


[image: 001]




[image: 002]






[image: 001]

PUBLICAFFAIRS • NEW YORK






In memory of my mother






PROLOGUE


Among the animals on display at Six Flags Wild Safari, in Jackson, New Jersey, are addax, rare antelope whose long, thin, spiraling horns slant up and back like an ornate pair of tight, mirror-image S curves. The four-foot-tall mammals, which typically weigh nearly three hundred pounds, are much better suited to life on their native North African Sahara Desert than this theme park’s grassland: In summer, their grayish coats turn heat-reflecting off-white. Their large, splayed hooves allow them to easily traverse the sand dunes. And addax can go without drinking, instead fulfilling their need for fresh water from the moisture in the shrubs and grasses that constitute their diet.

Yet the addax has been pushed to near extinction in such countries as Chad, Niger, and Mali. For starters, the antelopes have been indiscriminately overhunted, often by poachers firing automatic weapons from motorized vehicles. The addax population has also been ravaged by severe and prolonged droughts, habitat loss from livestock grazing, and the stress brought on by throngs of overzealous and aggressive tourists.  What’s more, military troops have used the hapless animals for target practice. As a result, it’s estimated that only two hundred to three hundred addax remain in the wild—a number that has prompted the two major wildlife-monitoring agencies outside the United States to conclude the obvious: The species is in danger of disappearing.

That leaves the fate of the addax largely in the hands of zoos, wildlife preserves, and theme parks such as Wild Safari, whose fifteen addax live in a fenced-in area dubbed the African Plains. The placid antelopes, seemingly unfazed by the daily parade of vehicles, share their territory with Barbary sheep, East African crowned cranes, and white-tailed gnus; across the cattle grids, giraffes, marabou storks, and a dozen other species amble over their designated turf, some idling long enough in the threelane service road to bring the crush of summer traffic to a standstill.

The gates are shut the first week of November, when the three-hundred-fifty-acre drive-through park closes for the season. Because many of the thousand-plus animals at Six Flags Wild Safari—the desert-dwelling addax, among them—probably couldn’t make it through New Jersey’s harsh winters, they are soon relocated to heated buildings. It’s a process that requires great care.

Such concern for animal welfare is characteristic of Time Warner, Inc., which managed Wild Safari from 1992 to April 1, 1998, when the entertainment company sold its interest in the Six Flags chain to Premier Parks Inc., a large theme-park operator with headquarters in Oklahoma City. Time Warner’s Volunteer Project Grants, which are designed to support community-service work, have gone, for example, to an animal-rescue organization’s newsletter in Burbank, California. The company’s scholarship giving has supported New York University’s Science and Environmental Writing Program. HBO, Time Warner’s pay-television service, produced the widely acclaimed To Love or Kill: Man Versus Animal, a chilling documentary about society’s heinous treatment of animals.

Ted Turner, Time Warner’s vice chairman, has his own distinguished record regarding animals and their environments. The media and entertainment mogul, whose fortunes have been built on such properties as Cable News Network and the Atlanta Braves, is the Nature Conservancy’s  single-biggest individual donor of conservation easements, having set aside more than 148,000 acres of land he owns to prevent development and ensure that sufficient habitat is left for wildlife. Turner’s Atlanta-based superstation, WTBS, has long been home to the popular National Geographic Explorer series. The Turner Foundation has funded such animal-friendly organizations as Earth Island Institute, whose projects include campaigns to save whale and dolphin habitats, sea-turtle nesting beaches, and San Francisco Bay’s harbor seals. And the family foundation also launched the Turner Endangered Species Fund, which assists private landowners in conserving desert bighorn sheep, Mexican wolves, and other imperiled species.

It should be no surprise, then, that the animals at Wild Safari would have been cared for so well under the management of Time Warner—that they would be moved en masse from their summertime habitat and so carefully shielded from the threats of harsher weather. This is just the sort of commitment that has helped Wild Safari earn its standing as a valued resource for wildlife preservation.

But with the relocation to winter quarters comes a parallel migration—a one-way exile that unceremoniously removes dozens, sometimes hundreds, of animals from the drive-through park. In years past, most of them have been entrusted to Henry Hampton, a North Carolina broker who’s hauled away Wild Safari’s camels, zebras, and Ankole cattle, as well as llamas, fallow deer, and white-bearded gnus. The park has also sent herds of blackbuck antelope to Hampton, along with North American black bears and Cameroon goats, eland, aoudads, lechwes, Beisa oryx, and dama gazelles. One year, Hampton hauled away nearly two hundred of Wild Safari’s animals.

Hampton, whose business is transporting and brokering animals, is licensed by the U.S. Department of Agriculture to ply his trade. His facilities are inspected annually to ensure compliance with the federal Animal Welfare Act. His clients include the Miami MetroZoo, Florida’s Lion Country Safari (which has even given Hampton its newborn lions), and the White Oak Conservation Center, a respected wildlife conservation facility whose animals come by way of the Los Angeles Zoo and other  well-known institutions. In short, who better than Hampton to find suitable homes for surplus animals?

As it turns out, however, this roundup has nothing to do with conservation of species. Instead, it’s merely the first leg of an arcane and largely invisible process that shunts Wild Safari’s animals from place to place, laundering them into obscurity until they’re deposited with auctioneers, backyard hobbyists, or dealers like Steven Patrick Forest, who runs an exotic-animal hunting operation on his Texas ranch that boasts fifty species of game. The right fee brings you the chance to bag a Nubian ibex or four-horned sheep, a yak, an eland, or a Persian gazelle. For $2,250, you can pick off an addax at the Forest Ranch, maybe even one that came from Wild Safari. Henry Hampton trucked three of its young males to the Forest Ranch in 1996. But Wild Safari’s population of the disappearing antelope was hardly affected, because spring always brings babies, just as autumn inevitably brings the North Carolina trucker to quietly haul them away.






INTRODUCTION


There was nothing particularly unusual about the pickup leaving Reston Animal Park on a frigid Thursday morning in November 1995. One of the Virginia petting zoo’s longtime employees was at the wheel of the truck, attached to which was a twenty-foot cattle trailer. The hulking worker, who’d completed his preparations long before sunrise, sometimes hauled goats, monkeys, and other animals to schools and birthday parties in Reston and other well-to-do suburbs of Washington, D.C. The mobile menagerie was a service that the zoo’s owners liked to promote, a supplemental stream of income that, they claimed, helped them provide exemplary care to their collection of animals.

But on this morning the petting zoo’s truck headed north and west and kept going, crossing the Potomac River into rural Maryland on its way toward the Pennsylvania border. At first light there had finally appeared hints of the trailer’s cargo, as alternating pairs of bulging eyes peered just over the rear door. These were nilgais, the largest of the Asian antelopes. Although regarded as sacred in their native India and  let be by reverent villagers, the powerfully built animals are not particularly esteemed in the United States: They are exhibited at only a half-dozen major metropolitan zoos, and you can bag one at a private hunting preserve for a few hundred dollars—about the cost of shooting a Rio Grande gobbler. Some Texas entrepreneurs are farming nilgais for human consumption, although so far there has been little demand for the lean antelope meat.

