Panda Pandering

by

Eyes Right

Washington, DC   - I had an opportunity this past Sunday to observe a young mother and her son at play.  As they rolled around, teasing each other, actually rough-housing, hundreds of us onlookers clicked away in a feverish pitch capturing every movement.  It was a spectacular spring day, and we were at the Giant Panda exhibit at the National Zoo.

The mother, Mei Shang (pronounced may-SHONG), and the cub, Tai Shan (tie-SHON), live in the same enclosed area.  It is quite spacious by zoo standards. Think of a large, hilly, tree-covered yard, complete with rock outcroppings and a water hole.  It is certainly far larger than the lot on which our modest home is located.  There is a den and feeding station at the top of the hill.  So when these two want privacy from the throngs of daily tourists, they have it.

The male, Tian Tian (t-YEN t-YEN) lives next door in his own enclosure. It is similar, but he has far less onlookers.  Perhaps he prefers this.  His main role is to be the next door neighbor sperm bank for Mei Shang.  The zoo keepers periodically sedate him, obtain some sperm, then examine it closely.  The bad news for Tian Tian is that the results are then posted on the world wide web for all to see.  His most recent sample was “disappointing.”  Ouch!

The two parents were born roughly 8 years ago at the China Research and Conservation Center in Wolong, Sichuan Province in China.  They are on a 10-year loan to the National Zoo.  Whatever we are paying the Chinese for these animals would appear to be a lucrative arrangement for the National Zoo.  Every kiosk at the zoo sells panda this and panda that. There is even a large building which sells nothing except panda items (e.g., panda tee shirts, panda coffee mugs, panda magnets, panda key chains – you get the idea).

As is turns out, one of our friends, Amy, is a panda volunteer.  She spends most weekends as a panda guide, informing all of us panda-watchers every detail about panda life you would ever want to know.  She does this with an enthusiasm bordering on excitement.  While we were talking, she was approached by at least 10 other visitors who asked the same questions, “How old is the baby?” “How much does the baby weigh?”  Answers:  10 months, 50 lbs.

In addition to being the poster child for animal conservation, pandas are terminally cute.  The baby, Tai Shan, weighed only 3-5 ounces at birth – this from a 235 lb. mother!  Like most youngsters, Tai Shan loves to play. The zoo keepers understand that they have a star in their presence and periodically bring out a  “fruitcicle” to the front of the enclosure so that everyone can watch, take pictures, giggle, and ooooh and ahhh as the cub and its mother take turns fighting over this sweet concoction of frozen apple juice embedded with pears and other fruits.

For those of you who cannot make the trip to DC to see the pandas in person, there is a wealth of information, including two panda cams, at www.nationalzoo.edu – check it out for more information than you can possibly absorb.  I could go on with more information, but I have to get these panda tee shirts in the mail to my granddaughter.

I thought you might like to know.
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