ACCESS ALL AREAS

WHIPSNADE’S ELEPHANTS
ENJOY GOING FOR WALKS
WITH THEIR KEEPERS

AT
HOME
WITH OUR ELEPHANTS
When it comes to the animal kingdom, few species are more
powerful and impressive than elephants. As ZSL Whipsnade Zoo’s
new Centre for Elephant Care opens this spring, keeper Mark
Howes shares some of the secrets of these supersize superheroes
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tand beside the towering form of an elephant and
you’ll know for certain that this is one of the animal
kingdom’s superheroes. Not only are elephants the
world’s largest land mammals, weighing in at up to
six tonnes, they also have large brains, an elaborate
social system, complex communication methods – and even
a crucial role in preserving their habitats. In the wild, without
these ecosystem champions, both landscapes and other
species would be at risk. By toppling trees and reducing cover
on savannahs, elephants help create habitats and expose food
sources. By creating clearings in tropical forests, elephants
encourage the regeneration of trees. And they promote seed
dispersal everywhere by digesting fruit.
Nine of these superheroes – all Asian elephants – live at
ZSL Whipsnade Zoo, and keeper Mark Howes agrees that they
are nature’s champions: ‘They’re an absolutely key species in
terms of the impact they have on their environment.’

Now
you
know

Elephants eat up to
300kg of food and
drink up to 200 litres
of water a day.

The saying ‘elephants never forget’ also has more
truth in it than you might think. In the wild, elephants
remember routes to water sources and recognise others
of their own kind after years of separation. And the herd
at ZSL Whipsnade Zoo certainly know Mark and his fellow
zookeepers: ‘They recognise individuals not just by sight,
but by sound and smell, differentiating between us, even
when we are not in uniform,’ he says.
Mark can also vouch for their intelligence: ‘One of our
elephants, Donna, has real problem-solving skills. She
couldn’t reach the highest hay feeders, so she rolled two
balls into position and stood on them to get to the hay.
She’d never seen anyone do that – she worked it out herself.’

A walk on the wild side

Mark feels lucky to work with these incredible animals,
especially at ZSL Whipsnade Zoo: ‘We have 600 acres of
grounds here for the elephants to explore on their daily
walk,’ he explains. ‘This makes their lives very special.’
And it makes the keepers’ days pretty memorable, too.
‘Walking the elephants on a summer’s day, standing at
the top of Dunstable Downs with them and the public looking
on – that’s a typical afternoon “in the office”!’ he enthuses.
The daily walk is one of the many enriching activities
that keepers use to encourage the elephants’ natural
behaviour: ‘The walk enables them to forage for food in
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WITH 600 ACRES OF
OUTDOOR SPACE,
THE ELEPHANTS
HAVE PLENTY OF
ROOM TO ROAM

different environments and experience different
plant species,’ Mark explains. ‘Elephants’ food
naturally varies between seasons. In spring, they
spend hours grazing on fresh new grass. At the
end of the summer, it’s stinging nettles, which are
at full growth. In autumn and winter, when the
ground is softer, they dig up stinging nettle roots.’
With seven linked paddocks covering 20 acres
of land, three pools, mud wallows, dust baths
and a regular supply of toys such as balls, the
elephants’ enclosure includes much to promote
their natural behaviour and stimulate their
curiosity. Meanwhile the herd is also getting
a brand new, custom-built £2m indoor home
this spring that will make life more comfortable
than ever (see right), as well as offering visitors
fantastic views from the observation balcony.
Even the way food is provided is designed to
keep the elephants active: ‘Food is hidden in
boxes and bags and placed high up in hay racks,
so they must manipulate these to get to it,’ says
Mark. ‘We also fill bottles with peanuts for the
elephants to shake out, and bury food in the
sand for them to find and dig up.’
This enriching environment allows keepers
to observe the elephants interacting in many
situations. Elephant communication methods
are numerous. As well as sending signals via
seismic vibrations, picked up through their feet,
elephants also communicate by touch, using
their trunks, and through vocalisations: ‘They
“talk” to each other all the time,’ says Mark,
‘but sometimes vocalisations are infrasonic –
at a very low frequency, below the threshold
of human hearing.’
If one elephant is startled, the extended family
unit comes together: ‘There’s lots of noise –
trunks out, ears flapping, eyes wide,’ explains
Mark. ‘It’s completely natural behaviour – that
protective instinct to look after each other.’

