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In memory of Alison Dawes (20.8.1957 – 22.4.2023), the best friend a girl could ever have.

I worked in Taronga Zoo in Sydney and Taronga Western Plains Zoo in Dubbo, and acknowledge the Cammeraygal and Wiradjuri people as the customary owners of the unceded lands upon which these zoos stand. I respect their country, spirit and traditions.









CHAPTER 1 THE FEMALE MYTH



Myths are early science, the result of men’s first trying to explain what they saw around them.

Edith Hamilton



‘Let’s see you lift that up there, love.’ The head zookeeper nods to the loading dock above us. This is my third interview at the zoo. It’s 1983, and newspapers still advertise vacancies under separate men’s and women’s columns. Men do men’s jobs and women, the ‘weaker sex’, do other stuff like typing or looking after children.

I’ve been so many things already – debt collector, dog washer, petrol-pump attendant, server, aged-care worker, farm hand, conveyancing clerk, kennel maid, a translator and interpreter – and now I really want to be a zookeeper. I’m wearing a dress and I’m nervous. I’m thirty-one years old, going for a junior position in a dress that isn’t even mine. Not being a girly girl, I don’t own any. I borrowed this ‘frock’ from my boyfriend Rob’s Aunty Jean; the outfit resembles a man’s safari suit with pockets and a belt, which I thought might be appropriate attire for an interview at the zoo.

Arriving at Taronga Zoo on beautiful Sydney Harbour I walk through the imposing entrance with its iconic façade as if it were hallowed grounds. I’m met by two middle-aged men in uniform who walk me down to the zoo’s off-display area where all the behind-the-scenes work happens. The place is bustling with more men in khaki uniforms. This is where the commissary is, the place where the animal food is delivered, sorted and distributed to the various departments. I can see rows of walk-in fridges and freezers, boxes of fruit, vegetables, cartons of eggs and a couple of men filling crates with an assortment of perishables.

We stand below a loading dock where there are several hessian bags of kangaroo feed pellets, apparently waiting for me. ‘We just want to see if you’re up to doing the work,’ says Bill the head keeper. I see him and the assistant head keeper exchange some amused glances.

The general curator is the one who will make the final hiring decision, but I’m told he’ll be late: he’s left the gas on and rushed back home to prevent his house burning down. Meanwhile these two blokes take advantage of his absence, trying their hardest to intimidate me. On the walk down to the works area they pepper me with questions like: ‘Do you think this is a glamorous job?’ and ‘Do you realise you’ll get dirty doing this kind of work?’ (I clearly look too neat and clean in Aunty Jean’s frock.) ‘You’d be doing a man’s job: how do you feel about that?’

My ‘examiners’ appear almost disappointed when I lift three fifty-kilo bags onto the dock (undoubtedly in an unglamorous way) and decide to take me back where the actual interview is going to be. The general curator has arrived, presumably having averted fire at his place. Once he’s in the room the interview continues along more traditional lines, with questions regarding my animal husbandry experience, expertise and qualifications. I have certificates in zookeeping and veterinary nursing. What seems to be a stumbling block is that I’m also a qualified translator and interpreter of Dutch, German, French, Spanish and English with a steady well-paid job at the Commonwealth Bank of Australia. If offered, the zoo job would pay less than half of my current salary, possibly further adding to the suspicion I’m after glamour and fame.

Someone else gets that job, but a few weeks later I get a phone call: I’m offered a six-month contract in the veterinary hospital and quarantine centre. The general curator, a tall bearded American, gets me in through the back door. When the six months are up, I’m hired as a permanent staff member. I am one of the first female zookeepers in Australia and a foreigner to boot. For a few years there are rumours that any women employed as zookeepers must have slept with someone higher up to get the job. Perhaps the men found that easier to accept as a reason for my employment than a woman getting a zookeeper job on skill and merit.

Despite the gossip and obvious opposition, I just love the work. If landing my dream job means working in a male-dominated environment, then so be it. The opportunity to get close to and to get to know fabulous exotic creatures is worth tolerating some grumpy blokes. I look the part now in khaki King Gees, though sadly the issued uniform is tailored for men and not comfortable. The shorts don’t fit the female form; they ride up my bum when I move, and the long pants are too hot in summer. But I get to feed carrots to giraffe Charity, who has the longest eyelashes, or get chased by black rhinoceros Dynah as I shift her to the outside yards. Every day is different and exciting, even if the lunchroom is heavy with testosterone and many, but not all, of my male colleagues feel my employment negatively impacts their image as macho men. If a girl can do the job, what kind of man am I?


The beginning of the dream

Since childhood I’ve been fascinated by animals – that’s why I wanted to become a zookeeper in my thirties. I arrived in Australia in 1980 after falling in love with Rob, an Australian backpacker, in Spain. We travelled back and forth between Europe and Australia for a couple of years and eventually settled in Sydney. I worked as a translator in Spain, and to do the same work in my new country I had to get accredited. Languages have always come easy to me; I soak them up without too much effort. I’d just go and live in another country, pick up the language, and if I passed the right exams I’d be able to practise as a translator and interpreter, earning good money. I became a translator because it was easy, not because I fancied the work. Permanently moving to a new country so far away makes me question what I want from life and a career.

