The Great Apes

The great apes—orangutans, gorillas, chimpanzees,
and bonobos—live in Africa and Asia. Studying the great
apes tells us many things about the history of these
animals and the world we live in. Scientists have spent
many years studying the great apes. Among the most
well-known of these scientists are Jane Goodall, Dian
Fossey, and Biruté Galdikas, all of whom worked with
great apes in Africa and Asia.
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The great apes look very different from one another,
it they have several things in common. All apes have a
"ge brain in proportion to their body size. They have
od eyesight and are able to see in three dimensions,
nich not all animals can do. Apes have arms that are
lite long, usually longer than their legs. Their feet
n grasp objects because their big toes, just like their
umbs, are opposable. An opposable toe or thumb is
ie that can move to touch the other toes or fingers.

Apes have a few remarkable behaviors in common
o. All apes will eat certain minerals, clays, or plants to
re illnesses. Apes groom themselves and often each
her, using their fingers and teeth to comb and clean
eir fur and skin. This keeps their fur and skin healthy.

These apes are feasting on plants.
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Orangutans live in tropical rain forests on the islands
of Borneo and Sumatra. The native language of these
islands is Malay. In the Malay language, the word
orangutan means “man of the forest.”

Whether they live in Borneo or Sumatra, all
orangutans have long fur that is either brown or red in
color. The orangutans of Sumatra usually live at higher
altitudes, where they rely on their fur for warmth.

It is easy to tell male and female orangutans apart,
because males are often twice as large. Orangutans
range between four and five feet in height and between
seventy-five and two hundred pounds in weight. Male
orangutans also have two special features on their faces:
large cheek pads and a large throat sac.
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Orangutan populations are still found in the wild
on the Indonesian islands of Borneo and Sumatra.



Orangutans spend their days in the trees, eating the
fruits that grow there. They live between thirty and
ninety feet up in the air, in the part of the rain forest
known as the middle canopy. One of their favorite fruits
is the fig. When fruit is not available, orangutans eat
bark and leaves.

Orangutans move from tree to tree by brachiating, or
swinging on their long arms from branch to branch. Their
opposable toes help them grab branches too. Sometimes
orangutans will hang upside down from branches to
reach fruit or leaves. But this can be dangerous for the
orangutans, because they risk falling. Scientists have
found orangutan skeletons that show bone breaks.

Since orangutans live in trees, they are usually safe
from predators. They do not need to live in a group for
protection. Adult orangutans usually spend time alone,
but female orangutans keep their babies with them. A
baby orangutan will stay with its mother until it is about
five or six years old.

These apes sleep alone, with the exception of a
mother and her young. Each orangutan weaves a nest
from leaves and branches to sleep in at night. Can you
imagine making a new bed every night?

Orangutans use their opposable thumbs and toes to
grasp fruit and tree branches.



Orangutans are very smart creatures. One of the ways
that they display their intelligence is through their many
uses of leaves. Orangutans use leaves to shield themselves
from rain or sunlight and to make roofs for their nests.
Orangutans use leaves to wipe leftover food from their
faces. They also use leaves to drink water from. They even
wrap their hands in leaves for protection from thorns!

These apes also have excellent memories. One of their
favorite foods, figs, is only in season at certain times of
the year. But orangutans remember when figs are in
season and return to the trees at that time to eat the figs.

Orangutans make more than a dozen different
sounds. The male’s large throat sac allows him to make
a loud grumble or roar called a long call. It can be
heard more than half a mile away! These calls tell other
orangutans where he is.

Orangutans also make a sound called the kiss-squeak.
They use this sound to show that they are angry or
annoyed. In addition to making this sound, orangutans
may break branches and throw them to the ground to
scare enemies.

Orangutans are hard to study because they live in the
trees, so scientists are still learning more about them.

Even though most orangutans live alone,
they make sounds to communicate with
other orangutans living nearby.



orillas

Another great ape is the gorilla. Before they were
sely studied, gorillas were often misunderstood by
mans. Some people thought that they were aggressive
d vicious. Now we know that this is not true. Gorillas
2 actually peaceful primates who do not attack unless
ay are provoked or startled. They spend most of their
ne eating, resting, and sleeping in the mountains and
vlands of Africa.
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" This gorilla is using her
knuckles to walk.

A gorilla’s nose is unique. No two gorillas have the
same nose print.

Gorillas are the largest primates on Earth. They range
in height from five to six feet. Males can weigh up to
six hundred pounds and females can weigh up to three
hundred pounds. Their arm span can grow to almost ten
feet. Gorillas have powerful upper bodies but, unlike
orangutans, they rarely climb trees. They usually use their
knuckles to walk on all fours, but they can stand up and
run if they need to.

Most gorillas have black fur, though some have a
brownish-gray coat. Their faces, the palms of their hands,
and the soles of their feet do not have fur, and are also
black. Gorillas that live in the mountains have long, thick
coats of fur that keep them warm. Lowland gorillas have
short, thin coats. Gorillas also have unique nose prints. No
two gorilla noses are alike! Researchers often take pictures
of gorillas’ faces so they can tell the gorillas apart.
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Jops. The oldest male

en a male gorilla In addition to the silverback, a younger male called
yme of the fur on his a blackback is part of the troop. The rest of the troop

re males are called is usually made up of two to thirty adult females and a

1 troop for more than number of youngsters who are less than eight years old.

1 safety of the entire But the makeup of the troop can change. The blackback
p will travel for food, may leave to find another troop that he can take charge of.
iere they will spend the Female gorillas often switch troops when they grow up.