No other animals were visible, but a pair of eight-month-old black bears, named Lolli and Macon, were also supposed to be on board that November day. For nearly half a year I had investigated this petting zoo’s operations and on each visit had found myself drawn to these cubs: I watched them play together, followed along when they were paraded across the grounds, and listened transfixed as one, then the other, stood with its front paws high on the bars of their cage and, for minutes at a time, whimpered like a puppy. I had also tried to learn details of their past and future, but my questions to the zoo’s young staff invariably brought the same vague response: The cubs had been born at a Wisconsin zoo and would return there at season’s end to participate in a breeding program. Where in Wisconsin? I wanted to know. What sort of breeding program? Were visitors allowed? There were never any answers. The keepers either didn’t know the truth or didn’t want to share it.

In many ways, these bear cubs epitomized the allure of zoos. Animals in the wild may be threatened by hunters, poachers, disease, and starvation, but those in captivity have presumably been granted safe haven. Animals in the wild are often elusive, their presence revealed only by tracks in the earth or shadows on a distant ridge, whereas the lives of zoo animals unfold daily in plain view, sometimes from birth. As a result, we develop relationships with zoo animals and care about their individual lives. With Lolli and Macon, however, the details remained hidden.

As the months passed, however, I learned at least part of the story: The cubs had been sent to Reston Animal Park from R-Zoo, a federally licensed facility in Neshkoro, Wisconsin. Despite its name, R-Zoo is really just a breeding compound and holding facility for animals awaiting shipment  elsewhere. There are no exhibits at R-Zoo. The public is not welcome. Because there are no signs or markings to indicate its location, you can drive by without even knowing you’ve passed it.

R-Zoo is owned by Mark Schoebel, a second-generation animal dealer who in 1986 was accused by the federal government of illegally transporting bears and other wildlife across state lines. Evidence gathered by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service revealed that Schoebel had supplied bears to the owner of an Illinois game farm who was charged with shooting the animals, dismembering and decapitating them, packing the carcasses in dry ice, and shipping them via a New York firm to Korea, where the gall bladders are used in traditional medicines and prized as an aphrodisiac. At the time, a glut of bear galls had buyers across Asia concerned about the quality of their purchases. This way, customers could actually cut the bile-filled sac out of the limbless remains and thus be assured of its freshness and authenticity.

Federal agents uncovered evidence that two dozen bears had also been sent from R-Zoo to Korea via a California broker. A search warrant executed at Schoebel’s facility turned up receipts showing the sale of yet more bears to an exotic-meat dealer in a Chicago suburb. Schoebel pleaded guilty to four counts of wildlife infractions and in return received a fine and four years probation. But he retained his USDA license to breed and sell animals.

Schoebel continued to breed and sell animals, each spring farming out newborn bears to the likes of Reston Animal Park and each autumn reclaiming the animals. It is a mutually beneficial relationship: The zoo gets the crowd-pleasing babies, which lure patrons through the gates, while dealers like Schoebel are temporarily relieved of the responsibility of caring for the animals. But finding new homes for those eight-month-olds is problematic. Major metropolitan zoos are already overrun with black bears. Unruly hundred-pound juveniles are of little interest to the pet trade. The hand-raised bears lack the skills required to live in the wild, so they can’t be released. Few animal sanctuaries have the space or facilities to properly take care of the bears. There is, in short, no place for them, and they are of real worth only when disassembled: The skins are made into rugs. The claws become jewelry. The flesh is packaged for restaurants.  The paws go to Asia, where they’re regarded as delicacies. And most valuable of all are the gall bladders, which can earn smugglers a few thousand dollars apiece. Was this, I wondered, the fate that awaited Lolli and Macon?

In a chance telephone conversation, a zoo cashier volunteered that the young bears would be leaving the following day for their Wisconsin birthplace. So I packed food, water, a change of clothes, and even a makeshift urinal. I borrowed road maps, filled my wallet with cash, loaded up on film. And at five the next morning I parked a quarter-mile from the zoo, where for an hour I waited anxiously in the predawn cold.

The pickup wended its way through a deserted residential neighborhood—exposing me, I imagined—and then passed across a commercial strip heavy with rush-hour traffic. I was still on pace as we reached the first highway, but my concerns soon mounted. Was my car’s gas tank too small? Would I lose sight of the truck as merging cars in a construction zone left me boxed in too many lengths back? Would the driver catch on to the tail and either abort the trip or else park his rig and wait for me to go by? Worst of all, what if the bears weren’t actually in the trailer? Maybe they were being moved out in another truck. Maybe their departure had been postponed.

My chance to find out came in northwestern Maryland, seventy-five miles from the zoo. When the driver and his helper stopped for breakfast, I parked in an adjacent lot and sneaked behind the truck. The darkened trailer at first revealed only the nilgai antelopes, which stood motionless as I approached. There was no sign of other animals. Finally, however, there appeared two pairs of eyes at the head of the trailer. I pointed my camera in that direction, and the flash revealed Lolli and Macon, chains around their necks, sitting side by side on a ledge overhanging the bed of the pickup. We stared momentarily at each other, then the light faded and their faces again disappeared in the blackness of the cattle trailer.
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My interest in these bears and this petting zoo was entirely accidental. I had actually hoped to explore the inner workings of the National Zoo,  in Washington, D.C., where for a year and a half I had worked as an ape-house volunteer. I liked the National Zoo’s keepers and appreciated their concerns for the animals’ well-being. I was on hand in 1993 for the construction of the zoo’s Think Tank—a novel exhibit that put orangutans before computer terminals in the hope of gauging their intelligence. I watched with rapt interest as the zoo’s golden lion tamarins were taught vine climbing and other survival skills—a kind of boot camp designed to prepare the tiny monkeys for reintroduction to their native Brazilian forests. I had even applied for a position as a zookeeper—a dramatic (friends and family said absurd) career change after two decades in journalism—but was passed over for lack of seniority among the volunteers. Spending a year rotating from one exhibit to another (assuming I could wangle the necessary permission) seemed a novel way of researching a book on the much-heralded transformation of zoos from entertainment-oriented amusement parks to conservation-minded bioparks.

But keepers at the National Zoo urged me instead to first look at Reston Animal Park, where there were persistent rumors of animal mistreatment and odd goings-on. By all accounts, the twenty-year-old petting zoo was no model of humane care. An employee had been convicted of animal abuse for allegedly striking a huge Aldabra tortoise in the nose with a two-by-four. At season’s end, animals are routinely trucked off to auction, with no regard for their ultimate fates. There was the story of a black angus left to die in the zoo’s dump. A neighbor discovered the forty-pound calf, which a veterinarian concluded probably hadn’t eaten for days. Apparently suffering from shock, the badly dehydrated calf was soon dead.

