and in zoos.

In 2021, AZA undertook a dramatic reorganization of its 
Species Survival Plan programs. The Association decided to 
maintain only a select few Species Survival Plans; the Red 
Wolf SSP was not included, since Red Wolves in human care 
are externally managed by the Wildlife Service. The impetus 
for this change was to focus on species that AZA partners 
wanted at their facilities as well as species that AZA could 
solely manage. AZA still supports Red Wolf conservation 

along with other conservation programs but felt that the SSP 
model was not the best place for that program.

Once these changes were announced, zoo professionals 
already passionate about Red Wolf conservation quickly 
assembled to establish a new plan. AZA has another, pro-
gram known by the acronym “SAFE,” (Saving Animals from 
Extinction). The American Red Wolf SAFE program was added 
in 2018 by the North Carolina Zoo. Its main purpose was to 
support Red Wolf conservation by growing education and 
awareness efforts for the species. This program now encom-
passes the population management team for all American 
Red Wolves living in AZA accredited zoos. The North Carolina 
Zoo’s own Chris Lasher serves as the Population Manager for 
this new important grouping, which cooperates in the manage-
ment of approximately 250 American Red Wolves residing in 
50 institutions across the country!

Checking in with the American  Red Wolf
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Collaborating with Federal Partners
In 2021, the Wildlife Service put together a Red Wolf Recovery 
Team to look at ways to increase the number of Red Wolves 
living in the wild. Chris Lasher was among the elite group of red 
wolf experts invited to participate in developing this new plan. 
The group released an updated Red Wolf Recovery Plan at 
the end of 2022. This new recovery plan resumes the recovery 
efforts that the administration halted in 2014. 

Right now, nine adult Red Wolves are lined up to be released 
into the wild at Alligator River National Wildlife Refuge, in eastern 
North Carolina. If you didn’t already know, this refuge and its 
border lands make up the last place on earth where Red Wolves 
run the wild! That entire population dwindled well below 20 as 
a consequence of the 2014 management decisions. In 2022, 
when the Wildlife Service completed its census of all the known 
wolves, the species’ wild numbers had fallen to just 10. 

Bringing Them Back
Releasing pairs of adult wolves into the refuge is just one 
of the methods used in the recovery program. Another very 
successful, and adorable, method is called “pup fostering.” 
Wildlife officers working at Alligator River National Wildlife 
Refuge radio-collar and track Red Wolves living in the 
refuge.  When these officers discover a wild female nursing 
a litter, they reach out to Supervisor Lasher to find out if any 
AZA institutions have a litter of Red Wolf puppies about the 
same age as the wild pups.  

If some are available, their home zoo will select several 
puppies from the litter and turn them over to the Wildlife 
Service for a surreptitious introduction. The Wildlife officers 
keep tabs on the nursing wild female, and when she leaves 
her den to hunt, they slip the zoo-bred youngsters into the 
den. Wolves, being the highly social creatures that they are, 
readily accept and raise these pups as their own. 

This technique has a high success rate and allows the 
zoo-born pups to benefit from the nutritional, social, and 
life-skills training that only a wild wolf knows how to deliver. 
In 2021, four pups born at the Akron Zoo, in Ohio, grew up 
under the care of a wild pair living in North Carolina.

With a new program in place, and wolf releases, pup 
fosterlings, and coyote sterilizations on the rise, the future is 
looking up for Red Wolves. In 2022, a wild breeding pair had 
six puppies, the first litter born in the wild since 2018!  So 
much to celebrate!

Working with Native Americans 
The Western Cherokee Nation has formed a partnership with 
Wildlife Service officers to raise awareness about conserv-
ing Red Wolves. These two entities are cooperating to film 
a documentary that highlights the cultural significance Red 
Wolves play in western Cherokee culture and explains the 
ongoing recovery efforts to protect these animals. 

The film includes interviews with Wildlife Service person-
nel, our wolf expert Chris Lasher, as well as with elders from 
the Cherokee community. These elders convey their truth 
and stories about the Red Wolf while speaking in the native 
language of their people. The film will also feature art cre-
ated by members of the Cherokee Wolf Clan. The film is set 
to be released this summer.

Despite the challenges we must overcome to protect 
these amazing creatures, we will persevere. These elusive, 
magnificent canids have deep ecological and cultural roots, 
and the North Carolina Zoo is committed to protecting this 
species. Every time you visit the Zoo or join the Zoo Society, 
you add your voice and your support to our efforts to protect 
the American Red Wolf.

