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To Apsara, explore, question, laugh at your own foibles and at folks who think they have the answers.
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“NOT EVERYTHING THAT CAN BE COUNTED COUNTS, AND NOT EVERYTHING THAT COUNTS CAN BE COUNTED.”1
         

 


THE 19TH CENTURY BRITISH BIOCHEMIST J. B. S. HALDANE, AN ARDENT MARXIST WHO QUIT ENGLAND FOR INDIA, WAS ONCE APPROACHED BY A DISTINGUISHED THEOLOGIAN TO ASK WHAT INFERENCES ONE COULD DRAW ABOUT THE NATURE OF THE CREATOR FROM THE STUDY OF HIS CREATION. HALDANE REPLIED, WITH HIS USUAL TERSENESS, THAT “GOD HAS AN INORDINATE FONDNESS FOR BEETLES.”
         

1Attribution uncertain. The quote (with reversed parallel phrases) is often attributed to Albert Einstein; some sources say it was written on a sign in his Princeton office, but it does not appear in his published writing. William Bruce Cameron wrote these well-known words, eight years after Einstein’s death, in his 1963 textbook Informal Sociology: A Casual Introduction to Sociological Thinking.
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London, United Kingdom

A century after his death, there is a growing re-recognition of Wallace’s achievements.
         




    

  
    
      

         


SHIVA’S BEACH – DAWN
            

Pulau Enu, Aru Islands, Indonesia



A milky sunrise on a deserted beach, watching a miracle.
            


As the sun rises, a bunch of just-hatched turtles, each shorter than my thumb, scamper like reptilian puppies to the sea. After they all reach the ocean safely, I strip and swim in new-turtle water to wash off the sand. Alfred, I half expect to see you straggling out of the scraggly forest, in need of a bath and English-speaking company.
         

Back at the nest site, a straggler is emerging from the quickly heating sand half an hour behind his nest-mates. Call it biology, or call it a minor miracle, his appearance is both startling and comforting.
         

This curious birthing ground I dub Shiva’s Beach. A site of creation.
         

The laggard baby green turtle marches clumsily but with determined flipper steps into the sea. He swims aggressively, sticking his little head out of the water every few seconds. The water is clear and warm and benign, free of hungry fish or crabs, the sky blue and free of turtle-loving gulls.
         

The little fellow swims toward a group of seven fishing boats anchored a hundred meters offshore. I tell him not to, but he doesn’t listen. But the sea is big, and perhaps he will pass his life free of hassle. Eventually he paddles out of sight. A boy. He doesn’t really know where he is going, but he knows he has a journey to make. I wish him well, as much for my sake as for his.
         

 


From chaos
         

Shiva creates
         

Trident aloft
         




    

  
    
      

         


BOYS’ STUFF
            

Natural History Museum, London, United Kingdom



In the Zetland Arms pub, which smells of stale beer and has a carpet so threadworn that I sense perhaps Wallace spilled ale on it a hundred and fifty years ago.
            



* * *


In 1854, after an uneventful sea passage from England, Alfred Russel Wallace, a nearly broke, self-taught British naturalist, arrived in Singapore and began an eight-year exploration of Southeast Asia. He traveled some 22,400 kilometers (14,000 miles) and collected 125,660 specimens of insects, birds and animals, including hundreds of new species. But ideas interested him more than taxonomic numbers, and during Wallace’s Asian sojourn he elaborated theories of biogeography (the study of the distribution of living things in space and time) and island biology. He opined on man’s social quirks and racial distinctions, and developed a theory of natural selection and the evolution of species that he mailed to Charles Darwin, who had been pondering the same questions for many years. Wallace’s letter to Darwin spurred the older scientist into publishing his famous The Origin of Species. Some conspiracy theorists say that Darwin and his well-placed friends in the British scientific hierarchy deliberately sidelined Wallace, who was in Indonesia during the critical period when the theory of natural selection was presented in London. Darwin today is a household name; Wallace isn’t.
            

