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Baboons? Why study baboons? Because they have a complex, fascinating social life, often 
involving their children. Because we at Wildcliff want to understand the wildlife around us, and 
what we can learn about ourselves from these fellow-primates. And because they are fun! 

Unlike solitary creatures such as leopards, baboons are social animals. Wildcliff, a nature reserve 
north of Heidelberg and Riversdale in the South Africa’s Langeberg mountain range, is home to 
two troops of chacma baboons, Papio hamadryas ursinus. Foraging, grooming and baby-handling 
are integral to their social bonding. 

Baboons are matrilineal primates – the females have a social ranking, based on birth, and remain 
with the troop of their birth – but they are not matriarchal, unlike other primates, such as some of 
the lemurs of Madagascar, where the females dominate the troop. Baboon males vie for 
dominance, and quite frequently change relative position. To avoid inbreeding, most eventually 
disperse from their natal group and seek to join another troop. Female chacma baboons, on the 
other hand, stay with their natal troop; and since ranking is largely based on family and age, their 
hierarchy is quite stable. 

Paula Pebsworth, a primatologist from the United Sates, lives at Wildcliff with her husband, Keith 
Riggle. Keith is Wildcliff’s manager. They have two children, Bryce and Abigail, who are both avid 
naturalists.  Paula, who is undertaking a two-year study of the baboons, explains that the male’s 
ranking shows up in several aspects of their social life. These include mating, aggression, 
grooming, feeding and baby handling. Since its inception in 2007, Wildcliff has hosted a number 
of researchers studying the baboons’ behaviour and feeding patterns. Currently, for example, 
Agnes Farkas from Hungary is researching the baboon’s diet by germinating seeds extracted 
from their scat. 

The social life of baboons is seen in several aspects of their daily life, including feeding, 
grooming, and how they treat their babies. 



 

 

 

A baboon eating acorns in one of the ancient oak trees at Wildcliff. (This and the other 
baboon photos were taken by Paula Pebsworth.) 

 

 

Feeding . Much of the behaviour we see at Wildcliff involves foraging, as the baboons roam the 
forests and fields looking for bulbs, seeds or insects (chacma baboons are omnivorous). 
Sometimes they will pop some food into their cheek pouches, to be consumed later, as explained 
in a report by the Swiss researcher Pascal Fust, published at wildcliff.org/research. Unlike with 
chimpanzees, there is no food sharing, even between mother and child. A mother’s obligations 
end with weaning. In other places such as Kenya and Botswana where food can become scarce, 
researchers have found that higher-ranking individuals may dominate preferred food sources, but 
this does not seem to be a major issue at Wildcliff: there are abundant food resources, and 
predators such as raptors and carnivorous felines are few. Sometimes, however, where there is a 
preferred food location – such as a better spot in one of the old oak trees – the higher-ranking 
male or female will edge out a lower-ranking one. According to Paula Pebsworth, this is not done 
aggressively. The junior baboon will generally give way when a senior one seeks access to the 
richer cluster of acorns. 



In feeding, as in other aspects of baboon life, individual preferences are evident. Some prefer 
acorns; others the rhizomes in the meadow; others the black wattle seeds. But there seems to be 
enough for all, both in quantity and variety. Elsewhere, environmental conditions such as scarce 
food or predatory threats seem to diminish the opportunity for continuous foraging, reducing 
cohesiveness. Perhaps the stability of the Wildcliff troops – no split has occurred, even in the 70-
strong troop -- results from the benign conditions on the reserve. 

Grooming  is an endearing 
feature of baboon 
interactions, and is an 
essential part of their social 
life. Paula describes 
grooming as “a window 
into the social 
cohesiveness of a troop.” It 
maintains cohesiveness. It 
promotes health, because 
the groomer removes lice 
and parasites. And they 
seem to enjoy it! High-
ranking individuals are 
groomed most; indeed 
mid-ranking females vie to 
groom the alpha or other 
senior males. Grooming a 
big-shot male seems to 
help you get support when 
you need it. Males are 
reluctant to groom one another, but junior females do sometimes groom senior females to gain 
their support. Juveniles sometimes groom one another, but most of all, one sees females 
grooming their children, in a seemingly affectionate manner. 

A great deal of grooming goes on within the Wildcliff troops, possibly because the baboons here 
face fewer threats and have more time for grooming. Grooming helps social bonding and is 
needed for troop cohesion, so this could be another reason why fissioning has not occurred in the 

large troop. 

Baby handling . Like grooming, baby handling is integral 
to baboons’ relationships and cohesiveness. All baboons 
appear to love babies. This affection extends to others’ 
offspring as well as their own. Everybody in the troop, it 
seems, wants to touch and hold a baby baboon. A mother 
with a baby is often the centre of attention. She may or 
may not permit others to touch or handle her child. 
Allowing access to your baby is seen as a sign of 
submissiveness. Playing with an infant is prized, and can 
even be used as a manipulative tool. Holding one 
another’s babies avoids confrontations. For example, an 
older, low-ranking male may run off, carrying a baby so 
that nobody will be mean to him! 

Play is another fascinating aspect of the baboon’s 
behaviour. The infants and juveniles – and sometimes the 
sub-adults – romp and chase, tumble downslope and 
somersault, and roughhouse with one another. 



Primatologists disagree on the precise function of these “play” activities, but they are certainly 
learning skills that will serve them well later in life: for example, their tussling seems to escalate 
as they grow older, perhaps teaching them how to fight for supremacy. Finally, one cannot help 
being amused and annoyed by their exploratory activities, and their curiousity. Anything new or 
shiny, such as our meteorological equipment, car mirrors, foam insulation on the solar water 
heater, or newly installed gutters: fun to tear off, run away with, or swing from! 

 

 
 

Paula Pebsworth is an experienced primatologist from the United States. 
Paula is spending two years at Wildcliff, investigating the local baboon troops’ 
feeding habits, self-medication, and social relationships. She has learned that 
the baboon troops at the reserve have a social bonding that seems stronger 
than many others, perhaps because there are few predators and plenty of 
food. 
 

 
This is the fourth “Wildcliff” article. Future articles will describe troop’s ever-changing leadership, 
a variety of proteas, the birds, strange insects, and some of the other interesting flora and fauna 
of our area. Do you have any comments? Would you like to arrange a special visit? You can 
reach us at 028 722 2633 or ian@wildcliff.org. Or telephone Keith Riggle, Wildcliff Manager, at 
079 180 0827. 
 

 

About the writer 
Dr. Ian Giddy is a professor at New York University. He and his wife, Jenny, are former South 
Africans who founded Wildcliff in 2007. The reserve, which lies northeast of Heidelberg off the 
Gysmanshoek road, is dedicated to conservation and research. 
 


