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What does it mean when someone calls you a baboon? Well, once you know more about these amazing monkeys, you might not be offended if you are compared to them! These Old World members of the primate family are considered very intelligent. Although their brains are smaller than those of the chimpanzee, they are nonetheless smart enough to understand numbers, according to a study by the University of Rochester. Even though they don’t have the ability to speak in words, they can still understand mathematical concepts. So when someone calls you a baboon, be sure to tell them ‘thank you’.



		Baboons can distinguish between written words and gibberish! They also have amazing memories.
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Species



		There are five different species of African baboons that live all over the African continent. They are the olive baboon, the guinea baboon, the chacma baboon, the yellow baboon and the hamadryas baboon. Except for the hamadryas baboon, they are referred to as savannah baboons. The hamadryas baboon lives in cliffs on the Horn of Africa and parts of Arabia. Different species of baboons are similar but easily told apart by their appearance.



		Other than humans, there are very few animals that look each other directly in the eye. Baboons are among the rare animals that do.
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Appearance



		Baboons are the most easily recognised monkeys in the world. They have bushy tufts of hair on the sides of their faces that make them look like mad scientists and sometimes they have huge, red bottoms. They also have long, dog-like muzzles and very sharp canine teeth in their powerful jaws. Their eyes are close-set and their fur is thick everywhere but on their muzzles.
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		Differences
Between Species



		
Many things are different from one species to another. The baboon’s colour can be yellow, dark olive, brown or even silver, depending on the species. Their size also differs, from the smallest guinea baboon at 50 centimetres tall and 13 kilograms to the largest chacma baboon at 1.20 metres and about 41 kilograms. The males are much bigger than the females. But one thing they all have in common with each other that is different from other monkeys is their long faces. Most other primates have flat faces.



		Although their fur is very noticeable on the sides of their heads and their shoulders, they have almost no hair on their faces and ears.
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Baboons’ Bottoms



		An interesting part of the baboon anatomy is the hairless, callus cushion on their bottoms. Baboons don’t squat like other monkeys, but actually sit on their bottoms. The calluses have no nerve endings so they are comfortable seats for them. While males occasionally have red bottoms, it is usually the female whose bottom turns red when she is ready to mate.



		Baboons have lighter-coloured skin on their eyelids, which they flash at each other as part of their communication!
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Habitat



		Unlike most monkeys, baboons live in savannahs or open woodlands on the ground, not up in trees. They can climb, and they usually sleep in trees, but for the most part they walk around on all four feet on the ground where their food is. Their arms and legs are nearly the same length, so they look a lot like dogs when they are walking. They cannot use their tails to help them climb, because they are not prehensile (capable of grasping) unlike the tails of other monkeys.
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Diet



		Like most humans, baboons are omnivores, meaning they eat both plants and animals. They enjoy grass, pods, roots, blossoms, fruits, sap and bark from many different kinds of plants and trees. They eat meat in small amounts, too. You’ll find fish, birds, rabbits, small antelopes and even shellfish in their diet.



		Baboons eat nearby crops and farmers consider them pests.
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Matriarchal Societies



		Baboons live in matriarchal societies, which means each troop (the name for a group of monkeys) is led by a female. The males may move from one group to another, but the females form strong bonds with their entire lives. Mothers, aunts and sisters live together from birth until they die.



		
Half-sisters who share the same mother, and half-sisters who share the same father, are usually very good friends, preferring their company over that of other baboons.
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Ranking



		Adult female baboons are very sensitive to rank (their place in the troop). High-ranking females are free to do what they want and to go where they want. They can take food away from low-ranking females and push them away and take their place to be groomed. Daughters of high-ranking females usually grow up to be high-ranking adults.



		When a young female grows up, she will rank just below her mother. But some females fight to get ranked higher.
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Males establish dominance by fighting. Young, strong males can usually beat older ones, so a baboon who has a high rank can lose it if he loses a fight. These fights usually start with one male flashing his eyelids at another, and yawning to show his teeth. Sometimes one male is able to steal a female from another male’s harem, called a ‘takeover.’ These harems are called ‘consortships.’



		Males sometimes ‘kidnap’ infants to hold as hostages when they are fighting.
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Patriarchal
Societies



		The hamadryas baboons form troops that are patriarchal, meaning they are led by a male. Females are seen grooming the leader, and other males will fight each other to try and take his place. The grooming helps make the family social structure stronger in the troop. Each troop may have several ‘clans,’ or families of relatives, each led by a male who is second to the patriarch.



		Troops can be as small as ten baboons, or as large as 200 or more. It depends on the amount of food available where they are living, and on the time of year.
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Infants



		After a mother has been pregnant for about six months, she gives birth to a single baby, or very rarely, two babies. The infant is helpless, but opens its eyes immediately. It has a very strong clinging instinct and will hold on tightly to the fur on the mother’s belly for the first several weeks. Then, it will switch to riding on her back like a little jockey. Mothers are protective of their own infants and also those of other females in the troop.



		Sometimes the males will take care of the infants, too. But it’s usually the females who teach the babies.
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Young Baboons



		Young baboons are very intelligent and curious. They love to explore their world by running, jumping and climbing, much like human kids. They spend most of their time in exciting, busy playgroups, being watched over by mothers. The juvenile females make lifelong friends with each other, but the males usually move on to other troops when they become adolescents. They are considered adults when they reach six to eight years of age.