To learn more, visit:
https://www.fws.gov/project/red-wolf-recovery-program
https://www.aza.org/safe-species#americanredwolf

Checking in with the American  Red Wolf

MATT CUDA / ISTOCK
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The ’Boons Are Back!
Kamisha Carpenter, Baboon/Gorilla Animal Keeper

The North Carolina Zoo’s diverse band of Hamadryas 
Baboons currently contains 22 members that range in 
age from senior adults down to rambunctious babies. 

This troop disappeared from public view many months ago 
when the Zoo prepared to dismantle its aging African Pavil-
ion—the iconic structure housing the baboons at the time. 
Before it came down, staff had to find temporary housing for 
its resident baboons. 

The housing would be temporary because, once the Pavil-
ion was gone, the Zoo planned to return the baboons to this 
location. Before they returned, though, the old habitat would 
be renovated, and one of its walls would open into a spacious 
indoor habitat and sleeping residence that the Zoo planned to 
erect for the baboons. 

These plans meant that staff had to move the baboons out, 
house them temporarily in a new location, and then trans-
port them back when the renovated habitat became available. 
Orchestrating this journey required meticulous planning and 
patience and provided numerous opportunities for keepers to 
witness dynamic shifts in the band’s complex social structure.

Tracing The Moves
The baboons’ roundtrip required two carefully planned jour-
neys. The first sent them jumping out of their existing habitat 
into a temporary non-public residence near the veterinary 
hospital. The second brought them back home but to an 
improved outdoor space and a new indoor habitat. 

As we expected, the first step in this journey shook up the 
group’s existing social structure and ignited some dramatic 
social realignments. Our three oldest males, for example, 
tumbled quickly from their dominant positions in the band’s 
hierarchy.

This trio arrived at the Zoo in the early 2000s as part of a 
long-term plan to increase the size and the genetic diversity 
of the Zoo’s existing group. These males—Gondar, Addis, 
and Negelli—served this plan well. They settled in quickly 
and soon became the founders of a healthy, expanding band 
of Hamadryas Baboons.

These three males reigned over the group for years, each 
claiming a family and holding a dominant position. But 
as time would have it, age eventually chipped away their 
strength and mobility. 

These declines degraded the existing social order. Gondar, 
Addis, and Negelli saw their females melt into the harems of 
younger males, who began to challenge the old guard more 
and more. Eventually, these challenges upended the social 

ladder and sent the founding fathers tumbling to the bottom.
Meanwhile, babies arrived, Addis died, and two male teen-

agers blossomed into adults. Eventually, the time came  
to take the baboons back to a new improved habitat.

The Homecoming
Releasing the band into its new habitat was emotionally 
rewarding. The baboons bounded into the new space, filling 
the air with excited vocalizations. Even the new babies— 
who had never run on grass or scrambled over boulders 
before—raced in without hesitation. All was new and won-
derful to behold!

All 22 of these highly social animals rushed into the hab-
itat together. They coordinated their activities, moving in a 
crowd to scale a large boulder and pausing in unison to stand 
upright at the top to look out in every direction. All the while, 
they screeched in a raucous celebration. 

Eventually, one by one dropped from the rock to explore 
the space. Several males just galloped around and around. 
They didn’t chase each other or fight. They just sprinted 
and jogged for the apparent joy of it! Their 
excitement invigorated the group, generat-
ing rounds of shrieks, dashes, and leaps that 
communicated sheer delight. 
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What You Can See
Baboons are dynamic in their behaviors. They are in constant 
motion as they interact with their band members. Juveniles 
and babies play rambunctiously, jumping and launching 
themselves into the air and chasing each other from one place 
to another. 

The adults move, too, but more subtly. One has to observe 
carefully to decipher their interactions, which can be as spell-
binding as any soap opera. Some individuals form alliances 
with one another, pairing up for protection or for sharing 
resources. Sometimes, they settle down to groom a potential 
mate or an ally. At other times, they squabble over food or a 
resting place.

Watching these interactions can provide clues about the 
various alliances, kinships, dominance hierarchies, and other 
networks that govern the group. These nuanced behaviors will 
be more visible now because the new habitat includes a large 
window that guests can peek through to follow the baboons 
even if cold weather keeps them inside. Also, a large window 
on one wall of the outdoor habitat brings guests close to the 
troop at eye level when the baboons are outside.

