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Until I began volunteering at my local zoo, I
had never even heard of a capybara. Since the staff wasn’t going to
turn me loose cleaning out the tiger cages, I was assigned to be a
docent in the petting zoo. The most dangerous animal in that group
was a rather elderly billy goat with an attitude.

My chores were benign and actually rather
meditative. Here I was, living in a large city, and being handed a
rake three days a week with instructions to “clean up the
barnyard.”

This rarely involved much more than shooing
some chickens out of the way, stopping to coo over the rabbits, and
occasionally making more mud for the piglets. I was in heaven!

Animals and playing in the dirt? What more
can a grown-up kid ask for?

Then one day the petting zoo director
informed us that we would be getting two new residents, a pair of
female capybaras that were still juveniles.

The first time I saw the strange animals with
their blunt, squared off snouts “in person,” I had no real basis of
comparison for their odd looks.

There was something mildly beaver-like about
the capybaras, and I was assured that they were indeed rodents, the
largest of their kind in the world, and distant relatives of the
beaver.

Since that time I’ve seen them likened to
enormous guinea pigs or even the world’s biggest hamsters, but
those descriptions aren’t quite right to my eye. For one thing,
capybaras have oddly delicate feet. At times they almost “prance,”
and they can move like the very wind.

The capybaras came to us without names, and
since all the docents were “women of a certain age,” the new
additions were promptly dubbed Eleanor Rigby and Michelle.

I honestly don’t know what I expected of the
capybaras, but they were a wonderful surprise, bright and
intelligent, affectionate, and amazingly gentle.

Over the coming year, as they grew bigger and
bigger, the capybaras actually became even sweeter, interacting
lovingly with the children and rapidly becoming crowd
favorites.

Several parents asked during that year if a
capybara could be a pet. At first I consistently replied in the
negative, but then I learned that the capybara has found its way
into the exotic pet trade. Since they do have superior
personalities, I’m not all that surprised.

As is the case with many exotics, however, a
capybara is not just an animal you run out and adopt on a whim.
When they are small, they can be kept in the house, but they don’t
stay small.

There is also the problem of their highly
social nature. Unless you can devote all of your time to being with
your pet, a capybara should never be housed alone. They are herd
animals with complex emotions and can suffer from terrible
separation anxiety.

From my own experience, I would never
discourage anyone from keeping a capybara per se, but I do want to
say from the beginning that you have to be able to create the right
environment – for the animals’ sake and for your own.

The following text is a compilation of my
research into keeping pet capybaras. Yes, I admit, I was tempted.
Every time I go to the zoo, Eleanor and Michelle run to greet me.
They clearly remember me and are glad to see me.

I thought I had enough “experience” to
possibly have a pair of capybaras, but the more I learned, I
realized what a disservice it would be to the animals if I were to
try to keep them in my backyard as I had originally planned.

Not only do I not have enough room to keep
the animals securely, I live in a neighborhood controlled by a
homeowners association. Nothing about the situation was going to
work for the capybaras or the neighbors.

Since my decision making process was rather
long and involved, and was complicated by the remarkably small
number of domestic sources for acquiring a capybara, I have decided
to compile my research into this guide.

Whether you decide you can keep a capybara or
not, I think you will come away with a different perception of what
some folks who are not in the “know” insist on calling the world’s
largest rat.

With no insult intended to rats, capybaras
are more like super intelligent dogs by nature. I have to content
myself with frequent visits to my zoo dwelling friends, but there
is still a part of me that would love to be able to have capybaras
of my own.

Unlike many exotic species present in the pet
trade, capybaras are not threatened in the wild. Therefore, it is
not inherently unethical to keep them as pets.

The question I always ask potential adopters
of any species is, “Can you give this animal the kind of home and
care it needs and deserves?”

I had to honestly answer no. I hope by the
end of this text, you can give an honest answer of your own. Do
right by the animal, and in the end, you’ll always do right by
yourself and make the correct choice.
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