
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
December 2022 
 
Home for the holidays 
 
Dear Friend, 
 
As I often say, we never know when or where our next monkey or lemur is going to 
come from.  Unbelievably, this month it will be 10 years since Darwin, a Japanese 
macaque, exploded on to the social media scene wearing his iconic shearling coat and a 
diaper as he walked around a parking lot at an IKEA store in Toronto.  This was during 
the relatively early days of social media and Darwin quickly became a world-wide 
sensation. 
 
So much has happened in the intervening years.  
 
Three years later, in 2015, the founder of the sanctuary decided to sell this property with 
no intention of continuing to care for the monkeys.  The Board had to quickly take charge 
to ensure the safety of the animals and to guarantee that they would receive the long-
term care they deserved.  We had to secure funding to enable us to purchase the 
sanctuary property or, as a less appealing option, to find a new property.  The second 
option was not ideal – not only having to sedate all the monkeys in order to move them 
but also having to build enclosures for 20 monkeys and lemurs to move into.  Where 
would we move?  Building new enclosures is a time-consuming expensive venture.  The 
monkeys’ lives depended on us.  However, time was not on our side.  We just had to 
raise enough funds to purchase the existing property.  This was an incredibly stressful 
period but our mantra was:  Failure is not an option. 
   
In the end we were successful in our fundraising endeavours, thanks to you.  The 
monkeys would remain safe and none the wiser regarding the stress of guaranteeing 
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them a long-term home.  They come to the sanctuary through no fault of their own.  It is 
our responsibility to provide them a better life.  
 

When Darwin arrived, he was a very shy, little monkey – barely 6 months 
old.   He was likely bred in captivity specifically for the exotic animal 
trade and ripped from his mother’s arms the moment he was born.   This 
is so that, in theory, baby monkeys will bond with their owners more 
readily.  This is incredibly cruel – monkeys, primates like us, need to be 
with their mothers for the first few years of their lives.  If not, it usually 
leads to self-harm, as the babies try to cope with the loss of their mother.   
The mothers also suffer; as breeding females they are constantly forced to 
give birth as their babies are taken away from them. 

 
Darwin was given constant care at the sanctuary and bonded particularly with two of 
our long-term volunteers.  “Baby Dar” was also surrounded by other monkeys – perhaps 
helping him realise that he too was a monkey.  It was a very different life for him – no 
longer being dressed in clothes, no longer being forced to go places on the end of a leash, 
no longer having to wear a diaper.   
 
Darwin was “awarded” to the sanctuary because of Canada’s property law.  Legally he 
was viewed as property and as not a sentient being.  He had the same rights as a table.  It 
is disappointing that in the last 10 years there has been very little change in the laws 
governing the ownership of exotic animals in Canada.  The story of Darwin has made 
very little difference.  Fortunately, there is finally some potential development at the 
federal level – the Jane Goodall Act that is now before the Senate.  This bill aims to further 
animal rights in Canada and to prevent wild animals from suffering in captivity.  Passing 
of the Bill would restrict the ownership of over 800 species of wild animals effectively 
ending the existence of unregulated roadside zoos, where most of the monkeys and 
lemurs we care for come from.   
 
Many of you were instrumental in helping us fund a new building for the ‘Group of 9’ 
monkeys and lemurs who were seized from St. Edouard Zoo (in Quebec) because of 
abuse and neglect.  The owner of the zoo was the first in Canadian history to be 
charged and arrested.  We were able to build ‘George’s Haven’ in collaboration with 
Humane Society International because of donations made by you.   
 
More recently we have made room for Bruno, an olive baboon and 2 lemurs yet to be 
named.  They came from Bervie Zoological Park (an unregulated roadside zoo in 
Ontario) because of unsatisfactory housing.  Bruno lived in a dark hole with no access to 



Page 3 of 6 

the outdoors where the ammonia levels were dangerously high.  They were all brought 
to us because we can and do provide the care that they need. 
 
