
THIS YEAR - 
THE ORPHANABE STORY 

BY r950, four Kenya National Parks had been gazetted 
and even more Natiod Reserve had been proclaimed. 
On their patrols, wardens of these Parks and Reserves 
were soon codonted by "orphans" in the bush. 

There were animals that had strayed from herds, lost 
their mothers h m  a pcher's arrow, or k e n  abandoned 
as a result of a stampede when something had frightened 
famiy groups. Sometimes it would be a case of a m d e d  
animal such as a gazelle with a broken Ieg or a young animal 
aught in a snare. The question of what to do would be 
raised on every occasih, and the wardens, with their 
vast territories to lmk after, often with inadequate help 
in the arly days, well knew that there were problems 
of much greater scope to be dealt with than that of one 
individual animal. Yet, inevitably, they would pick up the 
creature in their arms and carry it home. 

Mme long, at almost every camp site in the Parks and 
Reserves, there were little waifs demanding attention from 
all the staff--and many wive, who cheerfully put up with 
rhinos in their kitchens, bush pigs in their dining rooms, 
and Zion cubs in their baths. Not even the first Director 
of Kenya National Parks, Mew Cowie, was immune. 
A half-tame buffalo once entered his office thmugh the 
French doom and threatened to eat the smch of papers in 
his "Pending" frle. 

In the long mn, many of these animals wwe successfully 
brought up with the aid of baby bottles and formulas 
concoaed with more luck than skilI. Some eventually 
returned on their own to life in the wilds and would, on 
m i o n ,  show themselves and their families to their 
foster parents. 

Other "orphans" were either unable to be turned 1- 
back into the Parks or simply refused to give up the safety 
and human fiendship that had been bestowed on them. 
Somewhere, somehow, a place needed to be found for them 
where they could be taken care of for an indefinite period. 
There was salk of starting a zoo in Nairobi, but, on the 

whole, public opinion was against the idea then, having 
visions of mapped animals behind iron bars. Mervpa 
Cowie pmented to the Trustees of the Parks a solution- 
the Rnimal Orphanage in which all  the animals could be 
looked after together. I t  would be located near the Parks 
Headquarters where veterinary help could be made 
available when neaessary and where the public could see 
the aniaals. At first, the proposal was not accepted, but 
in 1963, he again presented it, smsing the need to reIieve 
wardens from the time-consuming chores of rearing baby 
animals-which often means getting up in the middle of the 
night. He could also h c k  up his sincere conviction that 
local people were interested in seeing and learning about 
animals. 

For this proposal the objectives were seated then, 
and are still the same heId to today: (I) to give care and 
sanctuary to young animals found ahdofled in the wild 
and when possible to rehabilitate them into Parb (2) 
to let the public see t h e e  animals and to help foster 
an  interest among Kenpans in animal life and conservation 
in conjunction with the Wildlife Education Centre (3) 
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to gather scienac information on these animals which 
could connibute to our understanding of feeding patterns, 
behaviour and diseases. This time a subm&ftee ms 
set up to study the possibility, and, h e  months later, 
on June 4,1963, construction of the Animal Orphanage was 
begun in the area behmd Headquarters with £6,000 
( m d y  donations) for initial development. A chain Iink 
fence was k t  put up-unlike in a zoo, not so much out 
of a need to keep the animals inside, but to keep predators 
out. Paddocks were built; water m g h s  and shelter were 
provided for every pen. A small hospital was also consmc- 
ted at the suggetim d Dr. Harthoorn. 

Animals began arriving wen before the Orphanage was 
mmpleted The Orphanage was opened to the public on 
November ~ r ,  196% with's buffalo, r rhino, r elephant, I 
lion, 2 jackal, 3 cheetah cubs, 8 ostrich, 3 steinbok, r dik- 
dik, I wart hog, and witbin the ht eight weeks, the animals 
had 17,- visitors. By the end of the year, the figure 
reached 30,046, anand in 1964, 104,582. 

PeopIe soon began begging the Officer in charge of the 
Orphanage to take care of their pets while they went on 
leave-rather than depending on the somewhat reluctant 
offers of neighbouts to look after their cheetahs' or chim- 
panzees. Such animals were accepted into the Orphanage 
as "paying guesn". Their owners could then be assured 
that their pets were well looked after, given a reasonable 
temporary home, and a gmd deal of attention while they 
were away. The fees paid for their f d  also helped with 
the Orphanage's hances which still today depend consider- 
ably on donations. One of the first P.G.s was Sebastian, 
the large male chimp who is now a permanent resident. 
In those days he had his own tricycle and had already 
developed a fondness for agarettes. 
TI& ofthe most memorable early residents were Bruce, 

a rhino, and Up, a lion cub. Bruce's mother had ken 
W e d  by pchers  when he was only a few weeks old. 
He squeaked with delight when someone called his name 
and came running up, hoping for a s t ick  of sugar m e .  
Ugas had the distinction of arriving by helicagter to 
Nairobi, after an army paml had rescued him. He stayed 
with the Nairobi Park Warden to kgin with, and "earned 
his keep" by chasing away a burglar who tried to break 
into the house. 

The Animal Orphanage grew quiddy. In February, 
I*, there were 33 animals, and by the end of 1966, 
there were 161, among whom nine species had bred. 
By May, 1965, the list of animals successfdly released 
into various Parks and Reserves was impressive: r2 buffalo, 
12 rhino, rz leopards, 3a vervet monkeys, 5 Sykes monkeys, 
6 baboons, 1 steinbok, x side-striped jackal, 3 serval cats, 
I cheetah, 6 white tailed mongooses, 2 genet mts, I ratel, 
I elephant, 3 bush babies, 10 tomises, I crocodile, I 
python, x crested crane and I vulture. 

At the end of the year, there were 38 specRs in the 
Orphanage, and the P.G.s, or boarders, had k e n  a cheetah, 
a dwarf mongoose, a serval cat, and several bush babies, 
whose fees amounted to over 800 shillings. Between 
July, I*, and May, 1966, there were 134,786 visitors 
and seven more births in the Orphanage. 

In May, 1966, the Trustees decided to move the Animal 
Orphanage to the west side of the Main Gate m Nairobi 
National Park primarily because the increase in the number 
of d s  in care of the Orphanage was beginning m 
cause overcrowding. The new site would be just as. 
mnvenient while there was much more open grassland 
f i r  plains pme and indigenous trees for those animals 
requiring shade, 25 acres in all. Larger ages could be 
constructed and there would Ix enough room to separate 
animaIs from the public by ditches. It w a s  hoped, too, 