In short, Reston Animal Park was as the National Zoo’s keepers had described it. But thousands of documents I discovered in a court archive told a more complicated—and compelling—tale: Reston Animal Park had links to some of the nation’s premier zoological parks.

Although major metropolitan zoos publicly claim to have no dealings with roadside attractions like Reston Animal Park, these documents showed otherwise. Before the operation had even been granted a business license, in fact, Chicago’s Lincoln Park Zoo—a self-proclaimed standard bearer  of zoological ethics—sent Mack S. “ Jack” Crippen, Jr., the park’s would-be proprietor, a pair of lion cubs. And once Crippen, an eccentric animal collector and wealthy landfill operator, obtained the license, other supposedly reputable zoos followed suit, sending him everything from a leopard cat to a blackbuck antelope. Even the National Zoo sold Pet-a-Pet, as Reston Animal Park was then called, rare muntjac deer—a 1977 transaction that the National Zoo’s then-director, Theodore Reed, claimed never happened. “I don’t recall that and had nothing to do with that,” Reed insisted. “I’d slaughter the animals before I’d do that.”

But he had indeed sold Crippen the tiny “barking” deer, as receipts confirmed and Reed finally acknowledged. And two years later the petting zoo’s animals would suffer for the indiscretions of Reed, Lincoln Park, and all the others: With his marriage failing, Crippen feared that the petting zoo––situated on choice suburban-Washington farmland owned by his parents—might go to his wife as part of a divorce settlement. So he quietly engineered a scheme to dispose of the animals and close down Pet-a-Pet, thereby putting these assets out of his wife’s reach. In effect, Crippen held the equivalent of a months-long fire sale, unloading more than two hundred thirty animals on auction barns, pet owners, dreadful exhibits, and dealers such as Henry Hampton, disposal man for Six Flags Wild Safari. Spider monkeys landed at a local university’s psychology department. A young chimpanzee named Mario was sold to New York University’s Laboratory for Experimental Medicine and Surgery in Primates, where he spent the next two decades as the subject of human hepatitis research. And there was a sixteen-year-old elephant named Topsy, a Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey castoff, whose bum leg and reputation for unruliness made her $12,000 asking price far too steep for the twenty zoos approached. So a plan was hatched to donate the elephant and claim a charitable deduction. Crippen found a willing taker in the Washington Park Zoo in Portland, Oregon, long recognized for its commitment to elephant conservation. In this instance, however, the zoo showed only its unsavory side: The general curator proposed to pay $4,000 for Topsy and in return to provide a letter for the Internal Revenue  Service putting the elephant’s value at $20,000. What’s more, the zoo would promise to sell to Crippen—by then a private citizen without even his roadside menagerie—Topsy’s first-born calf, no questions asked. The deal ultimately fell through, however, and the petting zoo’s court-appointed receiver—engaged to dispose of the remaining assets—sold the elephant to an unsavory animal dealer, who pawned her off on a low-rent traveling circus. Topsy was later put to death after she injured her trainer.

Why would the caretakers of the nation’s elite zoological parks send animals to Crippen’s private menagerie? After all, Pet-a-Pet was exactly the sort of second-rate operation scorned by the zoo establishment. Members of the American Association of Zoological Parks and Aquariums (renamed the American Zoo and Aquarium Association—the AZA—in 1994) held out their accreditation as proof of their high professional standards, and they drew haughty distinctions between themselves and those unable to measure up. Circuses were not admitted to the AZA. Neither were traveling petting zoos nor the infamous roadside attractions that interred animals in concrete-and-steel hoosegows. The AZA was a club that would not welcome Pet-a-Pet—at least through the front door.

And yet, these same high-minded zoo directors freely transacted business with Crippen. On one hand they shunned operations such as his but on the other were nonetheless willing, sometimes even eager, to partner up in deals, no matter how questionable. Burdened with unwanted surplus, the National Zoo and its well-regarded counterparts willingly overlooked the animal-care standards to which they supposedly subscribed. When they had animals to dispose of, a recipient’s lack of credentials or affiliations was meaningless. The goal was to clear out inventory. And if that meant off-loading animals on a private collector with no standing in the so-called legitimate zoo community, so be it.

But it became increasingly clear that zoo directors were treating Pet-a-Pet, which reopened as Reston Animal Park under the ownership of a Crippen employee, as they would anyone else with a cage and a checkbook. The paper trails that pointed from Reston to high-profile municipal zoos in turn led to a hodgepodge of pet owners, wretched  menageries, opportunistic breeders, disreputable dealers, charlatans posing as conservationists, and middlemen adept at making animals vanish. For all the us-versus-them chest thumping of zoos accredited by the AZA, the trading-partner manifests often made the two camps seem almost indistinguishable. And of particular surprise, even the high-minded National Zoo indiscriminately off-loaded its animals to this same group of supposed zoo-community pariahs.

When the National Zoo, a unit of the venerable Smithsonian Institution, needed to dispose of unwanted monkeys, for instance, a keeper drove them to an unaccredited zoo near Camp David, Maryland, whose repeated failure to pass animal-welfare inspections resulted in a temporary suspension of its exhibitor’s license. Exotic Père David’s deer once part of captive-breeding programs were dumped on a Midwestern animal dealer, thus fueling a trade that added an exotic new trophy at the nation’s private hunting preserves. When the National Zoo retired its herd of East Asian sika deer, the animals were all sent to a Virginia roadside zoo known for frequent escapes, endless complaints of animal mistreatment, and carcasses disposed of in public trash cans. A brown bear was even sent to Studio Animal Rentals, a Florida firm whose proprietor, William Vergis, trained animals for use in movies, commercials, and wrestling-bear acts—at least until he was run out of the state for carrying on his exploitative trade without a permit. Not long afterward, the U.S. Department of Agriculture stripped Vergis of his animal exhibitor’s license. The charges leveled against him included mistreatment of bears.

Even animals sent to presumably legitimate organizations sometimes endured sorry fates, as they were laundered through the system to the usual suspects. A couple of oryx from the National Zoo’s Conservation and Research Center were sent to International Animal Exchange, a commercial dealer deemed upstanding by much of the zoo community, which in turn shipped them to Henry Hampton. Two more of the African antelope went to the Bamberger Ranch—a Texas facility that ran an oryx-breeding program for the AZA—and were then passed on to the Forest Ranch, the Hill Country hunting preserve where Wild Safari’s “surplus” addax were sent to die.

