
 It’s Wacky! 
is synonymous with many things:  rain, food carts, occasion-
al weirdness, bike commuters and one of our more iconic 
personalities, Packy. Yes, the 12,500-pound Asian elephant 
is several tons of fun, especially for those who have been 
with Packy since he was born 50 years ago this month, on 
April 14, 1962. Dr. Matthew Maberry was the veterinarian 
who famously attended Packy’s birth, and was also part of 
a team working at that time to design new facilities that 
would provide elephants with more freedom than was 
common for zoos at the time. 

Making his ginormous mark on our community has been 
Packy’s way since the beginning, after his mama Belle gave 
birth to him after about 20-22 months of pregnancy. At 
the time, he was the fi rst elephant to be born in North 
America in 44 years (the fi rst elephant arrived in the U.S. 
aboard a ship in 1796, but only nine elephants had been 
born on the continent, and most had died suddenly in in-
fancy). Within 40 minutes after birth, baby Packy was nurs-
ing, making him also the fi rst North American elephant to 
be raised exclusively on mother’s milk. The Oregon Zoo 
had been chosen for Packy’s home due to its decades of 
innovation with elephant programs particularly related to 
breeding; Life magazine covered the momentous occasion 
with a lengthy feature describing the “nativity of Packy.”

Packy is the tallest Asian elephant in the United States. He 
stands at 10 feet, 6 inches and has a propensity for sweets 
and treats. However, zoo veterinary staff carefully monitor 
his weight and try and keep him within a couple hundred 
pounds of a fi t 12,200. Packy is considered in great condi-
tion for a senior citizen and has been instrumental in help-
ing researchers learn about elephant preservation, overall 
welfare, reproduction (progesterone information collected 
at the zoo is the largest long-term elephant estrous cycle 
data set in the world) and breeding habits, for zoos all over 
the globe. 

Packy hopefully has many more years ahead of him to 
continue teaching and delighting this community. Thanks 
to funding from a 2008 bond measure, the Oregon Zoo 
is designing a new Asian elephant habitat that will put 
decades of elephant research and understanding to work, 
as well as showcasing Portland’s commitment to animal 
welfare and sustainability. The new habitat, to be completed 
by 2015, will exceed standards set by the Association of 
Zoos and Aquariums.

50 for 
Packy!

by Janna Lopez

The habitat’s design prioritizes elephant comfort, health 
and enjoyment by meeting the animals’ physical and behav-
ioral needs. Elephants will be able to participate in a variety 
of social interactions and make more choices about how 
and where they spend their time. In the wild, females live 
in matriarchal herds where multiple generations typically 
remain together for life. The habitat will provide the space 
needed to support such family groups, while giving bull el-
ephants more opportunities to interact with female herds.

The new habitat will also serve as a pioneering example 
of exhibit design built through LEED silver certifi cation 
standards, including eco-friendly features like native plant-
ings and a geothermal loop which draws on the earth’s 
relatively consistent underground temperature to provide 
heating and cooling. 

As for now, thousands 
are expected to come 
celebrate Packy’s big 
5-0 on April 14, as 
he partakes in his 
40-pound, two-foot 
tall birthday cake (an 
annual tradition) made 
from whole wheat 
bread slabs, frosting, 
yams, apples, bananas 
and “candle sticks” 
made from fruit and 
veggies. A long list of 
activities throughout 
the day are slated to 
help Portland cele-
brate the very special 
birthday of one of our 
favorite family mem-
bers. Portland Family 
is thrilled to share in 
the celebration, and 
we were excited to 
connect with Bob Lee, 
elephant curator of 
the Oregon Zoo, to 
get an insider’s glimpse 
into some of Packy’s 
fi ner attributes …
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Packy in 1962 at the Oregon Zoo. Photo by Pete Liddel

Packy with females late 1990s ©Oregon Zoo. 

Packy’s fi rst birthday April1963 ©OregonZoo, Photo Christina Christensen
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Zoo 
Foundation recently 
set up a “Presents for Packy” 
program to accept donations in 
honor of Packy’s 50th — you 
can fi nd out more on the zoo 
website.

PF: How do you think Packy 
feels about all the attention 
he’s getting as he approaches 
his 50th birthday?
BL: Packy loves attention 
every day of the year. He does 
seem to know when it’s his 
birthday. He anticipates going 
out for his cake — we see a 
change in his demeanor.

