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The longest-running study ofwild chimpanzees has yielded a wealth ofdata on Homo sapiens' 
closest genetic l-elatives-not to mention a thing or two about ourselves 

BY HEATHER MILLAR / PHOTOGRAPHS BY ANUP SHAH 

After a few days following the Kasakela chim panzee community in Tan­
zania 's Gombe Natio na l Pa rk, photographer Anup Shah found him self freezing and star­
ing along with the chimps each time a newcomer appeared on the rise. F riend or foe ? D om­
ina nt or submissive? 

"Imagine if you had been alive 5 million years ago. T he theory is we were hunter-gatherers 

ACCONPANI!D BY HER INFANT, Furaha, Fiji grooms onother adult f emale chimpalJz~e at Gombe National Park in W()!er tl Tanzania. 
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living in groups like chimps/' says 
Shah. "As I walked through Gombe, I 
kept thinking: This is how you would 
have moved, reacred to an alarm call, 
reacted to anomer group of human 
beings, how you would have looked for 
food. It was quite an eerie feeling." 

Shah might not have felt such a close 
connection to the chimps if a 23~year­

old named Jane Goodall had not set up 
camp at Gomhe more than four 
decades ago. Goodall 's patience, persist­
ence, and idea to offer the chimps 
bananas in return for jetting her watch 
them, led to behavioral observa tions 
that would ultimately change the way 
humans saw g reat apes, and them ­
selves. C himps, it turned out, have an 
almost humanlike enjoyment of physi­
cal contact, laughter and comm uni ty. 
Even morc stunningly, they make tools. 
They wage warfa re. They commit 
murder, cannibalism and genocide. 
They may even transmit culture. 

Before Goodall 's work, the preva il­

ing wisdom was that attributing per­
sonalities and emotions to chimps was 
nothing more than anthropomorphic 
self-indulgence. Most chimp studies 
were done in labs, where strict scientific 
control could be maintained. Scientific 
forays into the field were few and lasted 
no more than a few months. 

Goodall stuck it out at what was then 
Gombe Stream Reserve for more than 
six months before a male she called 
David Greybeard sat down next to her-. 
Goodall's breakthrough launched 
decades of scientific studies and popular 
accounts revealing characters and 
drama worthy of the frothiest soap 
opera. In addition to calm and gentle 
David Greyheard, there were homici­
dal Passion, who with her daughter, 
Porn, killed the infants of lower-rank­
ing females; matriarch Fill. who bore 
two alpha males and lived more than 40 
years; poor little Flint, who died three 
weeks after losing his mother. Flo; and 
despotic Frodo, who held onto his 

alpha male status with iron will until 
deposed in 2004 by ill hea lth. 

"People stay hooked on the stories," 
says Elizabeth Lonsdorf, d irec tor of the 
Lester E. Fisher Center for the Study 
and Conservation of Apes at Chicago'S 
Lincoln Park Zoo, who, like many of 
today 's leading primatologists, did her 
PhD work at Gombe. "When I speak to 
the public about Gombe, people come 
up and say, 'H ow is so~and-so doing?'" 

Goodall herself no longer conducts 
field observations. Students, staff and 
academic collabor.ators c8 rry on that 
exacting work. Instead, the one-time 
amateur who went on m earn a PhD 
travels w idely spreading the word about 
the need to protect chimpanzees and 
their habitat. Perhaps Goodal l, now 73, 
keeps to her famousl), gruel ing schedule 
because she knows the fam e ofthe chim­
panzees she introduced to the wo rld 
does not guarantee their survival. A cen­
tury ago, an estimated I to 2 million 
chimps roamed the forests of Africa. 