* * *


In 1969, fresh out of university and motivated by Kennedy-inspired ideals and a reluctance to fight in Vietnam, I joined the United States Peace Corps and was sent to Sarawak, a Malaysian state on the island of Borneo, where I advised rural teachers, slashed and burned the forest, hunted crocodiles and wild pigs, and debated whether I should adorn my body with Iban tattoos. I then moved to Singapore, talked my way into an advertising job, and saw Asia from the other side – the side with the money and power. I eventually moved to Indonesia, traveling through most of the country’s twenty-seven provinces in the process of producing TV commercials, writing news stories, feasting on roast bat and cassava leaves and rice wine, breathing volcanic sulphurous air, and swimming with dolphins.

* * *




Back in Europe on a foggy winter day, I have to dig deep to remember the emotions of Shiva’s Beach. That hot isolated island, so real then, has taken on a Brigadoon-like quality. Shiva’s Beach now seems no more real than a museum diorama. I have the notes and the photos, but the dawn of the turtles has taken on a dreamlike quality. Did it happen?
         

I can’t get Alfred Russel Wallace out of my head. He’s an insistent presence, a biographical version of malaria or athlete’s foot or the smell of durian on my hands or the last song I hear on the radio before going to bed. He’s the first person I would invite to a fantasy dinner party.

But my decades in Asia, and Wallace’s eight years there, are real because we both have physical souvenirs. When Wallace finally returned home, he wrote:

When I reached England [after eight years in Southeast Asia] in the spring of 1862, I found myself surrounded by a room full of packing-cases, containing the collections that I had from time to time sent home for my private use. These comprised nearly three thousand bird-skins, of about a thousand species; and at least twenty thousand beetles and butterflies, of about seven thousand species; besides some quadrupeds and landshells. A large proportion of these I had not seen for years; and in my then weak state of health, the unpacking, sorting, and arranging of such a mass of specimens occupied a long time.1
            


This prodigious collection was amassed while Wallace endured malaria, poverty, and loneliness. Why would a grown man voluntarily suffer to simply collect insects? Wallace could have, after all, stayed in England and worked as a surveyor like his brother.

[As a boy] I possessed a strong desire to know the causes of things, a great love of beauty in form and colour, and a considerable but not excessive desire for order and arrangement in whatever I had to do.2
            


What makes someone a passionate collector? Sigmund Freud, who was born in 1856 while Wallace was in eastern Indonesia, might have analyzed that a chronic gatherer and organizer is locked in an anal-retentive mode, unwilling to let go, unable to touch his emotions.

Psychologist Werner Muensterberger had a different spin: “Observing collectors, one soon discovers an unrelenting need, even hunger, for acquisitions,” he wrote. “This ongoing search is a core element of their personality. It is linked to far deeper roots. It turns out to be a tendency which derives from a not immediately discernible sense memory of deprivation or loss or vulnerability and a subsequent longing for substitution, closely allied with moodiness and depressive leanings.” Too convoluted for my taste, and sloppily written to boot. I think the likely explanation is simpler. I figure this collecting business was simply a way to keep the boy in Alfred Russel Wallace alive.

Like all interesting people Wallace was a bundle of contradictions: a scientist and a believer in spirits, a hard-nosed hunter who shot seventeen orangutans and a soppy surrogate father to an orangutan baby he had orphaned. He saw dignity in the indigenous people he met but he neither refrained from calling them “savages” nor called for an end to colonialism. His collections of birds of paradise fed an increased demand in Europe, which caused various species of those birds to become threatened in the wild. He correctly predicted environmental havoc and the need for personal and governmental environmental responsibility.

Why did he travel far and dirty? I can only speculate – one can decipher only so much from reading another person’s books, even an autobiography. We are rarely honest, particularly when our writing will be exposed to the coarse air of scrutiny.

Wallace had a Jack Kerouac-like wanderlust. He was a collector of the most avaricious kind, a taxonomist who both enjoyed and saw the basic need to assign things their proper place in the scheme of things, a scientist who measured the boiling point of water when ascending a mountain, an anthropologist and social reformer. He was a remarkably lucid, provocative, and prolific writer (he wrote 769 publications, including 508 scientific papers and 22 books, totaling some 10,000 pages of printed matter). A Victorian Leonardo in great need of da Vinci’s public relations agency.