I think, if I’m going to have to make a living for another three decades or more, I should find what I care about most and see where it will take me. I’ve fallen in love with Australian native wildlife. Rob works for the National Parks and Wildlife Service and we go camping and bushwalking in remote wild places. I become interested in bird watching and at night we go spotlighting around the campsite to see what nocturnal creatures we can find. The sheer uniqueness and variety of native mammals, birds, reptiles and amphibians in my new country enthrals me. The potential of also getting to know tigers, chimpanzees, lions, meerkats and hundreds more species convinces me zookeeping is for me.

While working full-time as a translator, I complete certificate courses in zookeeping, devour nature documentaries and books about animal behaviour and everything I can lay my hands on to learn more. All of which leads to that six-month trial position and then on to everything else that will happen to me at Taronga.




Mutilated or incomplete

As I start my new job, I experience a level of chauvinism I’ve not encountered before. I suppose those documentaries and books about animals confirmed it’s natural for males to be in charge – females are portrayed merely as spectators in the energetic lives of males.

From Aristotle to Darwin and beyond, male biologists were influenced by their contemporary cultures, cultures that were at best dismissive of females and at worst deeply misogynistic. I blame those early zoologists for explaining the natural world through their cultural expectations of masculinity and femininity. Females were expected to be quiet, pleasant, modest and devoted mothers. All things I am not. These views about females have dominated human cultures ever since – even though, two millennia ago, the noted zoologist and philosopher Aristotle was aware some domestic hens were having it off with more than one rooster and likely did so wilfully, taking control of their sex life. Despite these early observations, he continued to describe female animals as passive lookers-on in the dynamic, purposeful lives of males. Females who did not neatly fit into the chaste and coy model were ignored or, even worse, considered an aberration. In his text On the Generation of Animals, dating back to the fourth century BC, the noted Greek philosopher characterises the female as a ‘mutilated or incomplete male’, and spends quite a bit of time explaining why women are inferior to men. Despite this, Aristotle is still read widely, quoted and taught at universities.

Some centuries later in Victorian England, these views were still firmly in place when interest in the natural world was fuelled by access to the ecosystems of the growing empire. Educated men like Charles Darwin and others set off to foreign shores to ‘discover’, steal and describe the animals they found and, in Darwin’s case, develop the theory of evolution. As a newbie zookeeper, I study evolutionary theory and Darwin’s On the Origin of Species, written in 1859, as devotedly as others may delve into religion. Darwin is my hero.

Modern zoology originated in Darwin’s time, and gender roles were informed by the chauvinism of the era. I will come to know science is not immune to social influences, but in the early 1980s, I believe what I read in these important books by serious authors. Those Victorian-era naturalists, mostly male, interpreted the natural world through a narrow lens of male supremacy. As a result, everything I read about gender roles in nature confirms my inferiority to men. I do not feel inferior, though – is there something wrong with me?

The more I read across history, culture and biology, the more I see women have long been considered inferior to men in all respects, be they physical or intellectual. Women are defined as similar to children because they are smaller and not as strong as men. Those early ‘modern’ zoologists decided that female animals, which were often smaller and less colourful than their male counterparts, confirmed their preconceived ideas about female humans. This resulted in any evidence supporting the idea of female passivity being centred while evidence to the contrary was defined as aberrant or exceptional. Most naturalist books of the time talked about the male ‘conquering’ or ‘possessing’ the female, and the female reluctantly, at best dutifully, submitting to sex. Certainly, no female animal was ever expected to seek sexual encounters with multiple males or, God forbid, enjoy it.

Soon after reading all this, though, I’m working with the most magnificent wild creatures and I am perfectly placed to look at how the sex of an organism impacts the role it plays and how this influences the kind of society that develops. Finding so much opposition to my employment as a low-ranking zookeeper ignites and fuels my interest in the roles of female animals in their societies. I’m spending as much time as I can before, after and during work times looking at animals interacting, socialising, courting, mating, in real life and from footage of hidden cameras taping any overnight action.

It becomes more and more obvious that the animals I look after do not conform at all to the notion that females are the prototypes of passivity and males the model for vigour, aggression and dominance – that seems as outdated as the long-dead white male biologists themselves. I see quite the opposite in the vixen, bitches, cows, ewes, hens, pens and sows I get to know. They are fierce creatures, not merely sidekicks to the males of their species.




Argonaut and emu girls rock

I’m delighted to learn about the argonaut (genus Argonauta), an eight-armed pelagic sea creature in the octopus family, as it confirms our understanding of the animal kingdom was influenced by centuries of sexist thinking. The female argonaut inspires great submission in her males: when she swims by a male argonaut, he rips off his penis and throws it at her. The penis is like a ball of sperm in a tentacle called a hectocotylus. These are collected by the female and stored in her mantle cavity. The male dies soon after the frivolous disposal of his member, whereas the female can mate multiple times with the collected phalluses. These stockpiled penises confused scientists and, rather than confirming the female argonauts’ sexual interest and dominance, it was long believed the penises she kept were some sort of parasitic worm. Encouraged by girl argonaut sassiness, I start to collect stories about female animals who buck the trend I’ve been led to believe applies to all.

Darwin split the sexes by stating: in those animals that have … two sexes … the male stands for effective and active … and the female … for the passive. The female animal, he adds, with the rarest of exceptions, is less eager [for sex] than the male, she generally requires to be courted; she is coy. Female animals and by extrapolation women have been portrayed as naturally docile, dutiful nurturers and selfless mothers despite any evidence they are as competitive, dominant, aggressive, smart, promiscuous and feisty as males. The respect for his enormous contribution to science made most biologists who came after him hesitant to contradict Darwin’s views, but in the decades just before and during my own zookeeping career, there is a sharp rise in female zoologists and a different picture inevitably emerges. The female as a selfless mother does exist, but so does the contrary.