PF: If Packy could talk, what 
do you think he would say to 
the people of Portland?
BL: “I’ve loved growing 
up with you. Thank you for 
supporting the Oregon Zoo 
and giving me a wonderful 

home. Please help protect 
elephants around the 

world. Are you gon-
na eat all those 

carrots?”
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Portland Family: What is it about Packy 
turning 50 that is so eventful?
Bob Lee: People here have grown up with Packy. 
We’ve watched his entire life: He was born here, went 
through adolescence, fathered children, and now 
he’s the elder states-
man. He’s touched 
so many lives over 
the past 50 years. He’s 
grown with us and 
we’ve grown with him. 
A milestone like a 50th 
birthday tends to make 
us look back and think 
about how far we’ve 
come. Packy’s birth led 
to everything — the focus 
on elephant welfare, the 
knowledge, the care. 

PF: We notice you 
refer to Packy as an “elder 
statesman.” How long do 
elephants live?
BL: For female Asian 
elephants, the life expectancy 
is about 45 years, and for 
males it’s a bit lower than that. Some 
elephants can live to be 65 or 70, but that’s comparable to 
humans making it past 100 years. Not many of us will last 
that long. So Packy is in excellent health, but he’s defi nitely 
a senior citizen — right now, he is the oldest male Asian 
elephant in the United States.

PF: What are some of Packy’s most notable attributes?
BL: His size is probably the fi rst thing you notice. He’s 
the tallest Asian elephant in North America. He stands 
10 feet, 6 inches at the shoulder, and when he raises his 
head up, he’s closer to 12 feet tall. Also, I’d have to say one 
notable attribute is his regal demeanor. Packy just exudes 
confi dence — you can see it in his walk. He’s been here 
longer than anyone on the zoo staff, and he probably knows 
the exhibit better than anyone, too. Sometimes if a keeper 
asks for a certain behavior the wrong way, Packy will just 
stand there and wait for them to realize their mistake. He’s 
a good teacher.

PF: What was he like as a calf? Do elephants’ 
personalities evolve based on their environmental 
infl uences and surroundings, or are they born 
with inherent qualities like people?
BL: Both, I think. Elephants have innate qualities, but 
their environment certainly affects how those innate quali-
ties are expressed. I wasn’t here when Packy was born, but 
by all accounts he was a lot of fun. Elephant calves are like 
human children in that they have tons of energy and they’re 
very inquisitive. They’re always exploring and discovering 
new things — falling down and skinning their knees, then 

getting right back up to go some 
more. We’ve seen that youthful 
energy recently with Samudra, 
who was born here in 2008, and 
I’m sure we’ll see more of it 
when Rose-Tu has another calf 
later this fall.

PF: Does Packy enjoy being in 
the company of humans?
BL: He certainly seems to. 
Packy seeks out the keepers and 
he’ll interact with staff. We’ll 
take him for walks 
around the yard, and when he 
sees a keeper approaching he’ll 
come right over. If you’re walk-
ing him and you hide behind a 
tree, he’ll stop and look for you, 
waiting for you to come out. He 
also enjoys his daily bath routine 

quite a bit.

PF: What 
are some of Packy’s favorite 
things?
BL: He loves to eat, espe-
cially any sort of juicy fruit or 
melon — watermelon, grapes, 
cantaloupe, honeydew. One 
thing he does not like, oddly 
enough, is peanut butter — it 
took us a while to fi gure that 
out. We always stock the habitat 
with challenges and treats for 
the animals to help keep them 
stimulated. Once, we put some 
peanut butter out, we noticed 

that all the other elephants 
were going right after it, but 
Packy was turning up his trunk. 
After that, we watched how 
he interacted with his birthday 
cake, because we’d been putting 
peanut-butter icing on it. He 
would squash his cake, stomp 
on it, toss it in the air — and 
we realized it was peanut butter 
that was the turnoff. Now we 
skip the peanut butter, and he 
usually eats the whole 40-pound 
cake pretty quickly.

PF: What is Packy’s normal diet? 
Does his diet change over time 
and with age?
BL: He mostly eats hay, 
protein grain with vitamins and 
minerals, fruits, vegetables and 
“browse,” which is plant and 
tree clippings to help keep his 
teeth healthy and provide a 
lot of good fi ber. Packy gets a 
body condition scoring every 
year by the zoo veterinary staff, 
and that determines his goal 
weight. Right now, we have a 
goal weight for Packy of 12,200 
pounds, which he’s a little over. 
We weigh him every month, 
and we’ll make slight adjust-
ments to his diet to keep him 
within a few hundred pounds 
of the goal weight.

PF: What upsets Packy?
BL: Pirate voices.

PF: Pirate voices? 
BL: During spring break a 
couple of years ago, Captain 
Bogg & Salty, a local pirate-rock 
band, was playing a concert 
here, and zoo staff was getting 
into the spirit of things. I was 
walking around the elephant 
barn talking in a pirate voice, 
kind of growly — “Arrrrrrrrr, 
ye scallywags!” Packy’s ears went 
right up, and he let us know that 
he was not happy. So we don’t 
talk like a pirate around Packy 
now. No offense, Captain Bogg.

