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Experience is not what happens to you;


it’s what you do with what happens to you.


Aldous Huxley




Foreword


Keeping penguins has a very long tradition at Schönbrunn Zoo. After WWII, the efforts initially concentrated on Humboldt and Jackass penguins. It wasn’t until 1975, upon completion of the Seal House with its integrated facility for penguins, that more demanding species such as King and Rockhopper penguins could be held.


My career as an animal keeper began in October 1977. My first contact with penguins took place in my second year of training. Towards the end of my training period I was already spending most of my time in the Seal House and therefore assigned to the Rockhopper penguins as well. Upon completing my apprenticeship exams I worked in various enclosures, but my true passion always remained the Seal House. My interest in these comical, upright-walking birds continued to grow during this period. In spring 1982 I was permanently assigned to the seal and penguin facility. At this time, none of the three penguin species had ever produced offspring. I enthusiastically accepted this challenge. The time of experiments and setbacks began. At that time, information on penguin keeping was generally very incomplete – only minimal documentation was available from other zoos as well. Even the scientific literature offered little useful material. In the first 15 years I undertook one or two tours to the various zoos almost every year. Initially, I mainly visited German zoos in order to gain information about the animals under my care. Around 1990, these trips also took me to Berlin, where my colleague and newly won friend Dieter Petersen had collected the first useful and more detailed tips about hand-raising Rockhopper penguins. For the first time, I got my hands on a recipe for a rearing mash, which I took home with me.


After gaining a wealth of personal experience, especially together with my colleague Christian Windisch, I decided to publish this information in the hope that it will prove useful support and encouragement to other animal keepers and zoo staff members elsewhere.


Ludwig Feßl


Head facility manager for seals, penguins and bears


Animal keeper at Schönbrunn Zoo
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Figure 1. Christian Windisch, Stefanie Stenitzer, Ludwig Feßl (2009)







Retrospective – the rocky road to success


Around 1980 we kept 4 Rockhopper penguins and 8 King penguins in a ca. 60 m2, climatized indoor facility with a cooled 30 m2 pool. The facility, which was modeled to resemble an Antarctic landscape, was not necessarily unsatisfactory for keeping penguins, but it was unsuitable to breed Rockhopper penguins. The terrestrial part was too smooth and insufficiently structured. I experimented with gravel in order to provide an opportunity for nest building because eggs were only very rarely laid. This was only moderately successful and was insufficient to solve the problems we had with the larger penguins as well. It became increasingly clear to me that the species had to be separated. It required a considerable effort to convince my supervisors that this was necessary, but in the early 1990s we finally took this important step. The Rockhopper penguins were moved to a new enclosure of equivalent size with a rocky structure and planted areas, which the penguins immediately proceeded to devastate. The group was enlarged to 9 animals. During the brooding season we again offered gravel, and the animals began to arrange the stones to their liking. The brood pairs preferred to use the half-buried pots that had held the grasses they destroyed. The soil in the pots was clearly unsuitable for building a nest, so I replaced it with gravel. Nonetheless, the group was still too small to successfully form breeding pairs and, as several of the animals died over the years, the pairs had to find themselves anew. Some penguins remained without a partner. The eggs were usually unfertilized, were broken or came to lie outside the nests. In spring 1992 we received 4 new animals, which gave rise to one harmonious pair. The following year, that pair brooded in a plant trough and, after an incubation period of 36 days, our first chick hatched. It was raised entirely by the parents. This was only possible because we built a barrier that the chick was unable to cross but that posed no problems for the adults. This helped ensure that the chick would not drown in the water. In 1994 I thought we had finally made the major breakthrough. We had three pairs with a total of 4 eggs. But we had to face the next set-back: all the clutches were unfertilized! Only later did we come to recognize that we had been keeping two different species of Rockhopper penguins, a distinction that hadn’t yet been made at that time. The two species have a very different mating behavior and their calls also differ. The two never cross-bred in Schönbrunn. This had clearly reduced the chances of successful captive breeding. Many of the eggs were destroyed, which led us to introduce an incubator. If only one egg was laid, we exchanged it with a plaster egg, which gave us the opportunity return the fertilized egg shortly before it hatched or to return the freshly hatched chick shortly thereafter. This enabled the penguins to raise their offspring by themselves. This constellation helped us to successfully raise our first chick in 1996. We let the penguins raise the chick – more out of necessity than by design – because we simply had no good information on how to hand-raise these birds.
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