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Latest News 

 
2 more saddlebacks tagged – 

30 in total 
 

Jaguar sighted 500 meters 
from CICRA 

 
New field assistant David 

Lefevbre joins team 
 

1 saddleback casualty, 
presumably caused by record 

breaking friaje 
 

 

July 28th 
New group 
formed from 
Perro6 and 
Jean4 groups 

July 31st 
Last behavioral 
observations on 
FC group 

 

August 7 
Mini and 
Gideon return to 
USA 

Butterfly Kisses 
As you can see in the picture above, we have developed an 
intimate relationship with the plants and creatures of the 
rainforest over the past nine months.  The start of August 
marks the end of our first field season at CICRA, and we 
hope you have enjoyed hearing about it as much as we 
have enjoyed sharing it with you.  We’ve saved some of 
our best pictures and stories for our final field newsletter!  
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SPRING 2012 THE LOREM IPSUMS Featured Creatures: Kings of the Jungle 

Panthera onca, commonly known as the jaguar or 
ortorongo, originally ranged over North, Central, and 
South America, though they are now listed as an 
endangered species and, as a result of overhunting, are 
absent from many places.  Jaguars are the largest of the 
mammalian predators in the Amazon rainforest and 
lurk about during the day and night.  They are solitary 
animals.  Interestingly, they love to roam on man-made 
trails, and have been evidenced on CICRA’s trails 
during our entire field session.  These pictures were 
taken by a camera trap that was placed 500 meters from 
our cabins.  All jaguars have a unique pattern of spots 
on their bodies, similar to our fingerprints. Hence, if 
you see this patter again (hopefully not) you’ll know 
where it came from! 

12:00am 

12:20am 

12:30am 
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Eunectes murinus, commonly known as 
anaconda, are by far the largest reptiles in 
the jungle.  The name anaconda, in Tamil, 

means “that which could kill an 
elephant.”  The snake featured in 
these pictures is but one of three 
that live in an oxbow lake near 
CICRA.  By observer estimates it 
measures a mere 19 ft long 
(though the longest ever reported 
was 18 ft), and weighs up to 
215lbs.  Presumably, these royal 
animals of the jungle can kill and 
eat just about anything that they 
want, and they do so by 
suffocation.  Anacondas are 
constrictors, which means that 
they slowly squeeze their prey each 
time that it exhales, until it can no 
longer breath.  Once the prey dies, 
the anaconda, like all snakes, can 
dislocate its jaw to swallow 
animals that are much larger than 
its mouth.  Contrary to popular 
belief, anacondas are not the 
longest snakes on earth (that honor 
belongs to the reticulated python of 
southeast Asia), only the largest. 
For Fun: 

Wikipedia reports that there 
is a $50,000 cash prize to anyone 
that can catch an Anaconda that is 
30ft or longer, though we could not 
figure out who’s doing the offering. 

In Perú, they say that 
hanging the skull of an anaconda 
above your doorway will bring 
prosperity, much to the sorrow of 
anacondas everywhere! 

Featured Creatures: Candid Camera! 
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If you’re starting to worry 
about what will become of our 
monthly PrimatesPeru 
newsletter once we leave the 
field in August, then we have 
done a good job.  At the end of 
each month we dig through all 
of our best photos and most 
unusual wildlife encounters to 
describe this precious 
environment that lies just 
outside most peoples’ 
imagination.  Here you can 
chance to see caterpillars that 
jump, trees that strangle, 
animals that bury their 
excrements just like us, and if 
you’re really lucky, the kings 
of the jungle depicted above. 

Since we are taking a 
break from the field to analyze 
the immense data set that we 
have collected, we will most 
likely space out our subsequent 
newsletters.  We’d like you all 
to know the various outcomes 
of our hard work and we 
request your patience in order 
to produce the results.  For this 

reason, instead of sending out monthly newsletters we may momentarily switch to 
quarterly or semi-annual newsletters in accordance with our data analysis. 

For now, we are still working on permits to take all of our samples back to the USA.  
Once back in the USA, Mini will immediately start the analysis of our genetic samples, but 
it is still too early to tell the length of this process.  While genetic work is underway, Mini 
and Gideon both will be combing through hundreds of thousands of behavioural 
observations, another task which is hard to gauge at this time. 

