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and Advocate for the Protection of Chimpanzees
(1951 - 2024)
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Born in 1951 in St. Gallen,
Switzerland, Christophe Boesch
studied Biology at the University
of Geneva. He conducted
research under the supervision
of Diane Fossey on mountain
gorillas in the Virunga National
Park, Rwanda, and returned
from Africa infected with the
virus of great ape research. After
hearing rumors of nut-cracking
chimpanzees in Cote d’Ivoire,
he traveled in 1976 for the first
time to Tai National Park (TNP)
to find remains of cracked nut
shells in the forest. Craving to
study this behavior, he convinced
Hans Kummer to support his quest of studying
chimpanzee behavior for his PhD. Supported
with money from the Swiss National Foundation,
Christophe and his wife Hedwige returned in 1979
to TNP and began the long-term study on Western
chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes verus) known today as
the Tai Chimpanzee Project (TCP) (Boesch & Wittig
2019; Boesch & Boesch-Achermann 2000).

The first years were extremely hard. Christophe
and Hedwige first saw only black shapes, disappearing
into the rainforest. In the beginning it was looking
at nut-cracking workshops of the chimpanzees,
hearing the chimpanzees hammering and even,
with careful approaching, a deserted nut cracking
site when arriving. With tremendous determination
and patience, Christophe and Hedwige overcame
the chimpanzees fear and habituated them to
the presence of human observers. During these
first years, Christophe discovered that the Tai
chimpanzees used hammers of different materials
(stone or wood) depending on the hardness of the
nut, that they would transport the hammers over

Christophe Boesch in 2013 after the film
"Chimpanzee" has been released. (c) Markus Wiichter. chimpanzees

long distances and pick them up
on the way to the workshop, and
that female chimpanzees in Tai
are more efficient nut crackers
than males (Boesch & Boesch
1981, 1982, 1984a, 1984b). These
findings earned him his Ph.D.
from the University of Ziirich
(Switzerland) in 1984.

Having set up shop in the
middle of TNP, Christophe and
Hedwige Boesch continued their
research on the chimpanzees
throughout Christophe’s Ph.D.
research. They observed the
hunting  for

monkeys using collaborative
tactics. Chimpanzee — as hunter — was more efficient
when hunting these arboreal monkeys in groups.
Each member of the hunting party would enact
a different role, and the collaboration would be
rewarded by sharing the meat amongst the hunters
after the hunt (Boesch & Boesch 1989, 1994a,
1994b).

With the birth of their two children, Lukas
(*1983) and Léonore (¥1988), it became clear for
them that they would need help living in TNP
and following the chimpanzees through the forest.
Gregoire Nohon became their first employee, first as
the children’s nanny but very soon showing a keen
interest in the chimpanzees’ behavior. After a visit
to the Gombe chimpanzees in Tanzania in 1990
(Boesch 1996), Christophe decided to implement
an observation protocol for research staff. Gregoire,
and a few years later Honroa Kpazahi, became the
first staff members at TCP collecting chimpanzee
data.

In 1991, after 12 years in North camp of
TCP, Christophe became Assistant Professor
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Christophe in the
forest during the first
9 years of his studies in
Tai (undated photo,
courtesy of Hediwge
i Boesch).

in the Zoology
Department of
Stephen Stearns at
{ the University of
Basel, Switzerland.
While the family

moved to Basel,
| Christophe  went
back to observe

the chimpanzees as often as his job allowed. The
first students arrived at TCP, they and Christophe
habituated a second chimpanzee community south
of his original North group, and the local field
assistants became the backbone for continuous
research efforts.

In recognition of his merits for understanding
the evolution of human behavior, Christophe Boesch
received in 1997 the call to join the Max Planck
Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology (MPI
EVA) in Leipzig, Germany, as founding director
for primatology. This position allowed Christophe
finally to unfold his full scientific creativity. He
became a driving force for our understanding of
animal cultures and brought together chimpanzee
researchers to set up a comparison of behavioral
diversity across and within chimpanzee field sites
(Whiten et al. 1999; Boesch 2012; Luncz et al. 2012).

Flaring political unrest in Cote d’Ivoire (2001-
2011) convinced Christophe to launch additional
chimpanzee research sites in other African
countries. He habituated chimpanzees in the Loango
National Park, Gabon, in 2005. The extraordinary
tool use behavior of the Ozouga chimpanzees, using
a combination of two tools to access the honey of

underground bee nests (Boesch et al. 2009; Estienne
et al. 2017), gave Christophe the idea to establish the
Pan African (PanAf) Project - to study chimpanzee
cultures across all of Africa. Starting in 2010, the
PanAf became a huge success, probing chimpanzee
cultures and ecology with the same short term
sampling protocol across 46 study sites (Boesch et al.
2020). This research showed the cultural variation
of chimpanzees across Africa, but also that human
impact had eroding effects on their behavioral
variability (Kiihl ef al. 2019). Because of Christophe’s
research on chimpanzee cultures, cultural diversity
has become one factor of the JUCN in assessing
conservation status of chimpanzees (Carvalho et al.
2022).