Good relations

Building a relationship with the elephants is
crucial for each keeper. ‘It takes time. You’ve
got to be in it for the long run and have passion,
patience and commitment,’ Mark says. ‘When
you start, there are tough days when the
elephants don’t respond to you. But little by
little, they begin to trust you.’
A new keeper works for a month or two with
one elephant at a time: ‘After 12 to 18 months,
having worked with each elephant individually,
you work with the whole herd,’ Mark explains.
‘Everyone’s green at first. You have to master
your body language and tone of voice. No one
can do it for you – you’ve got to build that
relationship yourself.’
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HOME IMPROVEMENTS
Our elephants’ indoor home is having an upgrade – and plenty
of our keepers’ expertise has gone into the project to improve
the animals’ quality of life. ‘The Centre for Elephant Care will
be a better, more natural environment for the elephants’ health,
welfare and care,’ Mark explains.

• At over 700 square metres, the

new Centre for Elephant Care is
bigger than ever. ‘The elephants
spend all their time outdoors in
summer, but the new Centre will
give them lots more indoor space
for the winter months,’ says Mark.
• A metre-deep sand floor will
provide a natural environment for

our elephants to walk around on.
‘There will also be big sand
mounds for them to lie against,
as elephants prefer to sleep on
a slight gradient.’
• High-level feeders on computercontrolled timers will deliver food
at different intervals after the
keepers clock off. ‘Unlike feeding

Key to this is portraying confidence and
expertise. ‘That’s what elephants respond to
and respect. But, at first, being around such
large animals is intimidating – you’re neither
confident nor expert, so you have to bluff.
Confidence comes over time.’
Mark is certainly in it for the long haul. He
has been with the elephants for almost six years,
having spent the previous six working with
rhinos, hippos, giraffes and cheetahs. Before
joining ZSL he studied animal management at
college – which included three months’ work
experience at the Zoo. ‘Once I’d started my work

Now
you
know

Elephant tusks are
elongated incisor teeth.
Both male and female
African elephants tend to
have tusks, whereas in Asian elephants,
only some of the males have them.

at set times, this will encourage
natural foraging behaviour,’
Mark explains.
• Large upright oak tree trunks, for
the elephants to rub against and
from which food can be hung, will
enhance the natural environment,
while dimmable lighting will
simulate natural light.

experience, I knew this was what I wanted to
do.’ Mark continued volunteering and, when
his studies finished, he landed a temporary
contract before securing a full-time position
as a trainee keeper.
Today, Mark spends his whole working day
with the elephants, continually strengthening
the bond between them: ‘They’re like family.
In some ways we try to become part of the herd,
but they know we’re not elephants. Their herd
structure, their family unit, their security, is each
other – we just try to be part of that,’ he adds.

Mammoth mothering

One of the most exciting times for elephants and
keepers alike is hearing the patter of not-sotiny feet. Since Mark started working with the
elephants, four calves have been born – most
recently, Karishma’s baby, Elizabeth, who arrived
in June last year.
‘With a gestation period of 22 months, the
births are a long time coming!’ says Mark. ‘As full
term approaches, we collect blood samples from
the mum-to-be. A fall in progesterone levels

THE ELEPHANT HERD AT
WHIPSNADE HAVE DEVELOPED
A CLOSE BOND WITH KEEPERS

means her calf will be born within days, so then
we’re in the Centre around the clock to keep an
eye on things. And as elephants snore, we don’t
get much sleep!’
Although the births happen naturally, the
keepers are on hand to make sure everything
is going according to plan. ‘We’re just there to
contact the vet if there’s a problem,’ says Mark.
‘With 10 calves born here over 10 years, the adult
females have plenty of experience with infants.’
A newborn elephant is a source of wonder and
fascination for the whole group. ‘In those first
hours, they’re obsessed with investigating the
new herd member,’ says Mark. ‘The mum gains
celebrity status, but the whole group are very
protective towards the calf.’
The social dynamic changes for the younger
elephants, too, especially for the one ousted from
its position as baby of the herd: ‘Sam, our secondyoungest elephant, didn’t break a stride when
Elizabeth was born,’ says Mark. ‘But when Sam
came along, there was definitely some sibling
rivalry with his older brother Max. Max would
use all sorts of underhand tactics to keep his

Now
you
know

Elephants can recognise
their own reflections in a
mirror – showing a similar
level of self-awareness as
great apes and dolphins.

baby brother from taking his place, such as trying
to stop Sam drinking from his mum. And when
Max himself was born and Scott lost his position
as baby, Scott went into his shell – it completely
put his trunk out of joint at first!’