Nevertheless, PrimatesPeru will be working towards returning to the field as soon as 
possible to keep track of all our collared saddlebacks and hopefully to trap any new 
offspring and/or group members.  One of our future goals is to obtain permission to work 
with emperor tamarins (the little monkeys with large moustaches) and callimico (the jet 
black monkey we featured in an early newsletter), in addition to saddlebacks.  The earliest 
we foresee returning to the field is in the summer of 2011! 

What’s Next: VIVA PrimatesPeru! 

From the Madre de Dios to the Andes 
Look carefully at the clouds! 
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When I first told 
my friends and family I 
was embarking on an 
adventure of a lifetime 
to follow monkeys in the 
Peruvian Amazon I 
received a wide array of 
reactions. Although 
responses varied, there 
seemed to be an overall 
general sentiment that 
was quite universal: 
“Mary, you’re just not 
really the ‘campy’ type, 
are you sure you can do 
this?” As I tried to act 
shocked at this 
judgment, deep down I 
knew how true it was; 
“campy” has never been 
a word I use to describe 
myself.  Growing up, I 
was always the child 
who quivered at spiders 
and enjoyed the more 
cushy pleasures in life.  I 
was even scared to use 
the bathroom at my 
summer camp because I 
was certain that the 
daddy long legs would 
crawl into my 

underwear.  Although at the age of 23 I now know that my underwear is safe from such 
bathroom invasions, I couldn’t help but question my decision to immerse myself into such a 
foreign and bug-ridden place.  
 

Leading up to my departure, I attempted to prepare myself for what I could potentially 
encounter in the jungle. I informed myself about a variety of topics, from the most common 
jungle species to rare jungle diseases and how I may react to each of them.  As I read as much as 
I could I quickly realized that there is no real way to prepare for these types of experiences. I 
would just have to deal with them as best as I could whenever they came my way. Little did I 
know just how quickly I would be presented with such a challenge.  

Something About Mary 
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After arriving in Puerto Maldonado and acquiring a few last pieces of jungle equipment I 
went back to my hotel to get a good night’s sleep. While relaxing in a hammock and talking 
with Holly, another Primates Peru field assistant, the room suddenly fell silent. I instantly 
looked at Holly to see what was the matter and all I could see was her gapping mouth and her 
hand pointing to the wood panel right next to my hammock. As I whipped my head around my 
eyes quickly fell upon what she was pointing at: a hairy tarantula about the size of my hand. 
Although I didn’t shriek, I did jump up and race to the opposite corner of the room. After a 
moment to assess the situation I knew that this was the perfect opportunity to prove to all the 
skeptics at home just how “campy” I could be.  Once Holly and I had finagled a makeshift 
tarantula transport system that included a whicker wastebasket and a plastic sheet to be used as a 
shovel, we proceeded to move towards the intruder with determination in our eyes. Holly then 
got closer to the tarantula to slide the sheet behind it.  
 
 
Not pleased with the agitation, the spider retaliated and batted back at the sheet.  I reacted to this 
unexpected response with a complete lack of composure. The inner girlie girl emerged and the 
whicker basket went flying as I flapped my arms and high kneed it to the other side of the room. 
After some deliberation Holly and I decided to get the hotel owner to eradicate the intruder from 
our room. As I watched him walk up to the tarantula with ease and slide it into a jar I felt 
slightly defeated. This clearly was not the time for me to prove my outdoor abilities, however I 
was confident that there would be plenty of other opportunities for me to be victorious. 
 

Throughout the weeks that followed I was faced with a variety of jungle challenges: 
carrying my 30 kg of luggage up 250 stairs, chasing monkeys up and down embankments, 
maneuvering through thickets of bamboo, surviving the coldest friaje in 10 years, and hoisting 
myself to the top of a 60 meter observatory tower. I even had the privilege to walk back to my 
cabin wearing only one shoe after a night of drinking and dancing to find a scorpion lying on 
my bedroom floor.  With the aid of my roommate, Dierdre, we were able to dive roll onto our 
beds, grab the broom, and sweep the scorpion out the door. Although I’ve survived each of 
these challenges, they were not always faced with the degree of equanimity that I had always 
envisioned. 