		Baboons can live up to about 30 years old in the wild. The females can continue having babies even when they are old.
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Communication



		Baboons have a complex communication system. They grunt, bark, and scream, but they also use facial expressions and body gestures to get their message across. One common expression is the yawn. If a baboon yawns with its eyes closed, it’s probably relaxed. However, if it flashes its eyelids or lifts them so the whites of the eyes are seen, it means it’s being mildly aggressive. But, if it shows its canine teeth when it yawns, it’s looking for a fight!



		A baboon who smacks its lips, narrows its eyes and keeps its ears back is showing friendliness.
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Predators



		The main natural threats that baboons face come from lions, hyenas, cheetahs, leopards, and Nile crocodiles (which grab them when they bend down to drink from the river). Sometimes the males will form a shoulder-to-shoulder line and yawn widely, showing their teeth and screaming. This act of bravado can actually scare a big cat away, and if it doesn’t, baboons have been known to attack and kill lions.



		
Their greatest threat comes from humans. The baboons know that man is a danger to them and will usually run away through the bush if people are nearby.
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Daily Routines



		Baboons follow routines similar to our own. They wake up at around 07:00 in the morning and hang out with their friends for a while. Then they head out to look for food, and spend a large part of the day doing that work. The young ones spend time playing with their friends or taking lessons from adult females. Late in the day, baboons return home to finish eating, groom each other and then retire to their sleeping places for the night.



		Baboons’ cheeks are loose so they can carry food back to the little ones after they’ve spent the day gathering it.
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Baboon Myths



		In ancient Egypt, baboons were worshiped. The people thought the god of wisdom, Thoth, was associated with baboons, perhaps because of the animals’ intelligence. Before that, the Egyptians had a god named Babi, which can be translated as ‘Bull of the Baboons.’ Some think that Babi was the inspiration for the word baboon. Baboons were treasured pets in Ancient Egypt, too.



		Mummified remains of baboons have been discovered by archaeologists, suggesting that they were buried with their owners.
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Baboons in Ancient Egypt



		Baboons had a special place in Egyptian society. Not only were they kept as pets, but Egyptian art also shows them participating in lots of human activities. They are pictured dancing, playing musical instruments, picking fruit, making wine and beer, and acting as policemen. The Ancient Egyptians actually had baboons catching criminals!



		Thoth was the patron god of scribes, and baboons are often shown alongside scribes.
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Territories



		Baboons are not territorial. That means when humans move into an area where baboons live, they will simply adapt to the situation. It also means that they become less afraid of humans and discover that food is easily available. Since they are not territorial, they won’t just leave. That’s why in some places, baboons are considered pests and some people want to get rid of them.



		There is only one species of baboon that is near threatened (could become endangered). That is the guinea baboon, which is hunted for its meat.
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Baboons and Humans



		
Baboons share 91% of our own DNA and some scientists believe that millions of years ago, we were related. One thing that sets people apart from monkeys is their ability to talk. For many years, scientists did not think that monkeys could produce vowel sounds, but now they say that guinea baboons make five vowel sounds similar to human speech. So, are we related? What do you think?



		Scientists today think that it may be possible someday to teach baboons to talk. Then we’d have to change the saying from ‘monkey see, monkey do’ to ‘monkey hear, monkey speak’!
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    box.appendChild(hit);
    box.appendChild(tab);
    var busy = false;
    function collapse() {
      if (busy || fold.classList.contains('pt-collapsed')) return;
      busy = true;
      hit.style.visibility = 'hidden';
      each(function (f) { f.classList.add('pt-closing'); });
      setTimeout(function () { tab.classList.add('pt-on'); }, T * 0.7);
      each(function (f) { after(f, 'pt-closing', function () { f.classList.add('pt-collapsed'); }); });
      setTimeout(function () { busy = false; }, T + 130);
    }
    function expand() {
      if (busy || !fold.classList.contains('pt-collapsed')) return;
      busy = true;
      tab.classList.remove('pt-on');
      tab.classList.add('pt-off');
      setTimeout(function () { tab.classList.remove('pt-off'); }, 160);
      each(function (f) { f.classList.remove('pt-collapsed'); f.classList.add('pt-opening'); after(f, 'pt-opening'); });
      setTimeout(function () { busy = false; hit.style.visibility = ''; }, T + 130);
    }
    hit.addEventListener('click', function (ev) { ev.preventDefault(); ev.stopPropagation(); collapse(); });
    tab.addEventListener('click', function (ev) { ev.preventDefault(); ev.stopPropagation(); expand(); });
    // read-aloud: a box collapsed before the reading reached it opens when its first word is read;
    // a box the reader closes while it is being read stays closed (they chose to look at the picture)
    var reading = false, keepClosed = false;
    hit.addEventListener('click', function () { if (reading) keepClosed = true; });
    tab.addEventListener('click', function () { keepClosed = false; });
    if (window.MutationObserver) {
      var mo = new MutationObserver(function () {
        var now = false;
        each(function (f) { if (f.getElementsByClassName(ACTIVE).length) now = true; });
        if (now && !reading && !keepClosed && fold.classList.contains('pt-collapsed')) expand();
        if (!now && reading) keepClosed = false;
        reading = now;
      });
      each(function (f) { mo.observe(f, { subtree: true, attributes: true, attributeFilter: ['class'] }); });
    }
  }
  function run() {
    var panels = document.querySelectorAll('.pt-panel:not(.pt-extra)');
    if (!panels.length || document.querySelector('.pt-hit')) return;
    css();
    for (var i = 0; i < panels.length; i++) setup(panels[i].parentNode, panels[i]);
  }
  if (document.readyState === 'loading') document.addEventListener('DOMContentLoaded', run); else run();
})();
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