The huge human pressure on the chimpanzees
in TNP made Christophe very aware that all this
knowledge about the chimpanzees comes with great
responsibility. Over the years, he had experienced
how chimpanzees disappeared or were killed by
illegal hunting in the fields close to and in TNP.
He saw chimpanzees dying from diseases, some
naturally present in the forest and others originating
in humans (Kéndgen et al. 2008). His original study
group went through a demographic decline from
about 80 to about 20 in 30 years (Wittig & Boesch
2019). Thus, early in his career, it became evident to
him that he needed to protect the chimpanzees to be
able to study their behavior. As a result, he founded
the Wild Chimpanzee Foundation (WCEF) in 2000,
a non-governmental organization to protect wild
chimpanzees in West Africa. He was able to show
that TCP, as a long-term research project, repels
illegal human activity in TNP and that densities
of chimpanzees and other wildlife is higher in the
research area than in the rest of the National Park
(Campbell et al. 2011; Kouamé N’Goran et al. 2013).
Under the leadership of its president Christophe
Boesch, WCF became a driving force behind
chimpanzee conservation in Céte d’Ivoire, Liberia
and Guinea. He and WCF were instrumental in

During  Christophes  retirement
symposium (first row left to right):
Inza Kone (DG CSRS), Christophe
Boesch, Honora Kpazahi (Head of Staff
TCP), Tondossama Adama (DG OIPR),
Camille Dji (former staff member),
Zoro Gone Bi (coordinator TCP) and
Gregoire Nohon (Head of Staff WCEF).
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Christophe Boesch advocating for the protection of chimpanzees in Abidjan (2013). Photo courtesy of WCF.

creating Grebo-Krahn National Park in Liberia
(2017), Moyen-Bafin National Park in Guinea
(2023), and Cavally Forest Reserve in Cote d’Ivoire
(2024).

After his retirement from the directorship of the
MPI EVA in 2019, Christophe invested all his energy
in the conservation of chimpanzees. He was a true
champion of chimpanzee protection. He won the St.
Andrews Prize for the Environment in 2015 and was
a Finalist for the Indianapolis Prize in both 2021 and
2023.

On January 14, 2024, fate struck. It did not
strike in a forest in Africa, but in his adopted
home of Leipzig. Christophe Boesch, “Le pére de la
primatologie en Cote d’Ivoire;” as the president of
the African Primatological Society, Inza Kone, called
him afterwards, passed away. The void he leaves is
immense, but his passion for the chimpanzees will
continue in the countless students he has trained
and infected with the virus for great ape research
and conservation.

REFERENCES

Boesch, C. 1994a. Cooperative hunting in wild
chimpanzees. Animal Behaviour 48: 653-667.
https://doi.org/10.1006/anbe.1994.1285

Boesch, C. 1994b. Chimpanzees-red colobus
monkeys: a predator-prey system. Animal
Behaviour ~ 47:  1135-1148.  https://doi.

0rg/10.1006/anbe.1994.1152

Boesch, C. 1996. Hunting strategies of Gombe and
Tai chimpanzees. In Chimpanzee Cultures. R.-W.
Wrangham, W.C. McGrew, Frans B.M. de Waal
& P.G. Heltne, eds. Harvard University Press. Pp.
77-91.

Boesch, C. 2012. Wild Cultures: A Comparison
between Chimpanzee and Human Cultures.
Cambridge University Press.

Boesch, C. & H. Boesch. 1981. Sex differences in the
use of natural hammers by wild chimpanzees: A
preliminary report. Journal of Human Evolution
10:  585-593.  https://doi.org/10.1016/S0047-
2484(81)80049-8

Boesch, C. & H. Boesch. 1982. Optimisation of
nut-cracking with natural hammers by wild
chimpanzees. Behaviour 83: 265-286.

Boesch, C. & H. Boesch. 1984a. Mental map in wild
chimpanzees: an analysis of hammer transports
for nut cracking. Primates 25: 160-170. https://
doi.org/10.1007/BF02382388

Boesch, C. & H. Boesch. 1984b. Possible causes of
sex differences in the use of natural hammers by
wild chimpanzees. Journal of Human Evolution
13:  415-440. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0047-
2484(84)80055-X

Boesch, C. & H. Boesch. 1989. Hunting behavior
of wild chimpanzees in the Tai National Park.
American Journal of Physical Anthropology
78: 547-573. https://doi.org/10.1002/



62 / Wittig and Crockford

ajpa.1330780410

Boesch, C. & H. Boesch-Achermann. 2000. The
Chimpanzees of the Tai Forest: Behavioural
Ecology and Evolution. Oxford University Press,
Oxford.