 
As I embark on the final four weeks of this adventure (without the presence of it’s wise 

leaders, Mini and Gideon) I know that there will be a whole new plethora of jungle challenges 
that I will have to face. Although I’ve always dreamt of being a “campy’ and fearless outdoor 
leader, this trip has taught me to not only step outside of my comfort zone but to be content with 
who I am and to look at each challenge with a sense of accomplishment, no matter the outcome. 

Something About Mary 



 

 
7 
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 We are an intrinsically heat-loving species.  This is far from unusual for primates in 
general, although there are a few exceptions.  For the most part, we are a hairy, arboreal, 
fruit-loving lot and we just don’t do so well in the cold. In Asia, however, exist a few 
incredible examples of primates that survive the cold without any of the complexities we 
have invented to live in uninhabitable places.    
 Well known are the Japanese macaques, or Macaca fuscata, that make it through the 
year by congregating around the hot water springs of Japan. In China and Vietnam, 
however, live the snub-nosed monkeys of the genus Rhinopithecus that do it even without 
the hot water. Their adaptations to the cold are intensively studied as evidence for our 
deep-rooted respect for those that survive the cold. 
 In the rainforest, however, evolution has assisted in developing traits in primates that 
allow them to climb the tallest trees, and scramble out on limbs to pick the choicest fruit or 
insects but it has left them sorely tested when temperatures drop.  One has only to live 
nearer to the hundreds of other species we share the planet with to realise that there could 
be no divine design involved in the creation of life, and definitely no kind designer.  
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 While it is easy to write off friajes, or the cold-fronts that drop in from the Andes, as 
by-products of climate change, the reality is a little more complex.  These winds have been 
a regular feature of the winter months of May through July and the animals are no 
strangers to the occasional cold.  Having experienced four friajes this winter, with another 
on it’s way, I can attest to the particular harshness of the last cold-front. Temperatures 
dropped further than they have in over eight years, and while the humans huddled together 
on couches under blankets, layers of clothing and hot water bottles, the remaining wildlife 
was struggling to survive.  
 During the friaje, we noticed behavioural changes in pretty much all the animals we 
commonly see.  There were almost no insects to be found anywhere, to Chiky’s acute 
dismay. Our focal group spent days in the same burrow, waiting it out. When they surfaced 
to scavenge a few rotting fruits they huddled close, their instincts telling them that their 
body heat was precious. Birds began to behave most strangely. The tall Pourouma 
cecropifolia, with it’s delicious fruit and 15 or so oropendola nests, usually the heady 
meeting place for dozens of energetic oropendolas, fell acutely silent. We stared up at them 
and discerned not a single movement from within the pendulous nests. At the end of the 
friaje, when the local brown capuchun group came through camp and raided the nests for 
eggs, a solitary oropendola watched silently from a neighbouring tree and then, noiselessly 
left its young to face their certain deaths. 
 On the boardwalks around camp you could spot small birds, their heads tucked 
under their wings, feathers ruffled in vain against the cold, asleep from fatigue. I walked 
right up to one and it stayed quite still. After a few minutes, during which I debated 
bringing it in for a bit of warmth, it lifted its head and gave me a blank stare before 
mustering the strength to fly a few feet more on the boardwalk.  Under normal 
circumstances I’d have worried about it being easy bait but the skies were empty of all the 
bigger falcons and vultures.  No one was moving. No one had the energy left to eat. 
 We broke all the rules and rescued everything we could. Alison brought in a really 
tiny lizard and placed him next to a hot cup of tea till he revived himself enough to run off.  
But to what end? Falling asleep a few feet away unable to control its temperature? We tried 
to save some of the bats and they did their best to roost in empty cupboards and under 
desks in the laboratory. We gave up trying to prevent them eating our fruit and just left it 
out. We rescued Chiky from getting into fights with the bats over pieces of banana left out 
for him and took him to bed with us every single night. But we couldn’t be everywhere at 
once. 

