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Koko
comes

- o
Skyline;
nut

lips

- to
you!

“Candy?”
“No candy.”
“Nut lips!”

It was not your ordinary interview. At least it wasn’t
mine; I rarely get fondled—or insulted, even in-such pic-
turesque terms as “Nut lips.”

But Koko is not an ordinary interviewee. She is a seven-
year-old- lowland gorilla ‘who is-learning to converse in
English through sign language. Iinterviewed her at her new
home in the woods of Skyline Boulevard where she recently
moved in her special trailer from Stanford with: her com-
panion and instructor, Penny Patterson. "

Koko has her own way with language. The logic of the
insult became clear as explained by Dr. Patterson, who acted
as translator. An earlier—and unscheduled—visitor had
brought Koko candy, and she asked me for more. Since I

came prepared with questions but not candy, I couldn’t give
her any. So, like many a small child, she called me a bad
name. .

In this case “lips” is the term she uses for women it is
derived from lipstick which she enjoys and associates with
women, “Nut” is an wsult picked up from-the conversation
and criticrsms of her instructors who often say something is
“nuts” -or ‘‘nutty.”

Koko s term for man is “foot,” derived from her first
boyfriend who would tickle her feet according'to Dr. Patter-’
son, : g
My first impressions of Koko, once I got used to the fact
that this was really a gorilla behind the chain link fence, were
an expressive and intelligent face, vivid black and radlatmg
personality, and a tremendous sense of yearning to be close:

Confusion ensued as Koko kept asking Dr Patterson in
_ sign language for the visitor to *‘close come”—and to give

Gorilla Foundation needs help

Foundation, the non-profit organization which is sponsoring

Koko and Michael, the two young gorillas who have been
learning sign language at Stanford, are settling into their
new home off Skyline Boulevard and resummg thexr lessons
in sign language.

The move from their familiar quarters at Stanford has -
“been difficult. Both Koko and Michael at first lost their. ap-
petite, became  quiet and subdued, and were much less
conversational than.usual, accordmg to their friend ‘and
teacher Penny Patterson. For a while Koko was asking for

" the shades to be drawn and the lights turned off at night time,
but now she is better, unless something disturbs her—like a
recent power failure.

The six-ac¢re property offers a more natural and peaceful
“environment for the gorillas than the Stanford campus. On
good days they can romp outside on the grass and take walks |
through the redwoods and fruit trees. They always walk |
separately because when they go together their Ieashes,
become tangled as they play.

Much still needs to be done to convert the hilltop site into
a'secure and comfortable home for adult gorillas. The Gorilla:

Gorilla information

The Gorilla Foundation may be reached by writing P. O.
Box 3002, Stanford, Ca., 94305. People interested in volun-
tzering may call 851-2853. Members receive a semi-annual
newsletter featuring information on the development of Koko
.and.Michael and spectacular pictures of the gorillas by Dr.

#onald Cohn. Memberships run from $10 a year for regular
members to $1000 for patrons : _

. recaleitrant pre-sehooler 'who is not behaving for guests::

.call names and.on occasion, to tell a lie.

.my fingers and blowing. Then she wriggled up to the fence

- dence and sorting data.

After Penny pointed to her eye, Koko pointed to the eye of the elephant. Later, Penny asked where Koko S eye was, andasaloke, Ko-
ko pointed to her nose. Photaos courtesy of the Gorilla Foundation.

her candy. When neither of these happened, Koko acted

frustrated . She bounded around the cage and gestured while

Dr: Patterson scolded her affectionately in English, like a

Koko understands English and sign language, but can

‘only speak sign'language because a gorllla s yocal equip-

ment: does not allow speech:

she would “‘sit polite;”’ but Dr. Patterson commented. ‘I
don’t believe you.”’ Koko has lots in common with a young
child, Dr. Patterson explained, such asa desire toplay jokes,

Not speaking sign language, 1 was frustrated at not
understanding what was going on, but not as frustrated. as
Koko, who uses her hard learned words and then is not un-
derstood.

“She is generally Miss Wonderful, Dr. Patterson ex- -
- plained, but is suffering now both from the unsettling ex-
perience of moving and of having too many visitors as new

volunteers are interviewed to work with her.. ‘
We tried a game of tug-of-war with a blanket, but Koko

handed me the blanket and used it as an excuse to get close

and feel my hand.
‘Then she pursed her lips and blew in my face.
“'I blew back. The roast beef sandwich I had just eaten for:
lunch must have satisfied her, because she kept reaching for

and touched her arm pit, asking me to tickle: her.
More tickling, blowing and hand holding:

‘“‘She wanted you close; she wanted to touch:you. If the
fence were not there she would be in your lap,”” Dr. Patterson

said later. The blowing is another way she can tell more

: emoyed thoroughly—with ~variations.
“scare’ game-—when Koko—a' sturdy 175 pounds—would
~vank the blanket away and then jump up and down fiercely. I

Koko wanted me to it on a stool next to her cage. Dr. _ was expected to cower convmcmgly as if scared by her fury.