For example, the emu (Dromaius novaehollandiae), a giant flightless bird ubiquitous in the Australian landscape, is known for its promiscuous females, who exhibit no maternal tendencies. I adore emus. I probably say that about most animals I’ve looked after. I cared for several emus, each with their own personality, none more so than Orana, who came to us as an orphaned striped little chick after her dad was run over on a highway out in western New South Wales. Orana was hand-reared and fancied humans just a little too much, and during the breeding season she would become quite amorous, actively courting me and her other carers, sidling up for more than a pat and a scratch. I’d have to hotfoot it out of her reach as fast as possible after delivering her food and before she could run me down. Outside the breeding season she was a lovely bird. I could give her a pat and stroke her lustrous neck feathers without being sexually assaulted.

Emus can be intimidating. They’re big birds. Along with the ostrich, they are among the tallest birds on this planet, standing proud at up to 1.9 metres (six feet), and the spirited hens are a little bigger than the males. Despite their size they are good natured and don’t hurt too much when they give you a peck. They rarely kick with those long legs and are pretty cool birds. They belong to an ancient order of birds called the ratites and, together with the Australian cassowary, the African ostrich, the New Zealand kiwi and the South American rhea, have close genetic links to dinosaurs that once ruled our planet. The males of these species are dutiful parents, taking care of nests, incubation and chick-rearing. Emu hens, far from coy and dutiful, are wanton, eagerly seeking out intercourse by the end of each autumn. If one finds a male she likes, she will court him immediately. Her courtship is quite spectacular: strutting around, fluffing her neck feathers and serenading him with seductive low drumbeat sounds. She may even fight any other female already courting the same male. Such a fight over a male can last for several hours if he has not yet chosen a partner.

Once the male emu has decided, though, he will approach the special female with erect neck feathers and rub his breast against her feathery mane. Who said romance is dead?

They mate, and over the next few days she lays a dozen or so massive, green, thick-shelled eggs in his rudimentary nest. Once the eggs are laid, the male loses interest in his partner immediately and may even chase her away. The hen leaves him to the task of incubating and raising the chicks while she goes off to find another male for more courting, sex and egg-laying. She is not at all concerned her previous partner is tied down with caring for young for the next six to seven months.

Emu girls are not alone in this abdication of the doting mother role. There are many other species who actively compete for a sexual partner and who do not conform to the retiring, maternal role model we have been led to believe fits all female animals, including humans. The presence of a clitoris in the females of a vast number of species indicates females did not evolve to abhor sex. Instead, this anatomical detail confirms sex drive and orgasm evolved in both sexes. The female pleasure organ has been left out of the picture, most likely because male biologists have not been looking for it. Not surprisingly, once zoologists (often female) applied their curiosity to this bit of anatomy – holy moly, there it was. More about the clitoris later.




Who’s a good girl?

Where does that leave us humans? Some people are reluctant to accept we share an evolutionary history with animals, yet human societies have hardly been reluctant to reach for ‘evidence’ in nature when labelling male and female traits. Masculine traits and manly qualities are admired in our cultures and continue to be celebrated in movies, literature and sport. A man may be dominant, aggressive, competitive, sexually promiscuous, vigorous, strong, courageous, independent, a natural leader and assertive. Yet the existence of these traits in a woman or the lack of them in a man is still considered anomalous or even dangerous. When I am assertive in the workplace, maybe question why we do things a certain way, I’m sure I’m thought of as hostile rather than curious. In most of the Western world, and in my new workplace in 1983, the ideal of femininity is to be nurturing, sensitive, sweet, supportive, gentle, modest and so on – and we do see those traits in animals too, both male and female. They are also good traits to have in a zookeeper of any gender.

I find it difficult to fit in with my new workmates when it’s so obvious I’m not what’s wanted. I’m not enough and I’m too much at the same time. I’m too foreign, too loud, too out there and I dare to question how we do things around here. Quite possibly, growing up in the Netherlands, where being outspoken and brazen is a badge of honour, did not prepare me for a more conservative society. They call me ‘Ernie’ because they find it impossible to pronounce my name. Everyone in the zoo has a nickname, so that’s not too bad. They sing a ditty, ‘Ernie who drives the fastest milk cart in the west’, by Benny Hill when I come into the lunchroom. There’s also imitating my Dutch accent or pretending they don’t understand what I’ve said, asking me to repeat and then repeat again. Meanwhile, the negative voice in my head tells me I’m to blame – I’m too bolshy, I should pipe down a bit, not be provoked by their comments – but I can’t help myself. I am who I am, and I have as much right to be here as any of them.

In 1949, the French author and intellectual Simone de Beauvoir wrote one is not born, but rather becomes, a woman. The expectations of femininity are shaped by cultural norms and wishful thinking. I don’t think I got the memo. There is great cultural pressure on both men and women to comply with the rules of masculinity or femininity. Maybe that’s why it is difficult for some people to accept not everybody is comfortable with being labelled one gender or another. I care for a plethora of male animals showing traits which may previously have been described as feminine. Male marmosets and tamarins are excellent examples; these small South American primates tenderly nurture the young of their chosen female, which may or may not be their own. There are also male hyenas who cower in the presence of a dominant female and adult chimpanzee males who run to their mummies when anyone upsets them.