Such close viewing will make it easier for guests to see 
some of the standard facial expressions baboons use to com-
municate. Staring or raising their eyebrows communicates a 
threat. Lip smacking and grimacing express greetings. Con-
necting one baboon’s facial expression to another baboon’s 
reactions can offer hints about the messages being sent. (You 
can always ask a keeper to explain these expressions, too, if 
one is nearby.)

See Some Schooling
When keepers train the baboons, guests can watch through a 
window into the indoor habitat. Most sessions help baboons 
learn to cooperate in their own care, but training can also 
encourage them to cooperate with each other. This training is 
necessary because keepers use healthy treats to reward desired 
behaviors, which requires baboons to leave their neighbors’ 
rewards alone. Male baboons don’t take kindly to sharing food 
or to accepting treats when a more dominant male sits nearby. 

To encourage cooperation, keepers teach the baboons to 
“station” on command. Stationing means “sit still.” The goal 
is for the animals to stay put. Once two baboons learn to 
station, keepers can train them simultaneously by working 
with one baboon on top of a platform and another below it. 
Baboons always seem impressive, but watching a keeper train 
a silver-mantled male armed with dagger-length canine teeth 
reveals much about the species’ intellect and responsiveness.

The road we traveled to introduce the baboons to their 
new building was long but well worth the journey. We are 
delighted to know that this new habitat will enable the Zoo’s 
future guests to see and learn more about the behaviors and 
lives of our remarkable Hamadryas Baboons.
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canids as potential predators of live-
stock or competitors for quarry. This 
antagonism has helped push 25 per-
cent of canids onto lists of threatened 
animals.

Wolves, especially, have endured this 
wrath. In the United States, sanctioned 
killing campaigns persisted throughout 
most of our history. Relentless, these 
campaigns continued into the mid-
1900s, eventually killing almost every 
wolf in the lower 48 states. By the time 
the Endangered Species Act gained 
teeth in the 1970s, only five Mexican 
Grey Wolves and 14 American Red 
Wolves had lived long enough to receive 
protection under the law. 

While 34 of Canidae’s 35 species face 
uncertain futures worldwide, ironically,  

one species sits at the pinnacle of 
evolutionary success. Its population is 
approaching 900 million, and its range 
crosses every continent but Antarc-
tica. Even stranger, it ranges alongside 
people. 

This species is the domestic dog—the 
most recent and mysterious descendant 
of wolves. Still almost a wolf (dogs share 
98.8 percent of their genes with Grey 
Wolves), dogs have somehow become 
humanity’s best friend. But how?

The Descent of Dog
Archeologists first discovered a few 
hints of a brewing friendship between 
wolves and people when excavating 
artifacts from campsites and settle-
ments estimated to be 10,000 to 50,000 

years old. The artifacts suggested 
that some wolves and people were 
living closer and closer to each other’s 
homesites. No one understands what 
prompted this apparent decline in 
mutual animosity. Still, some recent 
genetic discoveries suggest that wolves, 
not people, took the first tentative  
steps leading down this road to domes-
tication. 

It appears that a small genetic muta-
tion crept into a portion of the wolf 
gene pool tens of thousands of years 
before wolves began leaving visible 
traces of the subtle behavioral changes 
caused by this mutation. The mutation 
occurred in just the right splice of DNA 
to make its carrier wolves a bit less fear-
ful of people and a bit friendlier toward 

Of Dogs and Wolves
Jayne Owen Parker, Ph.D., Director 
Communications & Education 

“Canidae” is the scientific name for the biological 
family populated by dogs and their close relatives—
wolves, coyotes, jackals, foxes, and their ilk. The 
family contains only 35 species, most of which bear  
a strong resemblance to wolves. Their muzzles 
narrow into points. Their ears perk. Their lithe 
bodies rest atop elongated legs. Bushy, expressive 
tails punctuate their behinds. 

Throughout history, this family has chiefly 
suffered at the hands of people who view Malinois, Slovakia Wolf Dog pup, Rottweiler *

	 American Grey Wolf *	 Mexican Grey Wolf *	 American Red Wolf •	 Malamute *	 Labrador Retriever *
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wolves and other animals, including 
humans. While the early behavior 
changes would have been small, they 
opened the gate to astounding possibili-
ties for these wolves’ descendants. 