[image: 004]

The truck passed through Maryland, then West Virginia, and headed north for the Pennsylvania line. It was a clear, sunny day, with intermittent patches of high clouds and a half-inch of fresh snow in the upper elevations. Along some stretches the interstate highways were almost deserted—just an old Honda following a late-model pickup and its trailer, the two accelerating in tandem on long, flat stretches and crawling through hilly passes as if tethered by a hundred-fifty-foot tow bar.

Despite my earlier worries, tailing the truck proved to be relatively easy. I stayed far enough back to be unobtrusive but close enough to keep the pickup in easy view. When the driver stopped for gas I used a service station up the road, then followed him back onto the highway. Only once did I nearly falter: When the truck pulled into a rest stop, I pressed on to the next exit and waited atop the on-ramp. For a moment I glanced at a map, hoping to get a fix on our course, and as I did the truck sped by on the road below. I glanced up just as the trailer was leaving my field of view, disappearing behind a line of trees.

After two hundred miles our destination was still impossible to determine. We were within easy reach of Ohio, Michigan, and western Pennsylvania—states, I had learned, that are overrun with exotic-animal dealers and the sort of unregulated hunting operations where bear and nilgai antelope are served up as target practice from twenty paces. A westerly turn could send us to Indiana, whose almost-anything-goes laws have made the state a dumping ground for exotic animals. We could press on to Illinois, home to at least two packing houses where bears are brought in live and slaughtered for the meat trade. Or we could keep going to Missouri, which, by virtue of having the nation’s largest exotic-animal auction, is the premier crossroads for exotic-animal trading and brokering.

Or maybe we really were bound for the R-Zoo game farm—a nine-hundred-mile trip that would take us through Chicago, Madison, and up near the Wisconsin Dells to a rural outpost of fewer than four hundred  people. The idea that I could follow the truck that far without being noticed—particularly on dark back roads—began to seem ever more ludicrous, and staying incognito once we arrived would obviously be impossible. Would I sit outside Mark Schoebel’s compound and wait for another truck to follow? What if that took a week? And how would I know if the bears were on board? My impromptu stab at detective work suddenly felt pointless. As the odometer kept turning, the chase took on an embarrassing, almost sickening, air of futility.
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For as long as anyone can remember, the Irvine Park Zoo in Chippewa Falls, Wisconsin, has had a curious relationship with Mark Schoebel: Cougars, deer, bison, and other babies are born at the small municipal zoo, and Schoebel soon arrives to take them away. No money appears to change hands. No one but Schoebel seems to know where the animals go after he takes them away. For years, city officials would not say what—if anything—the zoo got in return. But residents were finally let in on the arrangement: Schoebel loans animals to the Irvine Park Zoo, and their babies are his to take.

City officials have been reluctant to discuss the matter publicly. Members of the local zoological society once requested documents that might have exposed the exact nature of the arrangement, but the parks and recreation department at first stonewalled and then imposed search and copying fees so high they put the documents out of reach. What’s more, zookeepers were ordered to not discuss Schoebel’s activities with anyone.

Among the animals that Schoebel trucks away from the Irvine Park Zoo are black bears—on average, three or four of them each spring. Schoebel has other sources, as well, including mom-and-pop breeders, who keep pairs of adult bears and, as if blessed with a warm-blooded annuity, each spring sell him the babies. Sometimes, however, the source of Schoebel’s cubs is a mystery: U.S. Fish and Wildlife agents found records to indicate that, over a two-year period, his R-Zoo operation bought seventy-four bears but sold one hundred thirty-two. They could only speculate about the source of the additional fifty-eight.

Schoebel deals in more than bears. His fur-farm license permits him to sell live raccoons, skunks, and otters or their pelts. His commercial deerfarm license lets him ship out whitetails by the dozen, in some instances to a private hunting ranch whose clients can shoot game that have been put in a five-acre pen. His game-bird and animal-farm license allows him to add waterfowl, quail, weasels, badgers, moose, and other species to his product line. His federal dealer’s license lets him buy and sell everything from monkeys to cougars to nilgai antelope, which he does with great regularity. He consigns ostriches and lions to exotic-animal auctions. He peddles giraffes and ponies, macaws, coyotes, tortoises, and zeedonks—genetic anomalies fashioned from the crossbreeding of zebras and donkeys. In a single five-week period, Schoebel took delivery of more than fourteen hundred prairie dogs, which he in turn sends to pet stores and medical research laboratories in the United States and abroad. At one point, he proudly claimed eight thousand baby animals for sale.

But with the ever-growing demand for exotic animals, Schoebel, like his cronies, is always in search of more inventory. And there’s plenty out there, compliments of an elaborate network of breeders, dealers, and middlemen, many with ties to roadside zoos, university research facilities, and even state wildlife agencies. Remarkably, Schoebel has also been able to turn to the Racine Zoo, in his home state, and Duluth’s Lake Superior Zoo, which are both members of the AZA, the trade association for the nation’s best-run, and presumably most ethical, zoological parks. Wisconsin zoos actually protect Schoebel, a state wildlife official says, because they depend on him to clear out the aging, unwanted surplus they’re no longer interested in caring for. Another wildlife officer puts it more graphically: Schoebel and dealers like him, he says, clean the runny noses of the nation’s zoos.
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New Richland is a tiny Amish farming community seventy miles northwest of Columbus. The homes are modest, but the barns are impressive. There is a one-lane wooden bridge just off the main route, but the likelihood of ever having to yield to an oncoming car is slim. There’s  no fast food in New Richland, but the town has a gas station and mini mart, and this is where the truck carrying Lolli and Macon stopped, and for ten, fifteen, twenty minutes, stayed put.

We had arrived there after an unexpected change in course two hundred fifty miles into the trip: The northerly route was abandoned for an interstate going westbound, and we were soon crossing the Ohio border on a path toward Columbus. It was now clear that Schoebel’s Wisconsin game farm was not on the itinerary after all. The bears and nilgai antelope were going somewhere else.

By now we were nearly five hundred miles from Reston Animal Park. Although I had managed to maintain the tail, any hope of remaining undetected had evaporated just outside Columbus: We picked up a two-lane road whose traffic thinned out more with each passing mile, leaving me with less and less cover. As we headed down the half-mile feeder road to New Richland, we were a two-vehicle caravan.

At a T intersection, the truck turned left into the mini mart and I went right to a lot, where I parked with a clear view of the road. I assumed that this would be a quick refueling stop and again studied the maps for clues of our destination. But as more time passed I worried that the driver had slipped out a driveway invisible from my vantage point, that he had taken a back road through the surrounding farmland and at last eluded me after a ten-hour pursuit. So I finally headed for the gas station, and when I arrived the driver was waiting for me: He maneuvered his rig around the mini mart and headed toward my car. I made a quick U turn, fled the station, and backtracked up the feeder road to a hilltop perch.

When the truck finally moved a few minutes later, I took off after it. But I was about three-quarters of a mile back, and my view was obscured as the road dipped in some spots, angled behind trees in others. I thought I saw the trailer head east on an out-of-the-way back road and raced to follow. But that road soon forked, and there was no sign of the truck in either direction—no trailer visible beside the homes to the right, no distant clouds of dust kicked up on the gravelly roadway to the left.