I quickly learn animals of both sexes are capable of great feats of violence, particularly when their territory is invaded or their young are threatened. In zoos, the most dangerous time to go into an animal’s habitat is when the mother has young to protect. The Malayan tapir (Tapirus indicus) I worked with, Denise, was an affectionate individual who was partial to a good rubdown with a brush, allowing us to enter her habitat for this daily ritual. As soon as Denise gave birth to her stripy, watermelon-lookalike baby Semangka, her demeanour changed from docile to aggro. The daily brush routine could now lead to injury or even death. Talking about her at morning teatime, then called ‘smoko’, the topic of aggression came up. Several male zookeepers argued aggression is a specific male quality, while the hostility of a female with young is merely ‘protective’.

The reasons for aggression may be hormonally driven and different between males and females, but the behaviour is present in both sexes. Male violence may be triggered by competition for mating rights and the female’s by a desire to protect her brood or some delicious food. However, certain female animals do turn to violence to shore up their own power or to protect their bloodlines exactly as the males of other species might. A meerkat matriarch can aggressively outcompete any male and go as far as to kill the newborns of any other female in the mob just to keep her alpha position. If the mother meerkat whose offspring the matriarch killed is still lactating, she gets to nurse the alpha female’s babies. Even Aristotle could not label such behaviour purely protective, let alone passive.




Virgin tigers

Every time I get to know and learn about another species in which the female does not meet the expectations of her sex, I’m keen to find more. Zookeepers talk a lot about sex. Breeding animals means sexual activity is around you all day long. Some days I can hear the lions roaring with pleasure as I eat my lunch: sitting in a lunchroom full of men while hearing lions groan with yet another orgasm can be a tad intimidating. The sexual innuendos keep coming from my co-workers. It’s hard to know how to play this game. If I joke along with bawdy commentary, I’m a hussy. If I don’t join in, I’m a prude. I aim for somewhere in the middle. Despite the job I do requiring biological knowledge, including understanding sex and sexual behaviour, as a woman, I have to feign a degree of innocence to protect my reputation.

Women are expected to be modest and demure, right? Of course, sexual promiscuity, still frowned upon in women, is prevalent in both males and females in animal societies. If we’re talking about heterosexual promiscuity, you need the opposite sex, thus equal representation in the promiscuity stakes can be expected. It makes no sense one sex would be going hell for leather if the other is not an equally enthusiastic participant. Anyone who has observed their female cat coming into heat will have noticed her behaviour changes. She may call more frequently and louder to alert any males in the area she’s here and ready to be mated. She will rub her back end against furniture or your leg and will display a mating posture called lordosis, with her head down, forelegs bent, her rear raised, and tail lifted to the side of her body. So much for the stereotype of the disinterested female. I have seen big and small cats in the zoo do the same thing, and many females in other species demonstrate through calling, posture and behaviour that a mating is welcome.

Despite such seductive behaviours, for female cats, sex is fraught with danger. The motivation to mate has to be strong enough to overcome this.

I find introducing some animals for breeding exciting and occasionally harrowing. The animals are first housed next to one another for ample time to get to know each other and hopefully build some trust. They get used to the sight, smell and sound of the future partner through the wire separating them. This is called a ‘howdy’ – getting to say hello.

We brought a male Sumatran tiger (Panthera tigris sumatrae), Bashi, from a zoo in Germany to mate with female Indrah, born in Taronga Zoo. On intro day we’ve taken every precaution possible, firstly making sure both animals have full tummies. Hungry animals are crankier. Noise travels, so the building is to be as quiet as possible, and introductions done early in the morning before zoo opening time to avoid members of the public making unexpected noises startling the animals or us. Only a minimum of staff members is present, one to open the gate between the enclosures housing each animal, three of four keepers holding either fire extinguishers or a hose to scare the living daylights out of the animals if needed. If severe fighting happens, a big fright of a fire extinguisher blast can help separate them and we quickly open gates to help one or the other escape to the adjoining den.

Animals react to each other in unpredictable ways: some intros are quite violent with lots of snarling, pawing and mock attacks; and others are calmer if the animals have bred before and know what to expect. This is the very first time I’ve been involved in a big-cat intro and I stand in the keeper corridor, my nostrils overwhelmed with the scent of tiger. Both cats have marked their territories with urine, the odour adding to my fear. My instinct tells every cell in my body being this close to a big cat is not a good idea. I have to overcome this to do my job while looking as calm as I can muster.

Neither Bashi nor Indrah have bred before, and they look a bit tense as they notice the activity of more people behind the scenes than normal. They have been chosen because their combined genes will increase genetic diversity in the international zoo population. I’m holding a fire extinguisher at the ready as the two tigers are about to meet in the flesh, my heart in my throat, my hands shaking, knees trembling, hoping I will keep it together should the shit hit the fan.

A more experienced zookeeper opens the upwards-sliding door between the tiger dens. There’s hissing and snarling as the two tigers start circling each other. Sometimes the movement is so fast it’s difficult to see what’s going on. These animals are so powerful, their physicality so impressive, their smell so overwhelming that the fence protecting me suddenly looks flimsy.

Fortunately, my first big-cat introduction goes well – the tiger virgins work out how sex works, do their thing and eventually breed to produce some cubs as part of the program for Sumatran tigers. I keep my nerves under control but it takes some time to calm down after the adrenaline surge through my body.





