NATURE
“From Orphan to King”
If Kusasi were human, his life story could be the substance of an epic novel:

Kidnapped as a baby by hunters who killed his mother, he is rescued by police, only to face a different kind of confinement. But he escapes that, too, and somehow miraculously survives in the jungle at an age when a solitary infant would almost certainly face a cruel death. In time, Kusasi rises to become the ruler of his domain.

Kusasi is an orangutan, whose remarkable life is chronicled when NATURE presents “From Orphan to King,” airing on PBS Sunday, June 18, 2006, 8:00-9:00 p.m. ET. Actor Tim Matheson narrates.

“This is a story of survival, self-assertion, triumph and leadership,” says Fred Kaufman, executive producer of NATURE. “If that sounds surprisingly like qualities we admire in people, it’s worth remembering that we share 95 percent of our genetic material with great apes.”

The dwindling Asian rainforests have been home to the mysterious reddish-colored primates called orangutans for millions of years. Borneo’s jungle is one of the few places that still harbor a significant orangutan population. It was there, in 1976, that Kusasi was stolen for the pet trade by the hunters who shot his mother.

Recovered by the police, Kusasi lived in a crate for months until he was brought to Dr. Birute Galdikas at Camp Leakey, the sanctuary she founded for orphaned orangutans in the early 1970s. Dr. Galdikas, the first biologist to extensively study orangutans, recognized something unusual about her new arrival:

“He did not behave like the usual orangutan infant. Usually traumatized infants are squealing, trying to cling to the … person who most resembles mother; in some cases it’s a human being … Kusasi didn’t behave in this way. He didn’t squeal, he didn’t cling. What he did was he escaped.”

Kusasi disappeared from Camp Leakey and, when he failed to return, was sadly assumed to be dead. His reappearance at the camp 18 months later, in good health at the age of five, was astonishing. Orangutans of that age are highly vulnerable, and they lack the strength and balance to forage for food high in the forest canopy. Perhaps he had found a temporary surrogate mother, or maybe he was just lucky enough to beat all the odds. In any case, he had evidently decided to seek help at the camp now, despite his fear and distrust of humans. 

“From Orphan to King” traces the influences, relationships and experiences that shaped Kusasi’s behavior as he grew from orphan to greatness. 

In 1995, at the age of 19, Kusasi developed cheek pads, the sign that a male orangutan has the necessary testosterone levels to compete for dominance. With the cheek pads came bulked-up weight and the throat pouch to support a booming call to carry his challenge to other males. After repeated savage encounters and escalating violence, he defeated his major rival and became the dominant male of his territory. Despite active challenges to his authority, he remained on top for some 10 years. 

Unlike many other orangutans at Camp Leakey, Kusasi was never comfortable with, or affectionate toward, humans. This fact was underscored when actress Julia Roberts, an active supporter of conservation causes, visited the camp after learning of Kusasi’s accomplishments. Their extraordinary encounter is captured in “From Orphan to King.” 

Today, Kusasi and the other orangutans of Borneo face new crises, as gold mining, logging and clearing of land for agriculture accelerate the shrinking of the rainforest and drive other males into his domain. Every year Borneo loses a forest area the approximate size of Vermont — a rate at which, if unchecked, will leave the red ape with no wilderness habitat at all.

As for Kusasi himself, age may be taking its toll. Badly wounded in a battle with a rogue male, he returned to Camp Leaky, where an operation at least partially restored his vigor. But the king is under siege and his reign will soon come to an end. Kusasi was an orphan who became a king, but his legacy may be greater still. His amazing story has captured the human imagination and may help to secure a future for all orangutans.

NATURE, now in its 23rd season, has won more than 270 honors from the television industry, parents groups, the international wildlife film community, and environmental organizations, including the first award given to a television program by the Sierra Club.
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