I sat at the deserted fork and debated: Right or left? Left or right?
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Thomas Solin has a flow chart in his office that’s the size of a small blackboard. It is a confusing jumble of lines, arrows, boxes, and words that track the movement of diseased elk to and from a Montana game farm. The elaborately drawn diagram, which in each quadrant requires minutes of close study, shows the herds from which the contaminated elk might have originated and the states to which exposed elk may have in turn been sent. It is a puzzle that must have taken weeks, maybe months, to complete, an elaborate, multistate road map that graphically demonstrates the painstaking work sometimes required to follow an animal’s trail. Solin points to the chart as a telling illustration of the work required of wildlife and public-health investigators. But there is, he admits, a problem with this otherwise impressive effort: “It’s based on records,” he says, “and you know the validity of records.”

Fraudulent records, as Solin knows, are a hallmark of the wild-animal trade. He knows that animals change sex from one record to another, that animals listed as dead never really died, that animals supposedly transported to one state were actually moved elsewhere, that animals listed as one species are in fact another. Solin knows that documents are whited-out and photocopied, then filled in with false information. He knows that animals imported illegally from outside the United States are shipped out of state, then shipped back home with what appears to be proper documentation. He knows that records don’t jibe from one jurisdiction to another, that the consignor claims to have sent a dozen animals and the consignee insists he received only nine. He knows that ear tags used to identify animals mysteriously fall off, that tattoos are removed, that names are changed, that dates of birth are fictitious, and that animals certified as healthy have never been seen by a veterinarian. Solin also knows that animals sometimes listed in game-farm records as captive-born were really wild-caught, in violation of the law. And he knows that individuals in his state have been willing to exploit a gory legal loophole: It’s illegal to take bears from the wild, the exception being  those that are orphaned. So the bear merchants simply shoot the mothers and remove the babies.

As chief of the Special Investigations Section of the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources, Solin studies and analyzes records and occasionally seeks court orders to subpoena them. (He also supervises undercover operations when the paperwork—or lack thereof—raises enough red flags.) He goes after those who illegally take the state’s protected flora and fauna, and the records sometimes expose the wrongdoing. Among those whose records Solin has scrutinized is Mark Schoebel. Solin has pored over them for years, and he seems resigned to the idea that he’ll continue to do so at least until one of them retires from his chosen profession.

If anyone could help find Lolli and Macon, then, it was probably Tom Solin. And I certainly needed help: My left-right debate at the New Richland junction had been paralyzing, and after half-hearted advances in both directions, I grudgingly reversed course and began the five-hundred-mile trip home. I arrived home after 2 A.M. and at sunrise drove back to the petting zoo. The truck and trailer were behind the locked fence, so Schoebel’s Wisconsin game farm—another day’s drive from New Richland—obviously hadn’t been the final destination. Later that morning I began a weeks long search in hopes of learning what had been the destination.

Solin speculated that the bears had been transferred in Ohio to another truck and then returned to Wisconsin, though he could find no evidence of that. But the third or fourth Ohio wildlife officer I contacted told me that he knew where the bears ended up: Had I looked forty-five degrees right at that last intersection, he said, I would have seen in the distance a ranch-style house owned by an Amish animal dealer—a horse and fallow-deer trader who also keeps a black bear in a stall of his barn. The Amish man had recently built new cages in his yard, arousing the attention of wildlife investigators, who had busted him for obtaining his bear illegally. It seemed a good bet that Lolli and Macon had been dropped off there, though a later search by state officials turned up nothing.

Documents that surfaced over the following weeks showed why Solin so mistrusts the printed word, and why nothing is as it seems in the rare animal  trade: The Virginia Department of Agriculture said that it had never issued the permit required to import Lolli and Macon, and the state’s fish and game agency said that, according to its computers, Reston Animal Park had one bear, not two, on exhibit that year. The circumstances of the cubs’ departure were equally muddled: The petting zoo’s veterinarian filed papers claiming that the cubs had been trucked to Schoebel’s compound, which of course wasn’t true. On the same day, the vet filed another document stating that Lolli and Macon had been shipped to the Woods & Waters exotic-animal auction, in Delphos, Ohio, not far from New Richland. But Ohio officials said that the petting zoo lacked a permit to sell black bears at the auction—or anywhere else in the state, for that matter.

Coincidentally, on the very day that Lolli and Macon were in transit, Schoebel filed paperwork to show that he was sending thirteen bears to a wild animal dealer whose family operates the Woods & Waters auction. Ohio officials said that he, too, had no permit to sell black bears.

Everyone seemed to have theories about the bears’ fate, some simple, some convoluted: They were still in Ohio. They had been moved to Wisconsin. They had been sold at auction and carved up for their parts. They had been smuggled into Mexico and would eventually end up at a Chinese bear farm—an operation where bile is each day milked from animals with shunts implanted in their gall bladders. Another theory had it that the cubs had been transferred on paper to Schoebel, then on paper again to the Ohio wildlife dealer, who in turn transferred them back to Schoebel—a creative ruse involving no interstate movement on legs two and three of the deal, and therefore generating no revealing documents.

There was also a theory from a veterinarian with the Illinois Department of Agriculture: He said the state police had called him after stopping Schoebel’s son, who was driving a truck filled with bears. The trooper wanted to know if any Illinois law was being violated; the vet told him that the shipment was perfectly legal, that the younger Schoebel could continue on his way. The vet said that the truck had been stopped not far from an exotic-meat dealer upstate—the same dealer, it turns out, who a decade earlier had received the bears that earned Schoebel the  fourth count of his federal plea agreement. That’s where Schoebel’s son was headed, the vet said. He was certain of it. But of course he had no evidence, no records, no documents. Like all the other theories, it was just more speculation.
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Two and a half years after following the truck to Ohio, I returned to Reston Animal Park. It was exactly as I remembered it: The bison were still in the upper field, the ratites down below, the gibbons on their island, the ducks by the pond. Only Lolli and Macon were missing, and of course some nilgai antelope.

In the end, the search for the bear cubs proved futile. Virginia authorities couldn’t help: Once the animals left their borders, they became another state’s responsibility. The authorities in Wisconsin and Ohio couldn’t say whether the bears had actually been shipped there; besides, bears carry no diseases that affect agricultural herds, so their importation is of little, if any, interest. The U.S. Department of Agriculture, which licenses both Reston Animal Park and Mark Schoebel’s game farm, looks only for violations of the federal Animal Welfare Act, and in this instance there was no apparent evidence of any. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is concerned primarily with enforcement of the Endangered Species Act and illicit international trafficking, not with the movement of two domestic black bears across state lines.