At the sanctuary we constantly strive to create ‘families’ for our monkeys.  They are 
primates like us and are social and sociable beings.  Sometimes we make inter-species 
introductions as we cannot control what species we are asked to take.  Over time Darwin 
has developed relationships with the monkeys close to him.  Sweet Pea and Pierre (Olive 
baboons) became his surrogate parents, teaching him how to behave and disciplining 
him when necessary.  Pierre is probably one of our most grounded, emotionally secure 
monkeys at the sanctuary and a great role model for Darwin.   
 

Over the last 10 years we have welcomed many monkeys and lemurs to 
the sanctuary but there have also been many losses – an inevitability at the 
sanctuary.  Many have died due to illness and some to old age – a 
testament to the medical and emotional support they are given.  
Regardless of how they leave us, we constantly strive to give them a better 
life.  After having been abused or neglected at roadside zoos or as pets or, 
after having lived in tiny cages in labs, we provide them with appropriate 
housing, healthy diets, activities and enrichment to keep them occupied 
and to give them new things to explore – in essence, a second chance at a 
better life after enduring the worst of humanity. 

 
George, our beloved Black spider monkey, died in his early 40’s.  Although it is sad to 
think that he lived his entire life in captivity, at least he was eventually able to enjoy life 
outdoors, snooze in the sun and know that he was loved.   
 
Darwin is still the shyest of our monkeys.  When visitors come to the sanctuary he rarely 
makes himself visible.  However, he will come out and watch as people leave.  This is the 
choice he makes.  As a sanctuary we do not force him to be outside to welcome visitors.  
We do not make any of the monkeys do anything they don’t want to do.  We work 
around them; we work for them. 
 
Once we were financially secure after purchasing the property, we set our minds to the 
future and determined we wanted to help more monkeys, particularly lab monkeys – 
monkeys who are still young and healthy who could live out the rest of their days in a 
space larger than a 4 feet square cage instead of facing euthanasia.  In order to do that we 
had to expand our facilities.  This wish became Story Book:  The Next Chapter.  We were 
able to accept the first ever lab monkeys to be officially allowed to be released  under the 
watchful eye of the Canada Food Inspection Agency.  Cody, Pugsley and Cedric (Long-
tailed macaques) were still young and relatively healthy, after the researchers had no use 
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for them.  They learned to climb, to balance, to swing and to catch mosquitoes and to just 
lie in the sun.  They snuggled together as they napped or slept.   
 
Sadly, only Cody remains, but they all have enjoyed several years of relative freedom.  
As Cody is now alone, we are busy introducing him to his neighbours and, so far, it is 
going well.  But there are no guarantees that newly introduced monkeys will get along:  
they are just like people, some you like better than others.   
 
Although Darwin is now 10 years old, he has potentially at least 20 healthy years ahead 
of him.  We hope to provide many more monkeys the freedom to behave as monkeys and 
not to be at the whim of people who like to imprison them for entertainment, dress them 
up, keep them on a leash or take them shopping.  
 
I realise that at this time of year everyone is inundated with requests for donations.  
Some of you came to support us at our wonderful comedy show fundraiser in 
November, others gave on Giving Tuesday and many of you have already made 
generous donations to the sanctuary throughout the year.  We are extremely grateful for 
your support during these difficult times.  You make it possible for us to do what we do.  
We hope that we can continue with our work until we are no longer needed.   
 
From our Board, staff and volunteers we wish you health and happiness during this 
season of celebration and hope you are able to celebrate with family and friends. 
 
Warmest holiday wishes. 

 
Daina Liepa 
Executive Director 
 
P.S.  Just as we were ready to send out this newsletter we received a call.  A Squirrel 
monkey had been born at a local zoo but the mother had died during childbirth.  We 
were asked to take care of the newborn – all of 127 grams of him.  He will require round 
the clock care for the next few weeks.  We are saddened by the death of his mother but 
we hope that he will become a good companion for Rudy.  As I said at the beginning of 
the newsletter – we never know when or where the next monkey is going to come from.   
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Darwin, then and now. 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Left: Darwin, when he first arrived 
in 2012. 

How he has changed over the years! 

Darwin 
putting his 
grooming 

skills to work, 
on his friend, 

Lexy. 


