NATURE
“Snowflake: The White Gorilla”
In 1967, the entire world took notice when a young male western lowland gorilla captured in Equatorial Guinea arrived in Barcelona, destined for the Barcelona Zoo. It would not have been an especially newsworthy event except for one startling fact: this gorilla was all white.

“Snowflake,” as he came to be called, spent the rest of his life in Barcelona. But his existence there helped to inspire primate studies elsewhere around the globe, contributed to important changes in the way gorillas live in captivity and expanded our understanding of their lives in the wild. 

NATURE details the extraordinary life of this unique animal in “Snowflake: The White Gorilla,” re-airing Sunday, June 8, 2008, 8:00-9:00 p.m. ET on PBS. Actor Michael Gross narrates.

Snowflake’s story begins with the killing of his family by local tribesmen in what may have been a misunderstanding. At the time, gorillas were not understood to be the gentle animals that studies would later show them to be. Says producer Karen Partridge, “Mutual terror characterized most encounters between gorillas and the indigenous people. What the locals interpreted as an attack … was most likely alarm barks. Whatever the truth, one particular encounter [left] him an orphan.”

Through Snowflake’s story, the film explores how our understanding of and relationship with gorillas has evolved since these intelligent apes first came to the attention of the western world some 150 years ago. It charts the unfortunate early history of gorillas in captivity and reveals the dramatic change in living conditions and enclosure design over Snowflake’s lifetime. “Snowflake: The White Gorilla” also explores the threats now faced by gorillas in the wild and the efforts of conservationists and several major zoos to save them from extinction.

Snowflake’s albinism, and the possibility of monetary value that it suggested, was what spared his life. He was taken to a local scientist, who was studying primates, who cared for him long enough to ensure his survival and then sent the two-year-old to Barcelona.

Remarkably, Snowflake spent his first year there living with the zoo veterinarian, Dr. Roman Luera, and his wife, Maria, in their apartment. Although mischievous, he was affectionate and sociable. When Snowflake grew too big and strong to manage at home, he was transferred to the zoo, which was eager to realize his appeal as an exhibit.

At the time when Snowflake took up residence at the zoo, human knowledge and understanding of gorilla behavior in the wild was limited, and few people realized that gorillas were intelligent, sentient beings that needed challenges and choices to live a fulfilled life. 

This was reflected in the barren environment in which Snowflake — and a companion gorilla, Muni — lived. But in time, it became apparent to scientists studying the Barcelona gorillas that they were eager to solve problems set out for them, and capable of doing so. Snowflake and Muni displayed enough intelligence to suggest that they were bored by everyday monotony and stimulated by changes in routine.

Snowflake lived an eventful life as the Barcelona Zoo’s most popular attraction. But as “Snowflake: The White Gorilla” illustrates, important changes in gorilla exhibitions were taking place at the same time in other zoos, especially Howlett’s Wild Animal Park in Kent in the U.K., the Bronx Zoo in New York and the Columbus (Ohio) Zoo. These institutions have led the way in creating enclosures that simulate a gorilla’s natural environment, allowing the animals to live more fulfilling lives and vastly enlarging human understanding of their intelligence and gentle dispositions.  

Snowflake died in November 2003. Albinism, the same extraordinary characteristic that saved him as a youngster, contributed to his death from skin cancer at the age of 40. He remains the only white gorilla the world at large has ever known. 

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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