Big cats and dangerous sex

My colleague, Louise Ginman, a veteran carnivore expert, has the enviable and scary responsibility of breeding big cats at Taronga Zoo. She’s the one who makes the ultimate decision when to put a male and a female big cat together to fulfil the recommendations of the international breeding program. If she misjudges the carefully observed behaviours and the demeanour of both cats in the ‘howdy’, one of them could be injured or killed. Years of learning subtle and not-so-subtle behaviours allows her to make the tough decisions she makes. As we’re chatting away over a cuppa, she reiterates why big-cat breeding is such risky business:


Big cat females are very vulnerable during mating. Firstly, there’s a massive size discrepancy. Lionesses weigh around 105 to 120 kilograms (130 to 160 pounds) and lions can be anywhere from 170 to 250 kilograms (375 to 550 pounds). In the wild lionesses are a little luckier than tigers because the male may have been living in their pride for a couple of months. Even if it’s a new male who has just taken over the pride and killed all the dependent cubs, it would be some weeks or months before the female comes back in season, so they would have had close contact with this male and got to know him a bit. There’s usually a lot of aggression during the pride takeover: a very tense period for everyone until the new pride structure is established.

During mating the male holds the back of the female’s neck in his mouth. They do not often bite – they ‘mouth’ the back of the neck. If anything went wrong, like something startling him, he’s in a position to bite straight through her spinal cord and kill her. His teeth, upper and lower canines, measure up to ten centimetres (four inches), and that’s what’s holding her still. The female puts herself in a very risky position for mating with a male she’s not very familiar with.

Lioness Maya came to us as a ten-year-old. She was an experienced female already as she had bred before. We introduced her to a new inexperienced male, Ato, and she allowed him to mate her and straight after she gave him a big wallop. I was worried it may have impacted his confidence, which thankfully it didn’t. As males are much bigger than females, their relationship is new, and she had to tell him in no uncertain terms, ‘Don’t mess with me.’ She made it clear: ‘You’ve been told, I’m formidable.’ At this time, when the female is very much in favour with the male, she must set her boundaries.

With tigers the situation is even more precarious than with lions: they are not a social species like lions. In the wild she would have met the male multiple times; however, only from a distance. He hasn’t been hanging around with her on a day-to-day basis. They may have been calling to each other, they may have checked each other’s scent marks on trees or other things in the environment, they move around each other at some distance in the same area. Again, with tigers, the male is so much larger, and the female puts herself in such a defenceless position. Female tigers will also tell the male off straight after mating to make it known they are powerful too.

Female tigers are at risk if the male is inexperienced because things could go wrong. If both have lived in the same territory for a while, have encountered one another before, may have mated successfully before and maybe had a previous litter, the female may feel more comfortable. But when the relationship is new, things are as scary as hell.






Sexual binaries are fraught

As we’ve seen in my new zookeeper job, I’m still judged according to those outdated theories developed by sexist white male biologists nearly two hundred years ago. Theories which have also been most helpful to the patriarchy despite decades of feminist action.

First- and second-wave feminism challenged the status quo. Simone de Beauvoir’s ideas were picked up by second-wave feminists, who believed that although biological differences between males and females are real, gendered femininity and gendered masculinity are social constructs. Courageous too were the female zoologists and biologists who dared to challenge some of Charles Darwin’s well-established ideas on sexual stereotypes. The American-born scientist Alison Jolly studied primates in Madagascar in the 1960s, concluding the endearing stripy-tailed ring-tailed lemurs are matriarchal: news which was met with a good dose of scepticism.

There’s now a new generation of female biologists and zoologists, as well as an increasing number of male scientists who no longer push stereotypes and provide the data by looking at females of the species in their own right, not as subordinates to the male show in town.

It is no surprise many of the first zoologists to contradict Darwin’s views were from the USA, far enough from the British Isles to commit such heresy. These scientists looked beyond the established doctrine of what it is to be male or female in our cultures. Furthermore, the LGBTQ+ scientific community has begun to contribute new research on gender fluidity that offers fresh perspectives on the old heteronormative doctrine. In the past, scientists explaining human nature mostly focused on the differences between male and female. These differences, apart from the obvious biological ones, are mostly cultural, rather than a binary blueprint. Gender is complicated.

In the English language, the word ‘sex’ is used both for the act of copulation and the attribution of biological sex. It’s confusing to have two meanings for the same word. No wonder the word ‘gender’ gets bandied about as much as it does. ‘Male’ and ‘female’ are sex categories and ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ are gender categories. Sex categories, including intersex, do not vary much, whereas gender categories show great variation in different human societies and cultures. The hierarchy of gender has been of utmost importance in nearly all human societies since the advent of agriculture. Despite the link between gender and biological sex, our biology does not inevitably lead to the traditional gender roles we see in human society. Culture, not biology, is how gender originated. Culture, not biology, is what controls women and girls across the world. Culture is what makes the grumpy old blokes in the zoo object to my presence in their ranks. Possibly this powerful enculturation is why some people struggle with the concept of gender-neutral or transgender individuals.

Putting us into binary buckets of strictly male and strictly female behaviour is not possible once we exclude what society expects of the sexes. One would think it would be easy to chuck all creatures into binary buckets based on genitalia. No: there are too many discrepancies. The genitals of female spotted hyena, lemurs, fossa and several others can actually be described as ‘phallic’.

Additionally, some animals start off as one sex only to change to another sex once conditions change. We don’t know what animals are thinking or feeling, so we can’t call them transgender, but zoologists have clearly noted sex change in several species. For example, the little orange and white reef fish called clownfish (subfamily Amphiprioninae) change from male to female when circumstances demand it. In the 2003 hit movie Finding Nemo, young Nemo (a very cute little clownfish) goes off looking for his mum who, unfortunately, was eaten by a big barracuda. If Pixar Animation Studios had used realistic clownfish life cycles, the movie would have seen Nemo’s dad, Marlin, change into the clan’s next dominant female and one of Nemo’s siblings grow up to be the new breeding male. No spoilers in revealing the movie didn’t end like that.

