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Chimpanzees of the Budongo Forest, Uganda

Rev�ew of The Chimpanzees of the Budongo Forest: Ecology, 
Behaviour, and Conservation by Vernon Reynolds. Oxford 
University Press, Oxford. 297pp. ISBN: 0-19-851546-4. 
Paperback: US$ 69.50. 2005.

Here �s the latest add�t�on to a very spec�al�zed genre: 
books about chimpanzee field-sites that are titled “The Chim-
panzees of...” It is at least the fifth such book, following those 
by Gh�gl�er� (�984), Goodall (�986), N�sh�da (�990), and 
Boesch and Boesch-Achermann (2000). If the t�tle �s der�va-
t�ve, the subt�tle �s more reveal�ng of the contents, and here (to 
quote Meatloaf), “Two out of three a�n’t bad!”

Ch�mpology �s full of �nterest�ng pract�t�oners, but even 
among such a colorful bunch, Vernon Reynolds stands out. 
He was one of a tr�o of p�oneers (Jane Goodall and Adr�-
aan Kortlandt being the others) who founded field studies 
of ch�mpanzees �n the �960s. He (and w�fe Frank�e) d�d the 
fieldwork, wrote his book (Reynolds 1965), and moved on to 
other th�ngs. Then, after an �nterlude of almost 30 years, at a 
stage of career when most pr�matolog�sts have already ret�red 
to the armcha�r, he dec�ded to return to Budongo, �mpelled by 
an incident that exemplified the accelerating threat to the exis-
tence of our nearest l�v�ng relat�ons �n Afr�ca. The paramount 
status g�ven to conservat�on �n th�s book �s what makes �t stand 
out among �ts counterparts.

Four of the book’s �2 chapters are devoted to human-ape 
�nteract�on �n or around the Budongo Forest, a med�um-alt�-
tude, sem�dec�duous block of 435 km². Th�s most northerly of 
the major forested areas �n western Uganda �s a forest reserve 
(but not a national park). Its history of timber extraction in 
var�ous forms goes back to colon�al t�mes, and even today one 
of the ch�ef problems w�th conservat�on �s �llegal p�t-sawyer-
�ng for mahogan�es.

The most po�nted threats to the ch�mpanzees are snar�ng 
and trapp�ng. One-th�rd of the �nd�v�duals beyond �nfancy �n 
the Sonso study commun�ty are cr�ppled from snare �njur�es. 
If th�s proport�on �s general�zed to the Budongo populat�on as 
a whole, almost 200 unfortunate apes are suffer�ng at any one 
time, and this figure omits those who die in pain from such 
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injuries. The chapter on snaring makes for excruciating read-
�ng at t�mes, but also talks pragmat�cally of the pros and cons 
of measures taken to tackle the problem. It �s the best treat-
ment in print on this vexed topic.

Another tell�ng chapter �s a case study of a rel�ct com-
mun�ty, Kasokwa, of only �3 ch�mpanzees, hang�ng on �n a 
nearby 73-ha r�par�an forest. The�r s�tuat�on �s per�lous, and 
Reynolds g�ves all s�des of the story, from the v�ewpo�nts of 
the apes, local people, and researchers. The problem �s not just 
deforestat�on and agr�cultural �ncurs�on, but also the cho�ce of 
sugar cane as the preferred crop, wh�ch �s an �rres�st�ble temp-
tat�on to crop-ra�d�ng. Here, as elsewhere, Reynolds �s frank 
�n h�s assessments, and �n h�s recount�ng of the successes and 
fa�lures of attempts at conservat�on �ntervent�on.

F�nally, the book �s the best yet on emphas�z�ng �n deta�l 
the var�ous types of human-ape �nteract�on that have �mpl�ca-
tions for the latter’s morbidity and mortality. Exemplary cases 
of rap�d veter�nary response, e�ther �n the case of d�sease out-
break or for necropsy, are descr�bed �n full. Paras�tes are g�ven 
the�r due. The Budongo Forest Project �s a standard-setter �n 
how to implement a modern field study.

The behav�oral aspects of the book are more uneven, 
with an emphasis on unusual events. There is, for example, 
an ent�re chapter on �nfant�c�de but only two paragraphs on 
play. An �ntra-commun�ty k�ll�ng gets a useful whole chapter. 
Most of the usual topics, from sex to grooming to dominance 
struggles, are covered �n enough deta�l to allow compar�son 
w�th other populat�ons elsewhere. Notably, l�ke other Ugandan 
populat�ons, the Budongo ch�mpanzees show l�ttle tool-use.

Ecology is given shorter shrift. For example, there is 
no l�st of sympatr�c fauna beyond pr�mates, and although 
predators are referred to, none are named. Other pr�mates are 
consigned to an appendix, where a major competitor, Papio 
anubis, gets only two paragraphs. Feed�ng ecology gets more 
space, but inexplicably three rankings of dietary preference 
are never �nter-correlated, leav�ng the reader to wonder wh�ch 
to follow. Apparently, the most fed-upon spec�es of plant �s 
Broussonettia papyrifera, an exotic introduced in the 1950s 
(wh�ch recalls the dependence of the Gombe ch�mpanzees on 
another �ntroduced spec�es, the o�l palm).

The findings of the book are well documented, and Reyn-
olds �s generous and met�culous �n g�v�ng cred�t for results 
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to his extensive team of Ugandans and expatriates. However, 
th�s �nclus�veness also poses a problem: 37% (98 of 360) 
of references l�sted are to unpubl�shed theses, d�ssertat�ons, 
reports, abstracts, etc. Hav�ng not gone through the r�gors of 
scientific peer-review, it is not clear how much stock can be 
put �n the�r data or conclus�ons, however t�mely and �ngen�ous 
are the top�cs tackled.

Overall, the book �s an effect�ve blend of sc�ence and con-
servat�on. More than any of �ts predecessors �n the genre, �t 
takes seriously and unflinchingly the challenges of long-term 
protect�on of apes �n Afr�can forests. The book’s purchase 
pr�ce �s not cheap, but �t deserves as w�de an aud�ence as pos-
s�ble among pr�mate conservat�on�sts. We can all be glad that 
Vernon Reynolds chose to return to Budongo.
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