A FAMILY OF CHIMPS foelL' ill a palm tree (below). Faustino, an adult male, chows down 012 bel'J'ieJ (right). Atrhougl1 most o/the wild 
chimpal1Zee~( diet con.rists ofleaves andfmit, Goodallfoulld that the primateJ a/so eat nuts, honq, i1lJectJ, eggs, birds and fmall mammals. 
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BEFORE GOODALL ARRIVED AT GOMBE, T HE 


PREVAILING WISDOM WAS THAT ATTRIBUTING 

PERSONALITIES AN D EMOTIONS TO 


CHIMPS WAS NOTHING MORE THAN 

ANT HROPOMORPHIC SELF-INDULGENC E 

• I • 

Today only about 175,000 to 300,000 
remain, many of them in small protected 
areas surrounded by expanding human 
populations and development. Now iii 

national park , C ombe, fOf example, is 
bounded on one side by Lake Tan­
ganyika and on all others by villages and 
deforested lands. 

"It's a small park, just 13.5 square 
miles," says Shah. "But if the head of 
the U.S. Army asked me what's good 
training for soldiers, I would say send 
them to Gombe and make them follow 
male chimps around." The photogra­
pher spent eight weeks doing just that, 
scrambling over the park's steep ridges 
and vaUeys, m oors and grasslands, as 
groups of chimps roved. 

The chimps spent at leas t halfof each 
day eating. Their diet consists primarily 
of [wir and leaves, but also includes 
nuts, honey, insects, eggs, birds and 
small mammals. "I tried a lot of the 
fruits; most of them were not very appe­
tizing," says Shah. "Some of them were 
like eating lemons." He adds that the 
insects did not tempt him at all. 

It was 1960 when Goodall first 
observed David Greybeard "fish" for 
insects by making a tool out of a twig 
ci1at he stripped ofleaves and poked into 
a te rm ite mound. "We had known that 
chimps used tools, but to see them mak­
jng them [meant) now we must redeflOe 
man or redefine tool/' said the late Louis 
Leakey, a Kenyan anthropologist and 
expert on human orjgins. More recenciy, 
L onsdorf has discovered that females 
learn to fi sh for termites much ea rlier 
chan males- 27 months earlier on aver­
age. By 18 months, daughters spend one 
quarter of their time watching their 
mothers termite-fish. apparendy study­
ing thei r behavior. 

By the 1980s, researchers had begun 
observing differences in ho\v chimps in 
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different locations fish for insects. At 
C ombe, for example, the primates use 
iong sticks, about 24 inches, then sweep 
driver ants into their mouths with their 
free hands. At Tal in West Africa's Cote 
d'!voire, chimps use sticks half as long 
and brush the ants into their mouths 
with their hps. Biologists have found no 
geneti<;._ or environmental reasons for 
such va riations) suggesting tha t the dif­
ferences are learned customs, or culture, 

DECADES OF FIELDWORK at Gombe have gmefaud the majority ofbuseLine data all 
wild chimp behaviors stich as feeding, play fighting (between two juvellileJ, above) 
and too! making. Thirty-one-year~ld Gremlin {above right} modifies a Jtick Jhe will 
use to 'juh "/or telTflites_ Young Ftlraha watches her moth,,; Fiji, tel'lnite-fish {right} . 
Styles oftel7nitejishing, like other chimp behaviorJ, vmyfi'o m one paT! ofAfi-ica. to 
another, prompting some scientists to say the primates have what we consider culture_ 

Support for that idea has come from 
a cadre of biologists, many Gombe 
graduates, who lead chimpanzee 
research projects at orner sites. In the 
late 1990s, researchers working at seven 
of the longest-running projects pooled 
their observations to look for patterns. 
In 1999, they reported in Nature that 
they had discovered 39 behaviors­
including feeding, mating, grooming, 
tool use, and using leaves for napkins, 

-1----­
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GOODALL'S BREAKTHROt'GH 

L AUNCH ED DECADES OF SCI ENTIFI C 

ST UDfES ..\ ND POPULAR ACCOCK TS REVEAU i\'G 


CHARACTERS AND DRAMA WORTHY 

OF T HE FROT H1 EST SOAP OPER..\ 

sponges O f seats-where variations 
between chimps at different locations 
could not be attr ibuted [0 either envi­
ronment O f genes. 