As dawn rose on the sixth day of the friaje, we felt a small shift in the steadily 
decreasing temperature. It remained steady for a few hours and then blissfully, the sun 
came out.  People peered wonderingly up at the sky, disbelief clouding their faces. We 
risked standing outdoors with our sweaters off, just to feel the warmth of the sun on our 
dry skins.  The monkeys ventured a little further that day and even found a couple of 
fruiting trees to raid. Still, they were eating a fraction of their normal dietary intake. 
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 The team decided to go out and get back to work. They split up, one group focusing 
on the saddlebacks and the other going to get feeding ecology data. Around 2 pm, the 
researchers who put in long-hours and eat late lunches began to traipse back into camp. 
And with them they brought one startling find – a young toucan in perfect condition, quite 
dead from the cold. 
 We gathered around the bird, as it lay unmoving on the ground by the comedor. I 
don’t think I’d seen anything quite so beautiful. Its fur was soft, with down still evident 
under its feathers. Its oversized beak, blue and yellow, lay clenched shut. Its iridescent blue 
feet sparkled against the grass. An acute sadness came over me, at a life so quickly 
extinguished. If only it could have held on for one more day, the sun would have set it free 
once more. 
 My despondency over the death of the toucan was soon overshadowed by reports 
brought back by other researchers of the animals they found dead on the trails.   
“Incredible!” I thought to myself, “but it can’t be true. They must have all seen the same 
birds, by taking the same trails and different times.” 
 I was sadly mistaken. Three dead birds on one trail, two on another, three eaten by 
Oso, the short-eared dog that lives on site, the reports poured in.  Some researchers brought 
the animals back for identification.  We heard from the field station up river that they had 
even seen a monkey dead on the trail.  
 I walked some of the trails to recover a few birds before the heat revived the usual 
scavengers, ants and butterflies, and saw small animals defeated by the cold everywhere.  
The finds kept rolling in for two more days. In the back of my mind I couldn’t get rid of the 
surreal feeling that this was so wrong for the rainforest. With its perfect system for reducing 
all waste or dead matter to mere molecules in the matter of a few hours, finding a dead 
animal that is recognisable is next to impossible. And yet, here were animals that had been 
dead for days, perfectly preserved by the cold.   
 Yesterday, we climbed out of bed to see the first warm day in almost a week.  
Breakfast was accompanied by warm oatmeal, kindly provided by the cook who managed 
to keep all our food as hot as possible until it was served.  The sky was remarkably clear, 
and the dull gray cloud cover had magically disappeared.  We were eating and laughing, 
our spirits raised when we heard a loud call from Gideon. 
Running outside, we saw him frantically gesturing towards the lookout, a big smile on his 
face.  Holding my breath I sped towards the edge of the embankment, overlooking the lazy 
Madre de Dios River, a chocolate serpent in a sea of green. And above the canopy, was a 
sight I’d waited three years to see, a sight that was only visible a few days each year. 
Beyond the river, startlingly close to us, towered the magnificent Andean mountain range. 
Impossibly high, snow-packed peaks glistened in the sharp sunlight of the morning. As I 
gazed around me I realised that the entire range was visible, the clouds resting well below 
the mountaintops, all along the horizon as far as the eye could see. 
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 A squirrel cuckoo preened itself on the top of a bush of canary yellow 
flowers that had bloomed overnight. The white-throated jacamars swooped towards their 
favourite perches. A group of noisy chachalacas left the top of the nearest cabin and dove 
out of sight over the embankment.  In the distance, for the first time in a week, the titi 
monkeys sang duets to each other, for the sheer joy of being alive. 
 I sighed a happy primate sigh to myself. All was well in the world once more.  
 

Read more blog entries at www.PrimatesPeru.com/blog 

Here Comes the Sun 

PrimatesPeru Health-list 

Mini 
38 chiggers 
29 sand flies 
0 ticks 
0 bot flies 

Mary 
110 chiggers 
18 sand flies 
1 bamboo spikes 
0 ticks 

Here’s the tally for the month, not 
including mosquito bites… 

Gideon 
11 chiggers 
34 sand flies 
1 tick 
1 bamboo spike 

 
Deidre 
29 chiggers 
11 sand flies 
3 ticks 
2 plant attacks 
1 bee sting in eye 
1 wasp sting 

 
David 
27 sand flies 
5 bamboo spikes 
0 bullet ants 
0 fire ants 
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