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It sounds like a blockbuster political thriller, steeped in intrigue and sex, with echoes of Shakespeare. Life becomes a nightmare for a child of the ruling family when his father is deposed, his mother’s affections commandeered, his brother murdered. His own survival hangs by a thread.

But it’s not fiction. It’s not even human. It is the true story of the social chaos that sweeps a society of baboons in Zimbabwe when its male leader is overthrown by an interloper. The tale unfolds in NATURE “Murder in the Troop,” airing Sunday, May 20, 2007, 8:00-9:00 p.m. ET on PBS. Actor Jay O. Sanders narrates.     

“The film is a compelling study of social structure among primates, made all the more fascinating by the traces of parallel traits in human society,” says Fred Kaufman, executive producer of NATURE.  

The story takes place along the banks of Africa’s Zambezi River, which forms the border separating Zimbabwe from Zambia before crossing Mozambique and emptying into the Indian Ocean.   

On the southern bank, in Zimbabwe, cameras follow a troop of some 40 chacma baboons, with a special focus on twin males born to the reigning male and female of the troop. Although the entire Zambezi troop faces daunting challenges — including months of drought and threats from predators — the twins’ “royal” parentage would seem to give them an advantage in terms of their prospects for survival.

But everything suddenly changes when a large male from a neighboring troop enters the scene and stages a coup. Power shifts and leadership changes hands, throwing the established social order of the troop into turmoil. The twins’ father is now no more than a subordinate male within the troop. Yet his role as protector of the twins has become crucial, for they are a target of the new king. As new leader, he has inherited mating rights to all of the troop’s females, including the twins’ mother. But mothers who are nursing young babies are not sexually available to him until their infants are weaned — and that is a long time to wait.

With leopards, pythons and crocodiles posing a constant threat, the dry season intensifies, spurring greater competition for food and bringing the troop’s inherent rivalries and intrigues to the surface. As they bicker among themselves, an outsider finds an opportunity to join the troop by aligning himself with a low-ranking female who has recently given birth. She needs him for status and he needs her as an entrée into the relative security of the troop. The new family begins well, but eventually the new male is dealt a harsh and painful lesson in hierarchy from the ruler.  

As for the troop at large, the film captures the animals’ determination in coping with deprivation. In one of the most harrowing sequences, they risk crossing the crocodile-infested Zambezi in a desperate attempt to quench their thirst and reach the sweet grasses on a large island. It proves to be a costly undertaking.

Eventually, the rains return and the troop’s survival is ensured, for the time being, at least. But only one of the twins has lived to see this new day; the victory is bittersweet. His mother is ready to breed again, and her allegiance must move from him to the leader who overthrew his own father. The new social order of the troop is complete. 

NATURE, now in its 24th season, has won close to 300 honors from the television industry, parent groups, the international wildlife film community and environmental organizations, including many Emmys, the George Foster Peabody Award and the first award given to a television program by the Sierra Club.
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■ For more information, visit pbs.org/wnet/nature/. This Web companion to the weekly NATURE series contains in-depth information and colorful graphics for each program.