‘Patterson said no, because when the earlier visitor had:sat
there, Koko had torn her pocket. In sign language, Koko said

'vegetables “stmk "' So ““stink’’ she asked for and parsley she .

the stiudies of the intellectual development of the young
lowland gorillas, needs volunteers to: help with a host of

activities and money to build a permanent building and
outdoor enclosure, large and strong enough to house the

gorillas: when they are grown.

“One of the things we need is help,” Dr. Patterson sald to

““I think a lot of people would like to help if they knew.”
‘Among the types of help needed are volunteer carpenters
and electricians and people who can help with correspon-

To work with Koko, the foundation needs
signers,” people who grew up in homes where sign language
was used.

Volunteers who havelearned sign language as adults are
also needed to work with Michael, whose vocabulary is not as
advanced; but Koko needs more experienced teachers.
“With many new people, she knows more thanthey do. It is_

frustrating for her and the other person,”” Dr. Patterson said.

The gorillas have people with them from 8:30 a.m. until f !

7:30°p.m.; and the job'is a.rigorous one. ‘It’s a hard job to
work with a gorllla the whole day. You have to be on your toes
every minute,”
she has been workmg with Koko much of the time since the
gorilla came to Stanford from the San Francisco zoo as a one-

year-old baby in 1972. Michael, two years younger, came

several years later and is also progressing well' with his
studies.

Koko’s vocabulary is somewhere between 300. and 800
words, Dr. Patterson estimated. The lower figure is deter-

mined by tests which involve constant reiteration to the point
it makes the gorilla impatient to keep up the drill: The higher

limit is the number of words she has used, but may not have
assimilated into her vocabulary.

Koko and Michael do more than just talk. They have .
developedhumanways of using language—to rhyme, to joke,

to pun and-even to lie; Dr. Patterson says. And they can look

“native.
 gorillas, both indoors and outdoors, including an enclosure of

Dr. Patterson said. She should know, since

gestures wil

about the vrsxtor

The three of us shared some orange-flavored hpstlck
which Koko. applied with a professional touch.
We finally got into the tug-of-war game, which Koko
It turned into.a .

did. s
hen we had lunch. Koko, more of less obediently, asked
for each item in turn——potato -sweet - potato; - meat,

vegetables. But she added her own little twist. According t

Dr. Patterson, she knows the words for: parsley, flower, an
smell: however, she prefers to call parsley and some other

got

By this time I was accepted: as a friendly, it stupid,
presence and Koko shared her lunch with me. After"daintily
accepting each piece, she would chew it and carefully take
out a piece about the size of a sesame seed and present'it to- "
me. I made a gallant, but probably unconvincing, attempt to -
appear to have eaten these dehcac1es and ended - up with

gooey. hands.

This was a symbolic feedmg, a frlendly gesture among

gorillas, Dr. Patterson explained.

After lunch; Koko was clearly tired of havmg her tricks

. shown off to a visitor who clearly did: not understand her.
" Because she did not cooperate, we all left her. Another

volunteer was scheduled:to sit with her for the rest of the
afternoon until her evening play time with Michael, the
younger male gorilla who has quarters in the other end of the
trailer.
_ As we left, Koko was staring pensively out of the window
with a faraway look in her eyes.

i by Marion Softky

events in the tuture or dlSCUSS events in the past.
_ Gorillas are shy, placid and unaggressive: they do not
1 resent any kind of hazard to the community, Dr. Pat-
sizes. What people don’t understand is that they
thirsty; they are not King Kongs,” she said:
ortant thing is they don’t want to leave. They want
nstinctively they want to be with their family
ild if they lose their group, they die.”
Dr. Patterson said, the trailer in which' the

1ghest priorities is to build more space for the
about a hich: is large enough for them:to
nough to hold them when they réach
re grown, Koko will-grow from her:
175 to about 200 pounds, whxle Michael
ds or more.
, Dr. Patterson and her associates hope
el will eventually mate and establish a
group of gorillas that may use sign language
themselves.
She explained the long-term goal ‘of the research: “We
want to follow the development of the adults to see if they will *
teach their offs] language. If they do'not teach it, what .
nded down from generation to generatlon" i
pts can an adult gorilla maintain?’’
Dr. Patterson says she has observed
s sign Ianguage to each other. Michael :
even unde ta ds Koko, but Koko is so used to being spoken
toa ell ns, she does not always notice that

What kinds

by Marlon Sottkyk .
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