It usually ends this way, because captive-bred wildlife is by and large no one’s responsibility, no one’s jurisdiction, and really no one’s concern. As a result, the animals are part of an elaborate and sinister shell game, quietly shunted from place to place by those more interested in profits than protection of the species. But search through enough records and follow enough trails, piece together enough evidence from a cross-country dragnet, and much of the deception is ultimately revealed: You can uncover the laundering schemes, pinpoint the animals’ destinations, and document how the self-appointed guardians of exotic species are quietly in league with the most disreputable traffickers. At the same time, you can understand how the federal, state, and local laws designed to protect  wildlife are flawed, riddled with enough loopholes to permit those bent on exploiting the system to do so with virtual impunity. And you can gauge the consequences of society’s inattention to the scandals small and large, consequences that include the spread of diseases with potentially serious human repercussions.

Of course, you can track some animals for weeks, months, even years, and they nonetheless just vanish. Others appear, out of nowhere, in their place. There was a pair of bear cubs, for example, that had taken Lolli and Macon’s place. The young keeper said their names were Ben and Jerry. She said they weren’t born at Reston Animal Park, but she believed they had come from a breeding farm. She didn’t know where exactly the breeding farm was located, but she did know that the young black bears would return there when the animal park closed its doors later that fall.
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HERE TODAY . . .


Aaron was born on a scorching Sunday afternoon in July 1997. He weighed one hundred twenty-seven pounds and stood five feet—a half-foot shorter than the average newborn Masai giraffe. Onlookers were stunned by the delivery, which was actually routine. Aaron’s mother, Grif, went through labor standing up and in the end sent her new calf into a six-foot free fall. Not long after smacking the hard earth, the spindly legged infant stood and took his first steps—a herky-jerky walk that looked as if he were staggering on four rubbery stilts. The following day, veterinarians at the National Zoo in Washington, D.C., pronounced both mother and son healthy.

Giraffes have been a popular part of the National Zoo’s collection since 1926, when Hi-boy and Dot, who had been captured during a Smithsonian-sponsored expedition, were released from quarantine and put in the Bird House, where the inhospitable surroundings soon left them dead. A decade later, four young giraffes, who had endured a blistering and stormy six-week voyage to the United States, were ushered  from their crates into a corner of the zoo’s new Pachyderm House—a great stone building distinguished by indoor-outdoor environments and huge, lifelike murals of African landscapes. The newcomers were so enthralled by the panorama, which a Works Project Administration artist had peppered with grazing herds of zebras and other hoofed stock, that they actually tried to eat leaves off the painted walls. The crowds of visitors, who that same day got their first look at the impressive Elephant House, were thoroughly entranced by the spectacle.

The National Zoo’s quartet of giraffes thrived in their new home, as would their successors: The first baby was born beside that trompe l’oeil landscape in the spring of 1945, and a half-century later Aaron was number forty-three. But the birth of a zoo giraffe is never routine, no matter how many have preceded it, and this one was no different: The calf was the subject of doting newspaper and TV coverage, and great throngs of zoo visitors immediately came out to see the newborn and his mother. It was an enthusiastic crowd largely made up of stroller-pushing parents, counselors with their campers in tow, and the typical crush of tourists who flock to the nation’s high-profile federally funded zoo. Aaron remained the park’s number-one attraction for weeks, as camera toting animal lovers, sometimes lined up three deep at the rail, called to the young giraffe in hopes of summoning him their way. Oblivious to the attention, or perhaps just uninterested in it, he lazed in the shade or followed his mother around on increasingly long and sturdy legs.

It was a scene reminiscent of Amber’s birth, twenty-five months earlier, although her arrival had an added significance because newborn zoo giraffes have been disproportionately male. John Lenhardt, then the zoo’s assistant curator of mammals (he left in 1997 for Disney’s Animal Kingdom), was gleeful that on her fourth go-around, thirteen-year-old Grif finally delivered a female. By helping to redress the male-female imbalance, this birth, he proclaimed, would be important to the future of North American zoo giraffes.

But Aaron’s arrival changed the sensitive dynamics of the National Zoo’s lone giraffe family and in the process appeared to make Amber’s  status there uncertain. One longtime keeper told a reporter that because the two-year-old would menace, and possibly injure, her newborn brother, another home for her was now being sought. Around the Elephant House, employees informed visitors that Amber’s departure was also being prompted by the sexual advances of her father, eighteen-year-old Lionel. Inbreeding, they explained, could have detrimental consequences for a carefully managed captive gene pool, and steps must therefore be taken to separate the two.

And then one day Amber was gone, although visitors near the giraffe yard scarcely noticed. In truth, the young female had been all but forgotten when Aaron was born: The throngs that had so fervently turned out to see her two years earlier now seemed to be interested only in her younger sibling. Few zoo visitors inquired about where she had been sent.

The zoo, in fact, had put Amber up for sale immediately after her birth, just as it had immediately begun shopping other giraffes born there. Statements about daddy’s friskiness and threats to her younger brother had an element of truth, but they were also a convenient public-relations smoke screen: The zoo, once so excited about this female’s arrival, wanted her gone to free up space for another new arrival. Amber’s ultimate destination was really of little consequence.

The same fate apparently awaited Aaron. Two days after he was born, as great waves of zoo visitors were descending on the Elephant House, a veteran keeper let on that it might one day be difficult to find a home for the fully weaned calf because the giraffe market was saturated. “Giraffes just happen,” she said. “It’s like a baby factory.”
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Actually, giraffes don’t always just happen. Some zoos use contraceptive implants or injections to keep the giraffe population in check. Others resort to castration. There is also a less dramatic approach: keeping males and females apart. But even an overabundance of North American giraffes hasn’t influenced officials of the National Zoo, whose policies  have ensured a never-ending inventory of two-year-olds valued only as an income stream, no matter how meager it might be.

The National Zoo has a prescribed procedure for removing an animal: The department chief makes an initial recommendation, and the proposal works its way through the chain of command to the zoo’s director. When authorized to dispose of another giraffe, as it is about every two years, the staff surveys market conditions, sets an asking price, and begins the search for a buyer. The hope is that the animal will land at another facility accredited by the American Zoo and Aquarium Association, which counts virtually all of the nation’s high-profile zoos among its one hundred eighty-three members. By trading only within this community, a zoo can publicly claim that its unwanted animals have gone to reputable institutions.

So colleagues are phoned, e-mails are sent, a listing is prepared for the AZA’s members-only monthly newsletter, Animal Exchange, advertising the now-celebrated, soon-to-be-unwanted giraffe. Unfortunately, this approach is often futile because many of these same AZA zoos are inevitably trying to unload their own surplus animals. As a result, the National Zoo’s curators are sometimes forced to take dramatic action. The asking price for Amber, for example, was initially set at $25,000, then slashed to $10,000 when no takers surfaced. The animal touted as being so critical to the future of North American giraffes was, in fact, of interest to no one—least of all the National Zoo.