I just love cuttlefish as they can change their appearance at will to look like the other sex. Giant cuttlefish (Sepia apama) are the largest of the cuttlefishes, and males in the upper Australian Spencer Gulf have developed some delightful sneaky strategies during mating. The boy cuttlefish uses variations in shape and colour to great advantage, changing from camouflage to brilliant colours and dramatic designs to attract the girls. The sexy females want to breed with as many males as possible. When some of the big brightly coloured boys are occupied with fighting one another, the smaller males, who would normally not be in with a chance, sneak past the warring males by taking on the colouration of the females. DNA of their offspring confirms these drag queen cuttlefish manage to secure quite a few sneaky matings this way. The correct term in biology for stealing a mating is ‘kleptogamy’, but I prefer the term ‘sneaky fucker’ strategy coined by evolutionary biologist John Maynard Smith.

But the human brain likes simple answers, not freewheeling sex-changing animals. We like a binary, one thing or another, but to force binaries onto sexual behaviour, identity or job suitability is problematic. I’m starting to see there are more similarities between the sexes than there are differences. After all, we all come from just one cell, which has the possibility of turning into a female or a male, and behaviour is learned and adaptable. Defining female behaviour in any species, whether human or animal, is a dodgy business.

My head hurts trying to take in all this information: who said what and how this shaped what people think about the differences between men and women. (Not to mention why the focus seems to have been on difference rather than sameness in the first place.) This naive newbie zookeeper is learning more than raking yards, shovelling shit, preparing animal food and introducing animals to have sex. I also have to find my place in the zoo world and not be defined by the female myth and outdated beliefs.








CHAPTER 2 INNATE OR CULTURAL?



Doubt is a killer. You just have to know who you are and what you stand for.

Jennifer Lopez



I’m beyond excited to finally be working as a zookeeper. Even as the rooky in the veterinary hospital and quarantine centre, my days are thrilling: one minute I’m feeding bananas to a gigantic orangutan and the next I’m giving medication to a fifteen-gram feathertail glider or holding a diamond python for an injection. There’s also lots of cleaning and food preparation for a wide range of species from frogs to snakes, birds and mammals. The veterinary hospital is a large low-slung building with a surgery room, a treatment room, a postmortem room, a dispensary for all the drugs and medications, a laboratory, a food preparation room, and several big and small animal hospital rooms with temperature control. There’s a lunchroom for staff and several offices.

Some animals are in hospital; others are in quarantine because they have arrived from another zoo or because they are going to another zoo. I learn to implement good quarantine: I walk through chemical footbaths, all equipment is only used within the quarantine centre, different boots are worn and strictly no visitors. The zoo has its own water treatment plant, and when we hose the quarantine enclosures, any potential pathogens are treated to avoid spreading any nasties. The quarantine centre has a multitude of different-sized enclosures for big and small animals. For each species coming into this area, we set up what we call ‘cage furniture’ to suit the type of animal. Climbing structures for tree kangaroos or perches for birds of prey, pools for ducks to swim. Somewhere to sleep, heating pads if needed and a feeding area that can be cleaned easily. The animal transport crates the animals arrive in have to be cleaned, scrubbed and sterilised in case of any bugs or bacteria.

Inside there are hospital pens for sick, injured or orphaned native animals brought in by the public, and outside there are rehabilitation enclosures where the native wildlife can exercise to regain fitness before release back to the wild. Occasionally, some of the zoo residents are in hospital if their condition cannot be managed in their usual homes. A lot of the work in the hospital is about preventative healthcare as zoo residents have regular check-ups. There’s an annual roster of routine health checks; for example, the snow leopard may be given a once-over in December. We go in the vet van with a stretcher and the darting gear, the vet knocks the animal out and we transport it back to the hospital. Sitting in the back of the windowless van with a big cat on a stretcher with a cargo net thrown over is a bit nerve-racking: what if it hasn’t had enough of the drug to keep it unconscious?

Fortunately, they usually don’t wake up.

The learning curve is huge. I assist in surgery, administer anaesthesia, medicate big and small patients, take and develop X-rays. On any given day there are only three of us to get all this done. The veterinarian – a kind, knowledgeable and an all-round wonderful human – and two veterinary zookeepers of whom I’m one.

Working one-on-one with the vet is like having a private tutor – everything is explained, I’m treated like a veterinary student and I learn so many new skills. The veterinary hospital is the hub of the zoo; zookeepers from all sections come by to pick up medications for animals or drop off samples. The long red Formica lunchroom table seems to be the preferred spot for people to leave faecal or urine samples they have collected for routine health checks. I learn to never put my lunch directly on that table: I always use a plate. I also learn to never chew a pen or a pencil after seeing a particular veterinarian poke at a boil or an ulcer with such an implement.

The sheer awe of being close to amazing wild creatures is the stuff that turns my dials up to ten. The size of Roy’s orangutan (Pongo pygmaeus) hands and the gentleness with which he takes food from my hand touches my heart. Roy has a chest infection and needs an antibiotic syrup, which I give to him in a spoonful of strawberry yoghurt to hide the taste. Sick as he is, he will use the spoon as a bargaining tool, only giving it back to me in exchange for a banana. To get him to eat a little more than bananas, I’m tasked to sit with him, gain his confidence and feed him little titbits.