When a male Gombe chimp wanes to 

be groomed, for instance, he sprawls out 
on his stomach on the ground while a 
com rade runs a hand through the fu r on 
his back, arm or leg. In the Mahale 
Mountains, just 90 miles south, chimps 
prefer to g room facing one another, 
each raising an arm in a salute-like ges­
ture. D ominant males at Gombe assert 
their aUlhoriry with "pant-hoot" calls 
that are relatively low pitched, while at 
Mahale these calls are high. At Gombe, 
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chimps don't crack nuts, but a[ Tal they 
do. And only chimps at Gombe, Mahale 
and Kibale in Uganda dance when a 
heavy rain falls , dragging branches, 
slapping the ground and charging. 

C ritics of [he notion that dumps have 
culture say the phenomenon is much 
more than just learned behavior; it is art, 
music, philosophy and similar sophisti­
cated human endeavors. Scholars also 
differ as to whether chimpanz..ee behav­
ior offers a window into the world of 
people-even though ch imps, as our 
closest genetic relatives) share an esti­
mated 98 to 99 percent of our ON A. 
Did early humans hunt the way chimps 

do? Can evolution explain warfare and 
other forms of human violence? What­
ever the answers, such questions a re dis­
cussed far more (han they were several 
decades ago. 

"Gombe, combined with laboratory 
studies, changed the picture of the 
chimpanzee a5 a harmless animal, easy 
to ignore in studies of human evolu­
tion, to one that needs to be taken 
absolutely seriously in any scenario of 
h uman -ape evolution/' says primatol ­
agist Frans B.Iv!. deWaal of Emory 
University in Atlan ta. T hat idea can 
be d isturbing, even to researchers. fn 
the mid-1970s, Goodall was devas­
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NOT THE PEACEFUL veget41";am ,\'ciemisu once O.5sumed, chimpanzees are mtMess hunterJ'. Goblin (lift) carries a 1"ed colobus monkey he 
just k/!{e~' the chimps consume as much a.s 15 percent ofGombe's colobus population each yeal: Chimpi also can be aggressive tOtiJa/J each 
othe!; routinely raiding alld wiping out male,~ in n'va/ commul1t'ties. Twenty-four.year-old Tubbe {above} displays his formidable incisors. 

tated when she began witness ing 
Kasakela males systematically wipe 
out the males of a rival, splinter com­
munity. A 2006 study by H arva rd 
University primatologist Richard 
Wrangham (another Gombe g rad u­
ate) and his colleagues foun d that such 
violence commonly occurS between 
chimp com munities. 

Chimps, thought to be vegetarians 
before Goodall's work, also turn out to 

be ruthlessly efficient hunters, consum ­
ing as much as 10 to 15 percent of the 
park's population of red colobus mon­
keys each year. Some data suggest that 
females, who trade sexual fav ors for 

meat, may be a motivating factor. "In a 
colo bus hunt, the idea seems to be ro iso­
late them on a tree where they can't 
jump to escape," says Shah. "Chimps 
are visibly excited even one hour after 
the hunt is over." 

Detai led, daily observations ofchim p 
hehavior continue at Gombe today. 
"Forty-six years out, chimps continue to 
be fascinating aud surprise us," sa ys 
Lonsdorf. "Every time we find a new 
techuique, we find something new 
because we've only studied them for 
one lifespan." 

Back at his home base in Nairobi, 
Kenya, photographer Shah rellected on 

, 

his time at Gombe. "Animals are so in 
the moment They teach you that life is 
to live," he says. "Wheu you feel like 
playing, you play. Wheu you feel like 
eating, you eat. When you feel like 
sleeping. you sleep. Chimps are great 
teachers." 

And, no doubt, chimp researchers 
will continue to make great studeuts. 

New York-baJ-ed writer HEATHER MIL­

LAR specia /ize.i in science and environ­
mentall:rsues. To take the photographs fea­
tured 0 12 these pages, ANUP SHAH spent 
two months following chimpanzees In 

Tanzania:~ Combe National Park. 
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