Melbourne
Attractions

Melbourne Zoo

Behind the Scenes encounters with
lions, tigers, gorillas, orang-utans
and reptiles are also available at
Melbourne Zoo, or you might like
to get up close with mischievous
meerkats, hundred-year-old giant
tortoises, majestic giraffes or feed
a Kangaroo Island grey kangaroo
for as little as AUD$20.
For more information or to book your
experience, visit www.zoo.org.au

A lively oasis just
minutes from the city,
Melbourne Zoo is
beloved by generations.
Cassy Polimeni gets
up close and personal
with some of our
favourite residents

A

s you make your way into the
zoo, the sounds of the city
fade and are replaced with
animal calls. It’s easy to forget
you're not far from the CBD as you follow
a path deep into the Sumatran jungle,
African rainforest or an underwater world.
The Melbourne Zoo celebrates its
150th birthday in October, making it
one of the world’s oldest existing zoos.
Since its inception it has provided visitors
with an insight into the lives of rare and
endangered animals, while behind
the scenes passionate staff make
headway in conservation, education
and breeding programs.
Among the unique experiences on
offer is the Wild Encounters program
that allows visitors the chance to get up
close with their favourite animals and
learn about their daily life firsthand.
Here, we decided to take a closer look.
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Bathing Bong Su

Sealed with a Kiss

Coming face to face with a gentle giant
like Bong Su is an experience you won’t
forget in a hurry. Weighing in at five
tons, the Asian bull elephant is led into
the bathing enclosure by his keeper,
who issues instructions in ‘elephantese’
(in Bong Su’s case a mix of English,
German, Thai and Malaysian). Bong Su
lifts each leg as instructed so the keeper
can perform health checks, then
obediently lies on his side, ready for his
bath. For the safety of those involved
the wash down takes place behind steel
bars far enough apart for a human to
lean through but not wide enough for
Bong Su to do the same should he tire
of bath time. But as he languidly blinks
one honey-coloured eye, apparently
enjoying the scrub, it’s hard to imagine
this laidback giant turning nasty.
Bong Su arrived at Melbourne Zoo as
an orphan in 1977, a gift from the Sultan
of Pahang, Malaysia. He was joined by
female Mek Kapah the following year
and in 2006 three young females were
flown in on a Russian cargo plane from
Thailand, after years of training and
preparation in their home country. Bong
Su has since fathered two babies – Mali
and Ongard – via artificial insemination,
and a third baby was born in May 2012.
After his bath we prepare Bong Su’s
paddock, hiding fruits and vegetables
for him to find as part of his ‘stimulation
and enrichment’ program. Then Bong
Su is released and ambles past us at
a leisurely place, stopping to liberate
food from its hiding place or spray
himself with dirt. We watch, transfixed
until the time comes to tear ourselves
away and leave our favourite gentle
giant to his day.
Cost: AUD$100
Maximum Group Size: Six
Available: Tuesday, Wednesday
and Thursday at 11:45am

It’s time to get wet! We don gumboots
and make our way onto a watery
platform at the back of the seal
enclosure, where school children have
gathered for the daily presentation
on seal conservation and care. Unlike
the Australian fur seals whose stage
we’ve just invaded, we are not born
performers and can’t help but feel
a little nervous with dozens of eyes on
us. But it soon becomes clear who the
stars of this show are. The seals clap,
bark, leap metres out of the water
and perform flipper handstands
before getting serious: demonstrating
the dangers of litter for marine life
by swimming into a fishing net and
playing dead.
It’s estimated that up to 80 per cent
of all life on Earth is found under the
sea and Melbourne Zoo’s family of seals
are a testament to the vulnerability of
this fragile but vital world. Showman
Gordo and mischievous Bay were
malnourished when found on separate
beaches, while Tarwin was discovered
on a farm six kilometres from the sea.
Tarwin was cared for by zoo vets and
released, but soon required rescuing
again. It was discovered she had
epilepsy which she can now be treated
for. Good natured Silva came closest
to death, found on Sorrento Beach
20 years ago, tangled in a discarded
fishing net that cut deeper and deeper
into her neck as she grew. She still
bears the scar from her ordeal.
Backstage we learn more about
Silva’s story and get up close for a big
fishy kiss. Then, with a lopsided wave
(“like the Queen,” her keeper says),
she leaves us.
Cost: AUD$100
Maximum Group Size: Six
Available: Monday, Tuesday, Thursday
and Sunday at 1:15pm
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