* * *


I put the question of why Wallace collected to Martin Brendell, who works in the beetle section at the British Museum, a generous, easy-to-smile man who bought the first round at the Zetland Arms.

Brendell and I went through the possible explanations. For one, the nineteenth-century British collecting public was fascinated by beetles, and Wallace was paid well – he excitedly wrote that, “[The second shipment of insects sent] from Singapore produced £1000 gross!”

Wallace was never shy about admitting that he went to Asia to earn some money. But the money was a means to a fuzzy end. He didn’t want the cash to buy a new home (as much as he was always in need of a new home); he needed the cash to let him continue his explorations.

Similarly, Martin Brendell has never been in it for the money.

I had first met Brendell in 1980 during the Operation Drake expedition in Sulawesi, a large, orchid-shaped and biologically curious island in eastern Indonesia. My initial image of him will stay with me – it was night, and he had set up a white bed sheet with a gas pressure lamp behind it. Insects of all descriptions, attracted by the light, slammed into the cloth while Brendell nudged them into collecting trays. The parts of Brendell that were not protected by swimming trunks were covered with moths and beetles and flies and god-knows-what.

“I’ve got some new species here, I’m sure,” I remember him telling me, trying hard not to swallow one that was emerging from his scraggly beard. “But there aren’t enough taxonomists around so I may never know what I’ve got.” He’s not doing too badly, however, with some thirty new species to his credit.

Is that it? The immortality that comes with discovering new species? Or are beetles merely stepping stones to the big questions of evolution and natural selection, on which Wallace’s current reputation rests?
         

“I imagine Wallace spent an awful lot of time standing around with his mouth open saying ‘this is unbelievable,’” Brendell suggested, sipping on a pint of lager. Beetles are pretty and dramatic and colorful and easy to collect and don’t take up a lot of space. A guy could begin a reasonable collection in a couple of afternoons.
         

It is a melancholy fact that many of our fellow creatures do not know what is a beetle! They think cockroaches are beetles! Tell them that beetles are more numerous more varied and even more beautiful than the birds or beasts or fishes that inhabit the earth and they will hardly believe you; – tell them that he who does not know something about beetles misses a never failing source of pleasure and occupation and is ignorant of one of the most important groups of animals inhabiting the earth and they will think you are joking; – tell them further that he who has never observed and studied beetles passes over more wonders in every field and every copse than the ordinary traveller sees who goes round the world and they will perhaps consider you crazy, – yet you will have told them only the truth. [italics Wallace]3
            


I admire Wallace for maintaining his ability to marvel at the diversity of life. For spending all those years alone, eating rotten food, writing letters to people back in England who might have died since he last saw them, hassling with a dozen porters just to move his camp from one damp location to another, negotiating permission to enter the territory of self-important sultans and officials. A weaker man would have become bitter. Wallace instead rejoiced in small victories.

I had the good fortune to capture one of the most magnificent insects the world contains, the great bird-wing butterfly, Ornithoptera poseidon [now Ornithoptera priamus poseidon]. I trembled with excitement as I saw it coming majestically toward me and could hardly believe I had really succeeded in my stroke till I had taken it out of the net and was gazing, lost in admiration…. The village of Dobbo [Dobo, in Aru] held that evening at least one contented man.4
            


* * *


The Natural History Museum’s beetle collection today numbers some eight to ten million specimens neatly kept in twenty-two thousand flat drawers.5 The beetles range in size from the top of this exclamation point: ! to an Amazonian species as large as a songbird. The beetles Wallace collected – thirty drawers full – are identified by circular white labels, often written in his own hand. They sometimes share a drawer with beetles adorned with square printed labels, which were collected by Charles Darwin. These are historic creatures that have attained some form of immortality merely by being under the right rotting log at the right time. During eight years in Southeast Asia Wallace collected an astonishing 125,660 specimens, and when these got sorted out he had discovered among them 900 new species of beetles, 200 new species of ants, 50 new species of the Pieridae and 96 of the 130 known species of the Papilionidae families of butterflies.6 He was the Joe DiMaggio of naturalists, based just on his Asian collections. And we’ll never know how many he collected during his four years in the Amazon, since most of his collection, along with most of his notebooks, was lost at sea.
         

