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New Species of Owl Monkey Re-Discovered ... 30 Years Later

Likemany zoo visitors, Roger Brumback’ strip to the San Diego
Zooearlier thisyear drew himtotheprimateexhibits. What devel oped
after that, however, wasunlike any experience shared by therest of us.
Brumback found himself infront of the owl monkeysand it reminded
him of research he conducted some 30 yearsago. The name of the
monkey in San Diego, Aotus nancymai, wasnot oneherecognizedfrom
thepast, but heknew it must be associated with Nancy Shui FongMa,
acytogeneticist who had studied Aotusin the 1970s. Brumback now
wondered what had become of hisown work on owl monkey genetics.
When hereturned home, he searched the Internet and came upon the
University of Wisconsin’ sPrimatelnfo Net. Ashescanned thecurrent
taxonomic classification of owl monkeys, Brumback wasstartled to
discover detailsof “Brumback’ sOwl Monkey” (Aotus brumbacki).

Feeling honored and humbled that aspecieswas named for him,
Brumback continued hisquest for moreinformation. Helearned that,
likemany primates, A. brumbacki isthreatened by rampant destruc-
tion of itsColombian habitat. It islisted asvulnerablein [IUCN’ s2000
RedList (A. Rylands, personal communication). Brumback knew he
had to do somethingto help; hefelt an obligationto save”his” monkey.

Inhissearchfor additional resources, Brumback consulted the Ameri-
can Society of Primatol ogists’ web siteand

M useum, urging others with Aotus specimensto do the same. At that
point, Brumback | ost contact with the primatol ogy community, but his
work was not ignored. After examining the deposited specimens,
Hershkovitz confirmed the earlier suspicions and named one species
Aotus brumbacki. Accordingto Hershkovitz, “ Thetaxonomicrevisions
proposed by Brumback werenot generally accepted. Hisurgent appeals
tobiological investigatorsfor preciseidentificationsof night monkeys
they used in scientific research went largely unheeded” (p. 210).

ThenameHershkovitzisrecognized and well-respected by members
of the American Society of Primatologists. In 1991, hereceived the
Society’ shighest honor of being named Distinguished Primatol ogist.
From an obituary appearing inthe LaboratoryPrimateNewsl etter :

“ Philip Hershkovitz, 87, died Saturday, February 15, 1997 after a
distinguished career. At thetimeof hisdeath hewasemeritusCurator of
Mammal sat the Field Museum. Hewasnamed Curator inthe Depart-
ment of Zoology in 1956 after serving asAssociate Curator and having
been on staff since 1947. Mr. Hershkovitzretiredin 1971 but continued
doingresearchandwriting. Hewr otemor ethan 300 scientific, popul ar
and encyclopediaarticlesaswell astheclassicLivingNewWorld Mon-
keys(Platyrrhini). Mr. Hershkovitziscredited with finding 75 new spe-

cies and subspecies of mammalsin South

sent an email messageto John Capitanio, ASP
President-Elect andwebsitecreator. Hetold
hisstory inaseriesof email exchangeswith
Capitanio, who then forwarded the story for
publicationinthe ASP Bulletin. Thefollow-
ingisextracted from Brumback’ sownwords:

“1n 1968, during the freshman Spring
quarter at the Pennsylvania SateMedical Col-
legeinHershey, PA, | waslooking for are-
search project. | talked with oneof thein-
structorsin Anatomy, DennisStaton, whowas
originallytrainedingeology and had devel -
oped aninterest inanthropology and prima-
tology. Staton and hisformer colleague (Neil
Todd) fromhisdaysat Harvard University
hadbeenusingtherel atively newtechniqueof
chromosomeanalysistoidentifyevolutionary
trendsin primates. One of the missing data
pointsin those studieswasthe karyotype of
the South American owl monkey. Thus, Staton
suggested aproject toinvestigatethekaryotypeof thisanimal. | then
discussed the project with Steve Benjamin and Max Lang who both
weresupportive. However, | neededtolearn thetechnique of chromo-
some analysis (tissueculture, etc.). The person that knew something
about thiswas John Kreider who showed methetechniques, andlet me
usehisculturefacilities. | studied not only someanimal swe purchased
at Her shey, but al sotravel edto Boston and got ti ssueand bl ood samples
fromalot of monkeysin the zoo and froma Boston supplier. Then |
spentthenext several yearscollectingthedata. | then cut out and pasted
thousandsof karytoypesfromall theseanimals. Finally, | hadthere-
sultsand found what | suspected to be speciesdifferences. Max Lang
hel ped meto prepareamanuscript and| sentit to FoliaPrimatologica
Inthepaper, thestatisticsfor our analysisweresogoodthat | wassure
no onewould believethey werenot madeup, sol sentall theraw data
for reviewer sto see. Thepaper wasacceptedimmediately and without
revisionand, inretrospect, that isremarkabl efor afirst manuscript—
I havenever hadthat happenagain.”

Several additional publicationsresulted fromthiswork. In 1975, as
Brumback’ scareer turned to new directions, hevisited primatol ogist
Philip Hershkovitz and gave him all theresearch materials. Brumback
published aletter inthe Mammalian Chromosome Newsl etter, stating
that he had deposited the materialswith Hershkovitz at the Field

A Brumback’s Owl Monkey (Aotus brumbacki)
shown craddled in the hands of the ¢ |
“original” Brumback. (Photo courtesy R. Brumback) (t0 1982), University of Rochester (to 1986),

America, including monkeys, marsupials, ro-
dents, andtapir. About a dozen specieshave
beennamedfor him. Hisresearchin 1963 saved
hundred of livesin the Amazon region of Bo-
livia by hel ping end an epidemic there of hem-
orrhagic fever carried by a species of field
mice.”

It is unknown whether Hershkovitz at-
tempted to inform Brumback about the new
speciesname. If hedid, it may have been diffi-
cultinthe pre-Internet world to keep track of
thelatter’ swhereabouts. Upon compl etion of
hismedicd trainingin Pennsylvania, Brumback
went on to devel op hisown distinguished ca-
reer. Heaccepted appointmentsat Washington
University School of Medicinein St. Louis
(1975), NIH (to 1977), University of Pitts-
burgh (t0 1978), University of North Dakota

and finally University of Oklahoma (since
1986). Heisnow David Ross Boyd Professor and I nterim Chairman of
the Department of Pathology inthe University of OklahomaCollege of
Medicine, specializinginthestudy of Alzeimer’ sdisease.

When John Capitanio forwarded thisstory for publicationinthe
Bulletin, | wasstruck not only by thisexciting re-discovery, but the
realization that Brumback was at the sameinstitution asme. | contacted
himimmediately tolearn more about thisstory, recruit him asanew
member of ASP, andtell him about the Society’ sconservation activities.

Asaself-described “ born again conservationist,” Brumback hasre-
cently giventhe American Society of Primatologists' Conservation Fund
asubstantial donation, whichwill betargetedfor thestudy and protec-
tion of Brumback’ sOwl Monkey. - Janette Wallis, ASP Bulletin Editor.
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