PF: How would you describe 
your relationship with Packy?

BL:  In some ways it’s 
like a student-teacher 
relationship. Packy’s 
taught me so much about 
patience, about how to 
take care of elephants. 
He’s defi nitely taught 
me more than I’ve 
taught him. It’s such a 
privilege to know him 
and work with him and take 
care of him. Just being a part of 
his life … there’s no better feel-
ing in the world.

PF: How intelligent are 
elephants? 
BL: Extremely intelligent. 
Elephants use tools, they form 
strong social bonds. In the 
natural world, they need to 
remember things like where 
to fi nd food and water that is 
miles away, and remember it 
for weeks at a time. They are 
incredibly intelligent. In order 
to remain stimulated, they need 
to be able to make decisions for 
themselves. They need choices. 
That’s one reason we’re so 
excited about building a new 
elephant habitat here at the zoo.

PF: What will the new habitat 
consist of?
BL: Lots of choices for the 
elephants. It will be 
four times as big as the 
current habitat, with 
grassy hills and mead-
ows and mud to wallow 
in. There’ll be an indoor 
space available, so the 
elephants can choose whether to 
be inside or go out. They’ll have 
the ability to forage throughout 
the day. They’ll be able to live 
in herds that mimic their 
natural social structure, 
with male elephants 
coming in and out of 
the herds and interact-
ing, and babies growing 
up with their moms. Multi-
generational matriarchal herds 
are the goal. For anyone who 
wants to help make the new 
habitat even better, the Oregon 
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As parents, 
we spend the 
greater part of 
our children’s lives 
teaching them. 
During the hours 
they are not in 
school learning, 
they are at home 
— learning how 
relationships work 
between parents and other adults (much of the time 
by observation), learning how to keep a house clean 
and running well, and learning individual responsibil-
ity (i.e.: chores, homework, and all the fun mistakes 
we get to help them learn through).

One of our goals as parents is 
to also teach our children healthy 
habits. We teach them how to have 
a healthy respect for other, teach 
them the importance of education 
as part of a healthy fi nancial life, and 
teach them personal health — including hygiene. 
And for those of us with young boys (raise your 
hands!) we have a bit of work cut out for us in the 
hygiene department!

Part of personal health is practicing good 
dental hygiene. Many times as a society, we tend to 
think of our teeth as separate from the rest of our 
body — western civilization tends to break whole sys-
tems into parts and focus on those (i.e.: if your heart 
has a problem — we focus only on the cardiovascu-
lar system and sometimes forget that our mouth, di-
gestion, and other systems play into potential heart 
problems). Brushing at least twice a day, fl ossing, 
and eating healthful foods really do play a big part in 
our mouth’s health and overall body’s health.

Our mouth is the pathway to great health  
— if your child neglects brushing and fl ossing regu-
larly and develops gingivitis, it may lead to periodon-
tal problems. Periodontal disease has been linked to 
diabetes and heart disease. On the other hand, if a 
child has diagnosed health issues that lead to dry 
mouth, then your child is at a higher risk to develop 
cavities. Our body is a whole system — let’s keep 
it healthy, and recognize that each child will have 
unique dental needs, as unique as their personality!

Teaching our Children    
    Healthy Habits

By Michelle Peterka Stafford, DDS

Michelle Peterka Stafford, DDS is a Board Certifi ed Pediatric Dentist and found-
er/owner of World of Smiles, Pediatric Dentistry, located in SW Portland. She 
specializes in dentistry for kids, 
is a sought-after expert in pub-
lic health, pregnancy and oral 
health, and pediatric dentistry.                                                     
www.visitworldofsmiles.com

Sponsored Column

Janna Lopez is the mother of a 11-year-old daughter and a 7-year-old son.

Scientific name:
ELEPHAS MAXIMUS
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Average Size: 
Weight: 6,000-13,000 pounds. 
Height: 7-10 feet at the shoulder

Description: 
Asian elephants are stouter than 
their African counterparts, with a 
shorter stature but heavier weight. 
Asian elephants are also distin-
guished by rounded backs, small 
ears and relatively smooth skin; Af-
rican elephants have dipped backs, 
large ears (shaped like the African 
continent) and very wrinkly skin.

Trunks: 
Elephants use their trunks to 
communicate, touch, eat, drink 
and smell. This versatile body part 
has hundreds of muscles and is 
amazingly strong and fl exible — it 
can lift heavy logs or pluck a single 

leaf from a tree. Elephants 
can even use their trunks like 
snorkels to breathe under-
water.

Reproduction:  
Males reach sexual maturity 
at 8-12 years and females at 
6-10 years. Females usually 
give birth to a single calf after 
a gestation of 20-22 months. 
During birth, the mother is at-
tended by other adult females 
(“aunties”).
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