Yet the odd thing is that even late in life, when Wallace and the establishment grudgingly made peace with each other, he considered himself a bit of an upstart, a pretender in Darwin’s shadow.

I was then (as often since) the ‘young man in a hurry:’ he [Darwin], the painstaking and patient student, seeking ever the full demonstration of the truth that he had discovered, rather than to achieve immediate personal fame. [italics Wallace]7
            


The circular and the square-labeled beetles in the museum’s collection represent Alfred Russel Wallace’s close but sometimes uncomfortable relationship with Charles Darwin, a touchy area for fans of both men. In the 1840s and 1850s both Darwin and Wallace, living half a world apart, became correspondents. Wallace recalled his first meeting with Darwin: “I was, in 1854, preparing for my visit to the Malay Archipelago by a study of the insects and birds of that region, when one day, I think very early in the year, I was introduced to Darwin in the Insect-room of the British Museum, and had a few minutes’ conversation with him, but I cannot recollect that anything of importance passed between us.”8
          

Darwin claimed he had no recollection of having met Wallace. Each had been independently grappling with the question of whether species change and, if so, how. While living in Sarawak, on the island of Borneo, and then in Ternate, in eastern Indonesia, Wallace came up with his evolutionary theories and sent his thoughts to Darwin, the famous thinker and one-off explorer (Darwin never again left England following the voyage of the Beagle, his only overseas trip). Here is where history gets sticky. Darwin had been pretty certain that species evolved, had been working on the question of origin of species for many years, but was missing the key piece of the puzzle – the mechanism for change. Darwin procrastinated over writing up his ideas for many years until the postman surprised him with Wallace’s now-famous Ternate Paper of 1858. Imagine Darwin’s surprise. There he was, sitting in Down House, working on his theory but afraid to publish it, either because he wasn’t sure of his data or because he was afraid of antagonizing the British social order (not to mention his devout wife) with such a revolutionary idea that challenged the Biblical concept of creation. Out of the blue, Wallace, a younger, less-acclaimed scientist of no particular social standing, seemingly lost in the Asian jungles, sent Darwin a significant part of the answer, the mechanism of natural selection as proven by the concept that “the fittest would survive,” with the humble entreaty that if Darwin felt the paper had merit, could he please pass it on to Charles Lyell, doyen of the British scientific establishment. In this paper, conceived during a malarial fever, Wallace presented a theory of natural selection that uncannily resembled Darwin’s ideas.
         

Then, according to some historians and writers, Wallace got sidelined. The conspiracy theorists say that due to the prodding of his friends Joseph Hooker and Charles Lyell, well-known botanist and geologist respectively, Darwin rushed to dust off a piece of unpublished correspondence and some unpublished notes, which were presented on July 1, 1858 at a meeting of the Linnean Society in London. Although Wallace’s paper was also read into the record at the same meeting by J. J. Bennett, secretary of the Linnean Society, Hooker and Lyell had clearly made the evening Darwin’s by ensuring that the elder scientist received top billing.

In the 1980s, when I first began following Wallace seriously, I went to the bookshop of the British Museum (Natural History). I saw rows upon rows of books by and about Darwin. I asked the man in charge whether he had any books by Alfred Russel Wallace.

“What subject might that be then, sir?” he asked.

“Natural history, I suppose.”

“No. I don’t think so. What did he write?”

I showed the man my dog-eared copy of The Malay Archipelago.
         

“No, we don’t have that. Sorry.”

The situation has since changed considerably, and Wallace is enjoying a minor renaissance.9 Nevertheless, he is still a distant second to Darwin: today’s arbiter of recognition, Google, offers some nineteen million hits for “Charles Darwin” against fewer than seven hundred thousand for “Alfred Russel Wallace.”
         

Strangely, Wallace never admitted to harboring a grudge against Darwin. In the dedication to The Malay Archipelago,10 which Wallace wrote in 1869, well after that famous meeting of the Linnean Society, he gushed (in three different type faces): “To Charles Darwin, author of ‘The Origin of Species,’ I dedicate this book, not only as a token of personal esteem and friendship, but also to express my deep admiration for his genius and his works.” Wallace wrote a major work titled Darwinism. Wallace was a pallbearer at Darwin’s funeral. It was only much later in his life that Wallace sardonically referred to the way things worked out. For his part, Darwin, some historians claim, suffered lifelong angst over what he termed the “delicate situation” he had entered into with respect to Wallace’s unspoken claim to immortality.
         