The less fearful, friendlier mutation 
carriers became brave enough to ruffle 
through garbage pits alongside camp-
sites and, later, settlements. The garbage 
eliminated the calorie-intense, often 
dangerous job of hunting live animals, 
provided good nutrition, and set up 
spicy dating scenes where friendly 
wolves could meet, mate, and make 
increasingly more sociable offspring. 

Over time, these self-imposed 
breeding islands magnified the genetic 

distance separating wolves with the 
mutation from wolves without it. Even-
tually, the friendlier animals morphed  
into a new breed of friendly, almost-
dogs with enough charm and charisma 
to initiate an inter-species friendship 
with people. 

Breeding for Design 
Once dogs self-domesticated enough to 
cozy up with humans, people began to 
notice the potential benefits of friending 
intelligent, sociable animals that could 
sniff out game, course over long dis-
tances, and hear enemies approaching 
in the dark. 

 By 5,000 years ago, Egyptians had 
established two reliable dog breeds—a 
mastiff-like guard dog and a slender- 

bodied hunting dog. By the 16th cen-
tury, humans knew enough to create 
various hounds, terriers, and shepherds 
to hunt, herd, and cavort with people 
worldwide. Later, about 400 years ago, 
people’s breeding interests turned to 
appearances. Rather rapidly, breed vari-
eties multiplied like fleas, churning out 
dogs that ranged in size from 4-pound 
papillons to 200-pound Newfoundlands 
and tweaking every canine feature from 
coat color, texture, and length to the 
appearance of a dog’s tail, nose, and 
ears. 

The Eyes Have It 
While researchers continue to study 

what predisposed dogs to become our 
friends, a key suspect turns out to be a 
genetic tweak that hacked into a shared 
hormonal system that underlies both  
species’ capacity to fall in love.

Sometime early in our shared evo-
lutionary journey, dogs joined humans 
as one of the few species willing to 
maintain prolonged eye contact with 
another individual. Most species react 
to stares as threats, but people and dogs 
can distinguish a friendly gaze from a 
fierce glare.  

In both of our species, the mutual 
act of locking eyes at crucial moments 
unleashes hormones that lead human 
partners to fall in love, parents and chil-
dren to bond at the moment of birth, 
and dogs and people to accept each 

other as family members. 
As a side benefit, the desire to replen-

ish these warm, fuzzy feelings leads to 
more mutual gazings and predisposes 
us to search each other’s faces for infor-
mation. Looking at each other sets the 
stage for us to learn or intuit the mean-
ing conveyed by various expressions 
and gestures. 

Children and dogs spontaneously 
begin to understand and use gestures 
as they age. By six months, for exam-
ple, puppies automatically follow the 
directional clues conveyed by a pointing 
finger. The pups will also wag, bow, and 
orient to communicate their needs to 
their owners. 

The emergence of these and other 
shared characteristics, coupled with 
dogs’ eagerness to learn, has given 
people a faithful ally that makes us safer, 
healthier, and happier. Not only do they 
love us (really) and help protect us, they 
can be trained to save our lives, and they 
instinctively comfort our souls. 

Their superior sense of smell enables 
them to track down lost children, 
search for illegal substances and explo-
sives, accurately recognize metabolic 
changes in people suffering from 
COVID, melanoma, and other diseases. 
Petting them soothes our fears, lowers 
our stress levels, comforts us when we 
mourn, and lightens our mood. Is it 
any wonder they have become our best 
friends forever? 

Want to Learn More? 
Below are some very good books to get 
you started.
Berns, Gregory. (2013) How Dogs Love 

Us. Lake Union Publishing.
Hare, Briana and Woods, Vanessa. (2013) 

The Genius of Dogs. Penguin Books.
Hare, Briana and Woods, Vanessa. (2020) 

Survival of the Friendliest. Random 
House.

Horowitz, Alexandra. (2019) Our Dogs, 
Ourselves. Scribner.

Wynne, Clive D. L. (2019) Dog is Love. 
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.
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Thank yous go out to the very generous donors who provided gifts of $1,000 or more to the Society, 12/1/2022- 2/28/2023.
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All Public VIP Tours May Be Scheduled as Private Tours
The logistics for Private Tours are identical to the programs provided 
during Public VIP Tours. Private Tours differ because the buyer works 
with the Zoo Society to pick the date of the tour and the tour may be 
scheduled on any day of the week. The buyer determines who will 
attend the tour, which can accommodate up to six people. 
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Zoo Events 
Schedule
JUNE
Canines for Conservation
Every Tuesday – Sunday. Free to 
guests. Trainers and their rescued dogs 
put on a show for wildlife conservation! 
Visit nczoo.org for times and dates
3  Trail Opening: Year of the Trail
10  Quiet Day 

JULY – SEPTEMBER
Canines for Conservation
Every Tuesday – Sunday. Free to 
guests. Trainers and their rescued dogs 
put on a show for wildlife conservation!