Breeding successes

The breeding successes at ZSL Whipsnade
Zoo are hugely important, given the decline of
the Asian elephant species in the wild: ‘Asian
elephants’ habitats are being lost, which is having
a profound effect on them,’ explains Mark. Once,
these elephants roamed the continent from
Iran to China. Now, most are found in India,
and over the past 20 years the population has

fallen precipitously. Habitat destruction has
caused elephants – already under threat from
poachers – to raid crops for food, bringing them
into further conflict with humans. In Thailand,
where this has led to the deaths of elephants and
people, ZSL is working with local communities
to find solutions such as early warning systems
and electric fences to prevent crop raiding.
The Zoo’s brainy oldest calf is Donna, daughter
of female Kaylee and the herd’s one adult male,
Emmett: ‘Hopefully, Donna will be a mum
herself one day,’ Mark says. ‘Like all our calves,
she was born here at Whipsnade.’
In the wild, elephants live in social female
family groups and young males leave the herd
between the ages of eight and 20, usually living
alone and approaching females only in the mating
season. Whipsnade’s younger male elephants
have also moved on, as part of international
efforts to safeguard the species: ‘We had five
calves for most of last year, but the two males,
George and Scott, moved to Poland as part
of the European breeding programme
for Asian elephants,’ Mark explains.
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EMMETT, 25
The only adult male and dad
to current herd members
Donna, Sam and Elizabeth.

LUCHA, 34
An affectionate animal,
Lucha loves a bit of fuss
from her keepers.

DONNA, 7
This intelligent young
female is the problem-solver
of the herd.

MYA, 35
While not a mother herself,
Mya is the matriarch
and undoubted boss
of the bunch.

AZIZAH, 32
An experienced mum
who has given birth to
four boys, most recently
two-year-old Sam.

SAM, 2
The only infant male,
Sam is boisterous
and confident.

KAYLEE, 34
Clever and practical, Kaylee
keeps a close eye on her
keepers as providers of
food, water and care.

KARISHMA, 18
Elizabeth’s mum Karishma
loves joining the herd on
its daily walks around
the Zoo.

ELIZABETH, 9 MONTHS
The infant of the group,
Elizabeth was named in
honour of HM The Queen
to celebrate the latter’s
90th birthday last June.

MARK CLEARLY LOVES HIS JOB

The head of the female herd is known as
the matriarch. ‘Here, it’s Mya. She’s the boss,
the biggest, and – although not a mum herself
– the calves’ security,’ Mark says. ‘Whenever
something is perceived as a threat, Mya is at
the front of the group, assessing the danger.’

The elephant in the room
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The thrilling new experience at ZSL London Zoo!
Prepare to find yourself face-to-face with Asiatic lions
as never before in our authentic re-creation of Gir Forest village life,
where people and lions live side by side.

Book tickets at zsl.org/lions Members go free
ELIZABETH
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Elephant-keeping is so all-consuming, it can
become something of an obsession. ‘My other
half, Catherine, feels she’s sharing me with the
herd!’ laughs Mark. ‘Luckily, though, she also
works at the Zoo and loves the elephants – even
though I come home smelling of them!’
And Mark admits that he has been bringing
his work home in other ways, too – including the
décor: ‘Everything has elephants on it – cushions,
photo frames, the chopping board...’ he laughs.
Always passionate about natural history,
Mark will never forget the first time he met the
elephants out walking at ZSL Whipsnade Zoo,
when he was just a child himself. ‘That visit has
always stuck in my mind – being awestruck by
their size, and the fact that the keeper’s right
there with them, with no barriers between them
and us. Now, I have to pinch myself, because I’m
that person walking with the elephants. I see the
wonder in the children’s faces and it brings it all
back. I was that child, once!’

Hang out with our herd
on their daily walks at
ZSL Whipsnade Zoo – or,
if you’d like to get a taste of life as
a keeper, book our Keeper for a Day
experience at zsl.org/experiences
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