Boesch, C., J. Head & M.M. Robbins. 2009.
Complex tool sets for honey extraction among
chimpanzees in Loango National Park, Gabon.
Journal of Human Evolution 56: 560-569. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.jhevol.2009.04.001

Boesch, C., A.K. Kalan, R. Mundry, M. Arandjelovic,
S. Pika, P. Dieguez, E.A. Ayimisin, A. Barciela, C.
Coupland, V.E. Egbe, M. Eno-Nku, M.]. Michael,
D. Fine, A.R. Hernandez-Aguilar, V. Hermans,
P. Kadam, M. Kambi, M. Llana, G. Maretti,
D. Morgan, M. Murai, E. Neil, S. Nicholl, L.J.
Ormsby, R. Orume, L. Pacheco, A. Piel, C. Sanz,
L. Sciaky, EA. Stewart, N. Tagg, E.G. Wessling,
J. Willie & H.S. Kiithl. 2020. Chimpanzee
ethnography reveals unexpected cultural
diversity. Nature Human Behavior 4: 910-916.
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-020-0890-1

Boesch, C. & R.M. Wittig. 2019. The Chimpanzees of
the Tai Forest: 40 Years of Research. Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge, UK.

Campbell, G., H. Kuehl, A. Diarrassouba, PK.
N’Goran & C. Boesch. 2011. Long-term research
sites as refugia for threatened and over-harvested
species. Biology Letters 7: 723-726. https://doi.
0rg/10.1098/rsbl.2011.0155

Carvalho, S., E.G. Wessling, E.E. Abwe, K. Almeida-
Warren, M. Arandjelovic, C. Boesch, E. Danquah,
M.S. Diallo, C. Hobaiter, K. Hockings, T. Humle,
R.A.Tkemeh, A K. Kalan, L. Luncz, G. Ohashi, A.
Pascual-Garrido, A. Piel, L. Samuni, S. Soiret, C.
Sanz & K. Koops. 2022. Using nonhuman culture
in conservation requires careful and concerted
action. Conservation Letters 15: €12860. https://
doi.org/10.1111/conl.12860

Estienne, V., C. Stephens & C. Boesch. 2017.
Extraction of honey from underground bee nests
by central African chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes
troglodytes) in Loango National Park, Gabon:
Techniques and individual differences. American
Journal of Primatology n/a-n/a. https://doi.
org/10.1002/ajp.22672

Kondgen, S., H. Kiihl, PK. N’Goran, P.D. Walsh, S.
Schenk, N. Ernst, R. Biek, P. Formenty, K. Mitz-
Rensing, B. Schweiger, S. Junglen, H. Ellerbrok,
N. Nitsche, T. Briese, W.I. Lipkin, G. Pauli,

C. Boesch & EH. Leendertz. 2008. Pandemic
human viruses cause decline of endangered great
apes. Current Biology 18: 260-264. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.cub.2008.01.012

Kouamé N’Goran, P, C. Yao Kouakou, E. Kouakou
N’Goran, S. Konaté, 1. Herbinger, F. Ayé Yapi,
H. Kuehl & C. Boesch. 2013. Chimpanzee
conservation status in the World Heritage Site
Tai National Park, Cote d’Ivoire. International
Journal of Innovation and Applied Studies 3: 326
336.

Kihl, H.S., C. Boesch, L. Kulik, E Haas, M.
Arandjelovic, P. Dieguez, G. Bocksberger,
M.B. McElreath, A. Agbor, S. Angedakin, E.A.
Ayimisin, E. Bailey, D. Barubiyo, M. Bessone, G.
Brazzola, R. Chancellor, H. Cohen, C. Coupland,
E.Danquah, T. Deschner, D. Dowd, A. Dunn, V.E.
Egbe, H. Eshuis, A. Goedmakers, A.-C. Granjon,
J. Head, D. Hedwig, V. Hermans, I. Imong, K.J.
Jeffery, S. Jones, J. Junker, P. Kadam, M. Kambere,
M. Kambi, I. Kienast, D. Kujirakwinja, K.E.
Langergraber, J. Lapuente, B. Larson, K. Lee,
V. Leinert, M. Llana, G. Maretti, S. Marrocol,
R. Martin, T.J. Mbi, A.C. Meier, B. Morgan, D.
Morgan, FE. Mulindahabi, M. Murai, E. Neil, P.
Niyigaba, L.J. Ormsby, R. Orume, L. Pacheco, A.
Piel, J. Preece, S. Regnaut, A. Rundus, C. Sanz,
J. van Schijndel, V. Sommer, F. Stewart, N. Tagg,
E. Vendras, V. Vergnes, A. Welsh, E.G. Wessling,
J. Willie, R.M. Wittig, Y.G. Yuh, K. Yurkiw, K.
Zuberbiihler & A.K. Kalan. 2019. Human impact
erodes chimpanzee behavioral diversity. Science
363: 1453-1455. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.
aau4532

Luncz, L.V, R. Mundry, R. & C. Boesch. 2012.
Evidence for cultural differences between
neighboring chimpanzee communities. Current
Biology 22: 922-926. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
cub.2012.03.031

Whiten, A., J. Goodall, W.C. McGrew, T. Nishida,
V. Reynolds, Y. Sugiyama, C.E.G. Tutin, R-W.
Wrangham & C. Boesch. 1999. Cultures in
chimpanzees. Nature 399: 682-685. https://doi.
org/10.1038/21415

Wittig, RM. & C. Boesch. 2019. Demography and
life history of five chimpanzee communities in
Tai National Park. In The Chimpanzees of the
Tai Forest: 40 Years of Research. C. Boesch &
R.M. Wittig, eds. Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge, UK. Pp. 125-140.