* * *


It’s funny how public perceptions change. Most educated people today have at least heard of Darwin, while only folks interested in science know Wallace. However, Charles H. Smith, professor of Library Public Services and science librarian at Western Kentucky University, who runs the best website devoted to Wallace, notes that Wallace was lauded during his lifetime and immediately thereafter, and his relative anonymity is a modern phenomenon.

Smith says: “At the time of his death in 1913 he may well have been the most famous scientist in the world … [observers referred] to him in the following glowing terms: ‘England’s greatest living naturalist’; ‘the acknowledged dean of the world’s scientists’; ‘[one of the two] most important and significant figures of the nineteenth century’; ‘the Grand Old Man of Science.’”11
         

Although Wallace never sought honoraria, Smith points out that Wallace was awarded the Darwin-Wallace and Linnean Gold Medals of the Linnean Society of London; the Copley, Darwin and Royal Medals of the Royal Society (Britain’s premier scientific body); and the Order of Merit (awarded by the ruling monarch as the highest civilian honor of Great Britain; as Smith notes, “quite an honor for such an anti-establishment radical”). He was granted honorary doctorates from the University of Dublin and Oxford University. “After his death, however, he soon fell into what might be termed ‘relative obscurity,’ and the road back has been slow.”
          

* * *


One thing Wallace had in common with scientists of today was the reliance on grants. This is how Wallace referred to himself in the third person in a request to the Royal Geographical Society:


Mr. Alfred R. Wallace begs leave to lay before the Council of the Geographical Society an outline of his proposed Expedition & to solicit its support and interest.

He proposes leaving England in the Autumn or Winter of the present year, and, making Singapore his head quarters, to visit in succession Borneo, the Phillippines [sic], Celebes, Timor, the Moluccas and New Guinea, or such of them as may prove most accessible, remaining one or more years in each as circumstances may determine.

His chief object is the investigation of the Natural History of the Eastern Archipelago in a more complete manner than has hitherto been attempted; but he will also pay much attention to Geography, & hopes to add considerably to our knowledge of such of the Islands as he may visit.

The expense however of the journey from England is so considerable, that he finds himself unable to make the necessary outlay, & he would therefore wish to know, whether the Council of the Royal Geographical Society will feel justified in recommending her Majesty’s Government to grant him a free passage to any convenient port in the Archipelago, and thereby enable him to supply himself with the necessary instruments. [italics Wallace]12
            



It worked; Wallace got a first-class ticket to Singapore and spent eight years shooting, grabbing, grubbing, plucking, and scavenging anything alive and remotely interesting. Birds of paradise. Maleo fowl. Orangutans. Pitcher plants. Butterflies. Ants. Flying squirrels. And an inordinate number of beetles.

* * *


Asia was Wallace’s second great adventure. Some six years earlier, in 1848, Wallace and his friend Henry Walter Bates, both 23, left England for the Amazon, where Wallace spent four years, Bates eleven. Wallace began his Southeast Asia trip in 1854, when he was 31. Adolescence isn’t necessarily definable by age. I think Wallace sought a rite of passage. Boys love to travel dirty, to sleep under the stars, to put themselves in ridiculous situations, and then brag about how they outwitted the pirates. Isn’t that what he did? An adolescent itch. Boys leave home, go into voluntary exile. Always have. Huck Finn stuff. Sir Lancelot. Odysseus. Jack Kerouac. Joseph Campbell and Luke Skywalker. The search for adventure or the Holy Grail, a quest for a wife or fortune. A self-imposed test. Or maybe to give him a leg up at stuffy dinner parties.