He’s in hospital because it’s difficult to get him to take his medication in the orang house and because he’s lost some weight during his illness. His shaggy orange coat with amazing dreadlocks hangs a little loose around him. There’s a wire fence between us, even though we’re getting on well – he could decide to rip my arms off if he feels like it. I sit on my bum on the concrete floor in the keeper corridor of his outside abode. Roy, on the other side, has built himself a cosy straw bed. I’m happy when he drinks a little juice from a jug for me and disappointed when he wants no more. He likes bananas and strawberries but doesn’t like cucumber very much. Roy doesn’t mind his caretaker is a woman as long as the bananas and strawberries keep coming.

As a junior zookeeper, I also do what’s called rotation, learning to do the ‘rounds’ on every animal division. I’m very keen to work with all the species in the zoo at some stage and get to learn lots of different husbandry techniques. There has to be an exchange: the division that gets me for the week sends someone up to the vet centre to make up the numbers there. The exchange is rarely welcome as I’m a poor swap for their regular zookeeper. I’m made to feel different and not in a good way.

Initially I try to fit in – I really want this job even though it’s dangerous, hard yakka and dirty. There are moments of absolute joy, being up close and personal with wild animals, and moments of absolute despair, being subjected to harassment, sexual and otherwise (there’s a predilection for slapping or pinching my bum) by some of my fellow zookeepers. I often feel dejected, made fun of and certainly not good enough. Every now and then I find myself in a flood of tears in the toilets after yet another humiliation. I’m surrounded by macho cowboys who call the shots.

Why are these men so keen to keep women out of zookeeping jobs? I don’t see animals having specific gendered behaviour beyond reproduction. Female monkeys climb trees, and no male monkey declares it’s unladylike to climb. Lionesses hunt and lions don’t forbid it or feel threatened by it: they prefer to share in the spoils. Daily, they point out to me and the few other women employed as zookeepers that we’re not making the grade. I grew up in the Netherlands, where I enthusiastically participated in the emancipation of my sex, but then at eighteen moved to Spain, where machismo was a matter of national pride. Even so, I did not expect Australia in the 1980s to be as sexist as I found it to be. I guess my outspoken personality does not make it easier. Every so often, when I plan to shut up, words spill out of my mouth before my brain has put the brakes on. In return, some of the crusty old blokes try to wrestle back control. I suppose they’re threatened by my lack of submissiveness. Daily putdowns are the norm, as are ‘practical jokes’ – the cheese in my lunch sandwich exchanged for dead baby mice, or my gumboots filled with mysterious substances. Naturally, these are accompanied by a chorus of ‘You should smile more. Can’t you take a joke?’ I can take a joke, but misogyny disguised as a joke – particularly an unfunny one – isn’t amusing.

One day, doing rotation in the reptile house, I’m asked to clean the holding pen of the reticulated python (Malayopython reticulatus), the largest snake in Asia, a colossal seven-metre (twenty-three feet) reptile that almost literally scares the shit out of me. It’s held in a small room with solid walls next to the reptile keepers’ lunchroom. The snake had pooed a foul-smelling gooey substance onto the newspaper covering the floor of his pen, and I’m told to replace the soiled papers with clean ones. This means lifting sections of coiled snake to pull the dirty newspaper sheets out and put clean ones under his heavy body. I can’t give in, though I’m terrified and stubborn in equal measures.

The door to the enclosed area only locks on the outside. Sure enough, mid-clean, I hear the turn of the key, accompanied by inevitable sniggering. The lads have locked me in. There I am, just me and Mr Python. As the reptile keepers sit in the lunchroom enjoying morning tea, I try to keep my nerves under control while imagining death by strangulation and hoping today is not the day for the snake’s weekly meal. The python’s body is surprisingly heavy as I lift with one hand and shove newspaper with the other. He feels warm and the scales are very soft and almost silky to touch. It’s very hot in here – this species likes a tropical temperature – and the room feels suffocating. Suffocation is on my mind, given the circumstances. I’m sweating and I’m sure it’s not only the temperature. Mr Python mercifully doesn’t move much: an occasional ripple merely shivers through his body when I lift part of him.

The men try to keep a straight face after I knock on the door to be let out, the task completed. They may have been disappointed I did not rattle the cage screaming, their joke falling flat, but either way, none of us ever mentions it again. I wonder if a male keeper would have been exposed to the same initiation rituals. Perhaps. But would the jokes have continued for so long had I been one of the boys?


Who and what we are

We are apes. Human apes. If a scientist from a faraway galaxy came to our little planet Earth, they would not hesitate to classify us in the same genus as chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes) and bonobos (Pan paniscus). Apes have close family bonds; they make and use tools, they are capable of affection, enjoy hugs from friends and family, and grieve deeply when a loved one dies. We share almost ninety-nine per cent of our DNA with chimpanzees and bonobos, our cousin species in the animal kingdom. (Or should it be queendom?) DNA studies also show chimpanzees and bonobos are more related to us than either species is to gorillas, further illustrating just how close our relationship is to these primates. While we’ve had a few million years to evolve our own distinctive characteristics, we do share a lot of our genetic make-up with both these apes. The evolutionary history we share with our ancestors and our wilder primate cousins helps me understand people and myself a little better.