When even a bargain-basement price doesn’t bring a buyer from the roster of AZA zoos—as would be the case with Amber—staff members are free to look elsewhere. They’re bound, however, by at least some restrictions: Disposing of animals at auctions is prohibited; so is selling them directly to hunting preserves. But breeders and dealers are acceptable business partners, provided that they’re “accredited” by the AZA or have earned the blessings of the National Zoo’s administration.

Before doing business with a dealer, though, a department chief must try to determine an animal’s final destination and the competence of the ultimate buyer. A nonaccredited zoo must either undergo inspection by a National Zoo staff member or produce references from an AZA affiliate  attesting to its high animal-care standards. In short, the National Zoo’s policy appears to guarantee that its unwanted animals will end up in good hands.
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Among the dealers who have met the National Zoo’s seemingly rigorous standards is Edward Novack of Cairo, New York, who sells exotic animals to the suppliers of auctions and commercial hunting operations. Their ranks include a Montana game farmer who has transported bighorn sheep—a species supplied to him by Novack—to other game farms, where they were killed by paying “hunters.” In 1991, the San Diego Zoo sold Novack a European boar, which he in turn sent to Mark Smith, a dealer/exhibitor in Reddick, Florida. (Smith was formerly the director of Reston Animal Park; he, in fact, was the one who left the half-dead black angus calf in the petting zoo’s dump.) When Smith went through a bankruptcy/foreclosure proceeding, the zoo’s boar ended up at a canned hunt—a privately operated shooting ground where “trophy” animals are sometimes killed in enclosures no bigger than their cage. The San Diego Zoo’s public relations director told the magazine Animal People that it had immediately stopped dealing with Novack and others involved in the transaction. He also said that the AZA had been notified of the incident so that it could warn its members not to do business with them.

Yet the Miami MetroZoo sent Smith more animals, and the directors of AZA zoos in more than two dozen other cities, including Chicago, Cleveland, Milwaukee, and Washington, D.C., continued to supply Novack. In fact, just a few months after the San Diego Zoo’s revelation, the National Zoo handed Novack an eleven-month-old giraffe named Michael. Two years earlier, it had given Novack a giraffe of the same age.

Novack transported Michael to Burton Sipp, a professional horse trainer, pet-store and petting-zoo owner, and self-described animal-rights activist who was once characterized by a superior-court judge as “a man whose own lack of integrity is unimpeachable.” That opinion was rendered  in 1982, after Sipp agreed to help New Jersey authorities catch crooked jockeys in exchange for not being prosecuted on criminal charges stemming from a racetrack forgery scam. Two years later, Sipp was indicted on charges of inflating, for insurance purposes, the values of nine thoroughbred horses that died while under his care. He later pleaded guilty to witness tampering and was banned worldwide from racing. In 1990, Sipp was indicted by a New Jersey grand jury in another insurance scam—this time, for falsely reporting the theft of rare birds from his pet store and, the indictment alleged, for filing fraudulent insurance claims. Sipp says that two teenage employees actually stole the birds and hid them with a Virginia man. In the end, he was acquitted.

If administrators at the National Zoo had bothered to check with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, they would have learned that five years earlier, Sipp had been stripped of his federal permit to buy and sell captive-bred endangered species. Had zoo curators asked New Jersey veterinary officials about Sipp, they would have heard something like this: “He’s a shining example of defiance and disobeying the rules.” Copies of Sipp’s animal-inventory records, readily available from the New Jersey Division of Fish, Game, and Wildlife, show that numerous animals out of Sipp’s backyard have ended up at auctions or with pet owners, while others land with dealers like Wild Safari’s favorite, Henry Hampton.

The National Zoo’s administrators must have overlooked these sources of information about Novack and Sipp, because they signed off on the removal of Michael the giraffe—a transfer, the public was told, necessitated by worries that adults like Lionel become increasingly intolerant of younger males, even their own offspring. The relocation efforts hardly saved the young animal from harm’s way: He lived sixteen months at Sipp’s Animal Kingdom Zoo before his neck was broken by an adult male giraffe on loan from another roadside menagerie. This sort of incident was not unprecedented at Sipp’s. That same month, a baby roan antelope froze to death at Animal Kingdom Zoo, as did a nilgai antelope and an axis deer. A young female monkey was beaten to death by others in her cage. Two impalas apparently died from eating hay contaminated  with nightshade—a poisonous plant that causes fever, hallucinations, and convulsions. A female gemsbok and a roan antelope—the mother of the frozen baby—may have died of natural causes that December, though no one could say for certain.

Despite Sipp’s sorry background and animal-care record, his operation has also become a dumping ground for AZA-accredited zoos in such cities as Buffalo, New York; Columbus, Ohio; and Scottsbluff, Nebraska. Chicago’s Lincoln Park Zoo, a supposed leader in wildlife conservation, sent Sipp its unwanted sable antelopes. Birds have come his way via FaunaLink, a reputed wildlife conservation organization headed by Donald Bruning, the chairman and curator of the ornithology department at the Bronx Zoo. And when researchers at Bucknell University no longer had any use for their ring-tailed lemurs (a species classified as endangered) and their Japanese snow macaques (which can carry a disease fatal to humans), they have sent the primates to Sipp’s petting zoo.

But Sipp’s place in the chain isn’t just to display these castoffs at his roadside menagerie. He’s a prolific dealer, a launderer of animals for zoos and others in need of a seemingly legitimate outlet to send their surplus. (If nothing else, the fact that Sipp calls his operation a zoo affords those who do business with him the cloak of respectability, even though Animal Kingdom Zoo in fact adjoins Sipp’s pet store.) When the Buffalo Zoo gets no takers after advertising its mandrills in the AZA Animal Exchange—a kind of Blue Book for pre-owned exotics—it simply ships them to Sipp; he in turn deals them off to Catskill Game Farm, a petting zoo that’s been the subject of whispers by members of the AZA because of co-owner Jurgen Schulz’s sales to hunting ranches and his dealings with exotic-animal auctions. When the University of Memphis sent Sipp rare bushbabies once used in research but then deemed too expensive to care for, he consigned some of the small, arboreal primates to an Ohio auction and sold others to individuals, some via magazine ads with headlines like Reduction Sale!


In short, the curators at the National Zoo surely have good reason to shy away from Novack and Sipp. But when you’re trying to dispose of a giraffe, something very disquieting soon becomes apparent: If there are no legitimate takers, you may have nowhere else to turn.
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Giraffes are the planet’s tallest mammals, with some males reaching a height of seventeen feet. There are eight subspecies, all of which belong to the species Giraffa camelopardalis. (Giraffa is possibly derived from an Arabic word whose meanings include “creature of grace” and “one who walks swiftly.”) Each of these eight subspecies has different markings. The reticulated giraffe, for example, has the most distinctive pattern—large polygonal spots separated by narrow white lines, or reticulations—whereas the Masai, the largest giraffe, has a leafy pattern of spots on a yellowish background. Interbreeding among species on the African savannas sometimes produces a jumble of patterns, and giraffes ranging in color from near black to a creamy all white have even been seen.