OCTOBER
10  Quiet Day
14 & 15  Pumpkin Palooza
21-22  & 28-29  Boo at the Zoo

Upcoming Events at the Zoo

2023 Veterinary 
Camp Schedules 

All camps are new and updated. 
Visit nczoo.com under Extraordinary 
Experiences to Learn Details.

Junior Veterinary Camps are suitable 
for rising 7th through 9th graders. The 
dates and topics for 2023’s one-day 
Junior Camps are as follows:
Saturday, June 10: This camp will focus 
on birds.
Saturday, September 23: This camp will 
focus on mammals.

Senior Veterinary Camps are suitable 
for rising 10th-graders through first-year 
College Students.
The dates and topics for 2023’s one-day 
Senior Camps are as follows:
Saturday, July 15: This camp will focus 
on the veterinary needs of reptiles, 
amphibians, fish, and invertebrates.
Saturday, August 12: This camp will 
focus on the veterinary needs  
of birds.

Zoo Society Tours
Public VIP tours occur on Saturdays between March 1 and October 31. 
Public VIP ticket prices are $100 per person for North Carolina  
Zoo Society members. Non-member tickets are $115 per person.  
Visit nczoo.com/vip-tours/ to learn about tour details or to purchase a 
tour online. 
     VIP Tours are unsuitable for young children, and age restric-
tions vary among different tours. A paying adult must accompany 
children younger than 17. 

2023 VIP Public Tour Schedule 

AVIAN PROP TOUR
10 a.m.  Go behind-the-scenes to 
learn about the Zoo’s bird repro-
duction programs and avian train-
ing and enrichment programs.
Minimum age: 10
Dates: September 16

CHIMPANZEES IN TRAINING 
TOUR
3 p.m.  Begins at the lower chim-
panzee viewing area.
Minimum age: 12 
Dates: June 17, August 12, 
September 9

ELEPHANTS UP CLOSE 
1:30 p.m.  Begins at Stedman 
Education Building. 
Minimum age: 12
Dates: June 10 (Wait List), Sept. 9 
& 30, October 14 

GIRAFFE MEET AND FEED 
5:30 p.m.  Begins at lower giraffe 
viewing area. 
Minimum age: 6
Dates: June 10, September 16, 
October 7 
GRIZZLY AND BLACK BEAR 
Duo Bear Tour
1:30 p.m.  Begins at Black Bear 
viewing. 
Minimum age: 10 
Dates: June 3, July 22, Sept. 16 
and October 28 

GORILLAS’ HEALTH CARE  
& TRAINING
1:15 p.m.  Begins at main gorilla 
viewing area. 
Minimum age: 8
Dates: June 10, July 8, August 19, 
October 14 (Wait List) 

RHINOS—CLOSE ENOUGH  
TO TOUCH! 
11 a.m.  Begins in front of 
Stedman Education Building. 
Minimum age: 8
Dates: June 3 (Wait List), 
September 23 (Wait List), October 
7 (Wait List)

ROCKY COAST ADULT TOUR
10:30 a.m.  Begins at the 
Porcupine Habitat in the RJR 
Rocky Coast
Minimum age: 12
Dates: June 17 (Wait List), August 
19 (Wait List)

ROCKY COAST FAMILY TOUR
10:30 a.m.  Begins beside 
Porcupine Habitat at the RJR 
Rocky Coast
Minimum age: 5 years
Dates: July 29 (Wait List), 
September 16 (Wait List)
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ELECTRONIC SERVICE REQUESTED

The North Carolina Zoo is calling in the dogs to raise 
 awareness and support for wildlife conservation.
Beginning on Memorial Day weekend and running through Labor Day weekend, Canine Champions 
      for Conservation, a pack of highly-trained, exuberant rescue dogs, will astound guests with  
           their agility and canine intelligence. Shows are free with Zoo admission and will take place, 	
	     weather permitting, every Tuesday through Sunday throughout the season.
                To learn more about this tail-wagging experience and other Zoo-related activities,  

visit NCZoo.org. 
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