Gorillas might spend half of their days eating. A male
0 gorilla can eat about fifty pounds of food in a single day!
! Gorillas get plenty of water because they eat so many
plants. But they must move around their habitat to find
enough to eat. Their grazing
causes stimulating plant growth.
Just like orangutans, gorillas
weave a new nest to sleep in
each night. The silverback usually
sleeps on the ground to protect
the troop, while the others build
nests in trees or bushes.




Gorilla researchers noticed the incredible number
of ways that gorillas in the wild communicate. They
wondered if captive gorillas could be taught a new way
to communicate. They decided to try to teach captive
gorillas to use sign language, and it worked!

In 1971, a female lowland gorilla was born at the San
Francisco Zoo. She was named Hanabi-Ko, which means
“fireworks child” in Japanese. Today she is known as
Koko.

Koko can communicate with people by making more
than one thousand different signs. Some of the first signs
Koko learned were for food, drink, and more.

Koko can understand more than two thousand spoken
English words! She answers questions by using sign
language to make statements of three to six words.
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rillas may bare eir teeth if théy feel they are in
ne kind of danger.

Gorillas have many ways to communicate. They use
ferent sounds and facial expressions, Some gorilla
inds include calls, hoots, grunts, coughs, burps, snorts,
d chuckles. A gorilla’s facial expression can show
1sion, stress, concentration, or a wish to play.
Youngsters usually chuckle while playing. Females

:en belch when content. Males often use calls to calm
putes between females in the troop.

If the silverback feels the troop is being threatened, N | i
can be very expressive. He may roar loudly, beat 1 The gorilla Koko has learned many different ways to express
chest, break branches, and charge at intruders to herself through sign language. This person is showing how to
monstrate his strength. make the sign for drink.




Chimpanzees and Bonobos

Other great apes that live in the forests and
woodlands of Africa are chimpanzees and bonobos.
These two species are very similar.

Scientists did not properly identify bonobos as a

‘separate species until 1933. They were thought to be a
kind of chimpanzee. Bonobos continue to be the least
understood of the apes. Even their name is the subject of
some debate. The name bonobo may be a misspelling of
a town in Africa named Bolobo.

While only a little is known about bonobos, researchers
such as Jane Goodall have studied chimpanzees for a
very long time. Chimpanzees have dark fur covering all
of their bodies except their faces, ears, hands, and the
soles of their feet. They range in height from about three
feet to more than five feet. Their arm span can be more
than nine feet. Female chimpanzees can weigh as much
as one hundred pounds, and males can weigh more. Male
chimpanzees are also more muscular than females,
although all chimpanzees are very strong.

Bonobos are thinner than chimpanzees. The fur
on their heads is often parted down the middle. They
can also walk on two feet much more easily than
chimpanzees, but both species spend time in the trees.

Young chimpanzees may have pink or brown faces,
while the faces of older chimpanzees are black.



Yimpanzees are very social animals.

Chimpanzees and bonobos are very social animals,
1d unlike orangutans, they need companionship. They
'e in large communities that can have as many as
1e hundred members. Sometimes, however, these big
'mmunities divide into smaller groups.

In general, male chimpanzees are dominant over the
males and offspring. One strong male is usually the
'mmunity leader. Bonobo communities, on the other
ind, are run by females.

Like other great apes, chimpanzees build a new nest
ich night in the trees. All group members make their
vn nests, except for the young, who sleep with their
others. Bonobos build nests too, but unlike other great
ies, they will sometimes share their nests.

Chimpanzees are omnivores. This means they eat
ith plants and meat. Fruit makes up most of their
2t, but chimpanzees will also hunt small monkeys or
telope. They eat termites and ants as well. Bonobos
ve a similar diet, consisting mostly of fruit, leaves, and
2ds. Sometimes bonobos will eat meat, but they never
tually hunt for it as chimpanzees do.

Chimpanzees make tools to help them get food and
water. Chimpanzees in certain parts of Africa use stones
as primitive hammers to crack shells. They also use tools
to get termites and ants. They select a twig or vine to
slip into the insect holes in the ground. When the insects
crawl on the twigs, the chimpanzees lift the twig up
and run their mouths over them. Both chimpanzees and
bonobos put leaves together
and use them as sponges to
soak up water to drink.
Bonobos also use leaves
like orangutans do, to
stay dry in the rain.

Using tools is an amazing
chimpanzee behavior.
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Unfortunately, the number of great apes in the world
is declining, and their existence is threatened. Apes and
their natural habitats are in danger of disappearing due
to growing human populations, logging, and poachers.

Sanctuaries have been created to try and protect
their habitats. A sanctuary is a large area of land that is
protected from development and hunting. Animals are
moved there so that they can continue to thrive in the
wild. Researchers often work in sanctuaries to study apes.

Efforts are being made to protect apes from various
ordeals, such as being captured for trade. Some people
capture apes and sell them to zoos or to people as pets.
This can be tragic for the apes. Adult apes have been
killed while trying to protect their babies from poachers.
To discourage the trade of apes, it is illegal to own one as
a pet.

It is amazing to think over all we have learned about
great apes and their behaviors. They are very intelligent
and can communicate with each other in ways scientists
fifty years ago never knew anything about. It has only
been through the hard work of dedicated scientists
that we have learned so much about apes. But there is
definitely more to learn. That is why we must continue to
protect these amazing creatures.

We must protect the great apes and their habitats so
that they can continue to grow and thrive.



