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They land just before
midnight, in secret, in
the rain. When their 747
touches down at Tampa
International, an armada
of police cruisers — not
to mention a helicopter
and assorted FBI agents
— are waiting to escort
them to the zoo. The
notion of trying to hide
a jumbo jet as it ferries
11 wild elephants from
across the ocean seems
absurd. But the police have reported threats of sabotage,
credible intelligence that someone might try to interfere
with the delivery of the elephants. After the protests and
arrests of recent days, and after the highly publicized
comments about how the elephants would be better
0 dead than living in captivity, Lowry Park Zoo prefers
to take no chances.  That night in August 2003, when
the 747 taxis toward a remote corner of the airport, a
delegation from the zoo is waiting. So many officials
have shown up, they almost form a receiving line. Lex
Salisbury, Lowry Park’s charismatic, hard-charging
CEOQ, is there, along with David Murphy, the zoo’s
veterinarian, and Brian French, the former circus
star and longtime elephant trainer recently hired
as the head keeper for the zoo’s new Africa section.
Also on hand is Lee Ann Rottman, Lowry Park’s acting
curator. As the person in charge of the zoo's entire animal
collection and all of their human keepers, Lee Ann’s identity
has meshed so thoroughly with the institution’s that it is
di cult to imagine the place without her. She loves her job,
loves her sta and is passionate about the level of care that
theyo er. Yetasshewatchesthe 747 approach, Lee Annis
anxious. She’'s worried about the condition of the elephants
— not just the four bound for Lowry Park, but the seven
headed for the San Diego Wild Animal Park. She knows
that Mick Reilly and a vet have been watching over them.
Still, animals have been known to die from stress during a
transport, even when they aren’t traveling far. How will the
elephants have handled a voyage of almost 8,000 miles?
Once the 747 finally stops, Lee Ann goes on board.
The moment she sees the elephants, the heaviness
inside her lifts. They seem calm and relaxed, even laid-
back.  The four crates are lowered from the 747’s hold,
then a crane loads them onto two flatbed trucks.
A long line of ground vehicles — the trucks, some
unmarked police cars, plus dozens of cruisers
with their flashing lights — leaves the airport.
Lee Ann, riding in one of the trucks
carrying the elephants, is amazed at the size of
the convoy. “It’s like a presidential escort,”
she Says. . Storycontinueson page 4E
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