There are just over six thousand species of mammal alive in the world today. The word ‘mammal’ comes from Latin for the class or ‘type’ of animal we are: Mammalia, animals who suckle their young from mammary glands, generally housed in breasts. Mammals mostly have hair instead of feathers or scales and raise their babies on breast milk. Most mammals, including humans, are social, living in connected groups, whereas a much smaller proportion is solitary. Cats are solitary, except in the case of lions as lionesses hunt together and look after each other’s young.

It’s easier to see our similarities with other mammals and empathise with species that are like us. Chimpanzees and bonobos are super social beings; they spend time together, groom each other and form strong bonds with others in their troop. Male chimpanzees form alliances with other powerful males to advance their position, a strategy I see reflected in the zookeepers.

When I first begin to work as a zookeeper, the scientific community frowns upon acknowledging animal emotions, feelings we also have, such as pride, anger, love, jealousy or grief. The word used was anthropomorphic, meaning the attribution of human traits to animals (or other non-human beings or objects). At the time it is considered a curse word in relation to interpreting animal behaviour. In typical scientific style, one has to describe a mother chimpanzee grieving her dead baby in terms of what we can see, not what we think she must be feeling.

To avoid being accused of anthropomorphism, I have to write something like she is sitting alone, with her head down, not moving; she has not eaten and is not interacting with members of her group. When chimpanzee Lola, a first-time mother, gives birth to a stillborn baby, she is clearly grief-stricken. My heart breaks a little just watching her. She cradles her floppy baby’s body in her arms for days, sitting forlornly in a corner grooming her dead infant, seemingly hoping it will just wake up. Occasionally, one of the other chimps comes up to hug and comfort her. They see and acknowledge her pain. It’s impossible not to interpret Lola’s demeanour as grief.




Emotions

Animals feel emotions, just like we do. Thankfully, in 1982, my fellow Dutchman, Frans de Waal, a respected primatologist, wrote a book called Chimpanzee Politics, about a group of chimpanzees in Burgers’ Zoo in the Netherlands. Those chimps were clever; they empathised with and had insight into the behaviour of others in the group. They had feelings we as zookeepers have long recognised but been discouraged from acknowledging. Zookeeping culture changes once the scientific community accepts that animals do have feelings, strong feelings we recognise because we have them too. A little bit of anthropomorphism is inevitable when you spend your days observing animals.

Jane Alexander, a senior primate keeper, has been looking after a group of Francois’ langurs (Trachypithecus francoisi) for nearly two decades. Francois’ langurs, also known as Francois’ leaf monkeys, are a female-dominated species found from southwestern China to northeastern Vietnam. They are agile, medium-sized primates with black, silky fur, sporting prominent white sideburns from their ears to the corners of their cheeks. Their newborns have bright orange hair that fades to the adult black fur over several months. The number of langurs in the wild is unknown: maybe fewer than five hundred are left in Vietnam and possibly fewer than two thousand in China.

I meet Jane during her lunch break to talk about grief in animals: as she closely observes her little charges, she’s on top of any mood changes in the group. Early one morning, when she approached the langurs’ home, she immediately sensed something was different:


When I go to see them first thing in the morning, I can usually hear them chattering before I enter their night quarters. Langurs are very vocal. On one particular morning I realised something was wrong. The sounds I heard were so different from their normal vocalisations. Once I came into the building, I saw all the females sitting around a dead baby, likely stillborn and looking to be almost full term. The vocalisations I heard from all the females, even younger ones who had not had their own babies, was a sound I’d never heard before and hope to never hear again.

It was as if they were all crying, wailing even. It seemed to be a profound grieving moment the females were sharing over the loss of that baby. From time to time one of them would gently touch the baby as if making sure it would not wake up. They grieved the loss as a bonded community, joining the mother in her sorrow. It was just heartbreaking.

We left the dead baby with them for as long as it needed to be there for the group to come to terms with their loss. The mother stayed with her dead infant for a few hours. She and the rest of the group needed time to understand what had happened and go through their mourning. The baby’s mum would move away for a bit and come back again a little later to softly touch the infant again. We didn’t remove the dead baby until she had clearly said her goodbyes. The sounds I heard that morning will stay with me forever: those vocals seemed to be exclusive to heartbreak.



Jane’s experience with the dead baby langur clearly shows animals do feel sorrow and despair as well as a wide range of other emotions. Animals are like us; we are like them. We share ancestors, and we come from an ancient line of mammals who evolved to be social and care about others and feel grief when they die. We now recognise it’s important to balance the need to know what caused the death of an animal with the emotional trauma a forceful removal of a dead infant can have on the mother or the group. They need time to accept their loss.

For probably our entire human existence we’ve had cultural rituals around death, not unlike other primates’ observable behaviour. In our lives now, death is very much sanitised. Rather than sitting with the departed loved one, holding a wake with the open coffin, we’re more likely to hold ourselves back from the ickiness of death. When my mum died, I’d nursed her in her home for the last few weeks. Nursing her was immensely sad, a bit traumatic and a privilege all rolled in one, a daughter’s last heartbreaking duty to a loving mother. I rang the undertakers around midnight, shortly after she took her last breath, and within half an hour two serious-looking men in dark suits rang the doorbell and came in pushing a wheeled stretcher with an empty body bag on top. I didn’t see her again until a couple of days later: she was presented nicely in her coffin, hair and make-up done, wearing a nice dress. Would it have been easier to accept her death if I’d spent more time with her after she died? if I sat with her for a while, holding her hand? I don’t know for sure, but looking at our primate cousins, it seems a good old-fashioned wake with all loved ones present may be good for the soul.
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