Giraffes can run at speeds of up to thirty-five miles per hour. Like humans, their necks are composed of seven vertebrae. Their horns are solid bone, covered with skin. They have extreme long-range visual acuity, enabling them to track predators and keep in visual contact with other giraffes over several miles. Contrary to popular belief, giraffes are not silent: They grunt and snort, although quietly. Despite their sloping appearance, their forelegs are actually only slightly longer than their hind legs.

Giraffes can go for weeks without water. To drink, a giraffe must either straddle a pool of water or bend its legs—a position that makes it vulnerable to predators. Adults are not regularly preyed upon, but more than fifty percent of first-year calves are killed by lions, hyenas, and wild dogs. A mother giraffe will defend her young by standing over it and kicking at the encroaching predators.

Giraffes form scattered herds over a large range. Males use their heads to batter one another in a struggle for dominance (a ritual called necking), the ultimate victor fathering most of the group’s offspring. Males are sexually mature at forty-two months but, relegated to their place in the dominance hierarchy, usually don’t get a breeding opportunity until they are at least eight years old. Females first conceive after five years. Both have a life expectancy of a quarter-century.

The giraffe’s natural habitat once encompassed the arid and dry savanna zones south of the African Sahara Desert. But the lanky ruminants were eliminated from most of the West African and southern Kalahari range, their numbers reduced to zero by hunters after hides, trophies, and meat (gamy in flavor, sometimes likened to veal, with the eighteen-inch tongue and huge marrow bone much-prized delicacies). The killing continued in other parts of Africa as well; in fact, giraffe populations declined so dramatically during the early part of the twentieth century that the species appeared headed for extinction in the wild. Only worldwide condemnation of the slaughter gave the giraffe a reprieve.

In zoos, giraffes would seem to need no advocates. They’re among the animals collectively referred to as “charismatic megafauna”—the lovable, attention-getting species that bring crowds through the gates. Gorillas, pandas, and Bengal tigers belong to this elite fellowship, which the zoo community prefers to call “flagship species”; at the aquarium, whales and sharks are their waterborne counterparts. Charismatic megafauna may or may not be classified as endangered. They may be as big as elephants or as small as koalas, but they’re never skittish and secretive like the tiny muntjac deer, nor do they have the unsightly snout or tight skin of a pygmy hippopotamus or Brazilian tapir. What these animals share is universal appeal. They’re the ones whose names come by way of contests, and they—not the tree shrews or New Guinea singing dogs—receive letters of condolence from schoolchildren when a cage-mate dies. The public singles them out and pays them inordinate attention, while zoos and their not-for-profit support organizations feature them on calendars, annual-report covers, and, most important, direct-mail solicitations.

The giraffe’s appeal is obvious: Even if the public doesn’t get to see the animal in full gallop—its head and neck swinging in a breathtaking rotation like nothing else in nature—its elongated features, distinctive markings, and swaggering gait are enough of a draw. As a result, giraffes are a favored staple of American zoo collections, with some displaying as many as ten.

But the baby factory described by the keeper at the National Zoo leaves it and many of its counterparts stuck with unwanted animals: In 1995 and 1996, for example, more than forty AZA zoos were trying to sell giraffes, most of them just a year old. (The lone adult was the Detroit Zoo’s male hybrid of two giraffe subspecies—“trash,” in the parlance of the zoo community, because its mixed lineage renders it unfit for breeding.) When the networking efforts generate no interest from AZA members, which more often than not is the case, curators simply hand over their giraffes to the dealers who haul off their other surplus animals.

Among these dealers is Larry Johnson, a middleman who in 1996 hauled away a giraffe from San Diego Wild Animal Park. That same summer, Johnson filed paperwork with the Texas Health Commission testifying that he was consigning a giraffe to Global Wildlife Center, in Lafayette, Louisiana. Texas and Louisiana authorities rubber-stamped the documents, since Johnson’s veterinarian certified that the animal appeared healthy. But the address to which the giraffe was supposedly sent—a post office box in Lafayette—hadn’t been used by the Global Wildlife Center for five years. What’s more, the safari park is actually in Folsom, Louisiana, one hundred forty miles from Lafayette, and officials there say they received no giraffe from Johnson or anyone else that summer. With the aid of a bogus document, the giraffe had disappeared.

Another of the dealers is Novack, who hauls away animals from zoos across the United States. In the spring of 1994, for example, the Buffalo Zoo handed its New York neighbor—and frequent trading partner—a nine-month-old giraffe. Novack transported the young giraffe to a dealer in Maine, and five months later it landed in the sales ring at Lolli Brothers, the big Missouri exotic-animal auction whose patrons include the proprietors of sideshow-like roadside attractions, hunting-ranch operators, and their ilk. In the summer of 1996, officials of the Phoenix Zoo withdrew a long-running listing in Animal Exchange and pawned off on Novack a year-old reticulated giraffe. The following spring, Novack was advertising it in Animal Finders’ Guide—the chief trade publication for exotic-animal dealers.

Yet another recipient of zoo giraffes is Bob Brackett, the owner of Little Ponderosa Livestock Company, in Winchester, Illinois, home to an animal auction and a private menagerie that provides Brackett with merchandise for sale barns in other states. Jurgen Schulz, the exotic-animal dealer and auctioneer who was exposed in 1991 for supplying animals to shooting preserves, nonetheless still gets surplus giraffes from members of the association. Charles “Buddy” Jordan, a Texas dealer who supplies auctions and has supplied at least one hunting ranch, gets surplus giraffes and other animals by way of AZA zoos in Montgomery, Jacksonville, and Seattle. The largest number of surplus giraffes go to International Animal Exchange, a purely commercial operation that ships many of them to Japan, Thailand, and other foreign countries. Nothing seems to get in the way of business. After Kansas animal dealer Jim Fouts was exposed by 60 Minutes in 1990 for reconsigning zoo animals to auctions attended by canned-hunt operators, he was declared persona non grata by AZA members. Since then, however, Fouts not only has supplied animals directly to at least one canned hunt but has also received numerous surplus zoo animals, including at least a half-dozen giraffes, from AZA members in Abilene, Texas; Denver; Pittsburgh; and Wichita, Kansas. Earl Tatum, the other dealer featured in the 60 Minutes exposé, was forgiven for his misdeeds by some zoos, although even AZA officials, who are loath to publicly criticize any of their constituents’ trading partners, make an exception for Tatum. “Some of us sit around here and say, ‘Why would anyone still use the guy?’” says Jane Ballentine, the AZA’s director of public affairs.
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