I believe I am the only Englishman who has ever shot and skinned (and ate) birds of Paradise, and the first European who has done so alive, and at his own risk and expense; and I deserve to reap the reward, if any reward is ever to be reaped by the exploring collector.13
            


* * *


When I started my ongoing Asian journey, in 1969, I had not heard of Alfred Russel Wallace. In the late 1960s, the memorable years of lunar landings, Bobby Kennedy, and marches on the Pentagon, I chose to join the Peace Corps as an honorable and fun alternative to the Vietnam-era draft. I was sent to Sarawak, one of two Malaysian states on the island of Borneo.

Had I the foresight to read his books at that time, I am certain Wallace could have helped me understand the bewildering situations I encountered in Borneo. What got to me, what kept me in Asia so long, was that every morning I would wake up knowing that I would see something that I might never be able to explain. For me it was a tame version of Indiana Jones. For my Asian hosts, of course, it was real life in high humidity. Never mind that I almost died a couple of times. I played soccer without shoes. I crawled through bat guano-filled caves. I slept in the rainforest and joined the gibbons in their morning whoop for joy. It was boys’ stuff, and I don’t regret a minute of it.
          

I then went on to create advertising campaigns in Singapore, Malaysia, and Indonesia. Sounds like a grown-up job, but it wasn’t really. Every day I was surprised that managers of multinational companies would give my Sri Lankan partner and me thousands of dollars so that I could do things like write a TV commercial that brought to life the rabbits, goats, and genies that appeared on the packs of one client’s mosquito coils (sawdust impregnated with chemicals used to keep the insects at bay). Our tiny agency, barely kept afloat by juggling the creditors and living by our wits, sold lots of candy, cosmetics, airline seats, and hotel rooms. We also helped a company sell cigarettes, an act of which I am not proud.

I wish I could have traveled with Wallace. He had passion. He loved nature. He was broke. He had guts. He was self-taught. He was a scientist who believed in spirits. He was not well-connected, a weird loner who could be charming in the right company. He thought big thoughts and, as a result, became a celebrity of sorts.

Wallace was probably done wrong, like a country-and-western song. And he asked major league questions. G. K. Chesterton, British essayist, novelist, critic, and poet, said that he knew of no one else who was a leader of both a major revolution in thought (the materialistic tendency encouraged by evolutionary theory) and a leader of its counter-revolution (anti-materialistic ideas, which he espoused through his interest in spiritualism and social changes). Wallace’s theory of natural selection changed the way we view our place in the cosmos. Humans related to apes. Imagine.
         

* * *


Wallace admitted he could access both his left and right brain.

The determination of the direction in which I should use these powers [reasoning] was due to my possession in a high degree of the two mental qualities usually termed emotional or moral, an intense appreciation of the beauty, harmony and variety in nature and in all natural phenomena, and an equally strong passion for justice as between man and man – an abhorrence of all tyranny, all compulsion, all unnecessary interference with the liberty of others.14
            


I know I would have had good intellectual conversations with Wallace. But what about the emotional buzzes? I know he had them. Isn’t that why boys really run away? To put ourselves in strange situations that help us construct a sense of self that is robust enough to last a lifetime?
         

Wallace alluded to the line that separates logic from emotion. I was brought up as a secular Jew, and my parents encouraged me to celebrate as many holidays as I wished. One Christmas morning – I must have been six or seven – I was overjoyed to get a personal note from Santa, thanking me for leaving him some refreshment. The next year, as Christmas Eve approached, my father suggested that perhaps Mr. Claus might be tired from all that sleighing around northern New Jersey and would appreciate a beer instead of milk and cookies. I wasn’t too sure about all that Santa business, but it worked for me and I accepted it. I’ve got the letter to prove it.

Am I talking too much? With beer I get voluble, then fall asleep. But see if this makes sense. As adults, while we are encouraged to “grow up” and kill the Santas in our life mythologies, we ironically do our absolute best, as Jesse Jackson would say, to “keep hope alive” in our children. In Steven Spielberg’s movie Hook, Peter Pan has grown up into that most grown-up of jobs – a lawyer – and when his children are kidnapped by Captain Hook, Peter Pan requires the combined prodding of Tinkerbell, Wendy, and the Lost Boys before he can recapture the ability to “believe.” Imagine, letting the ability to fly lapse like a library card.
         

Wallace, like most scientists, preferred to show his “logical” face to the world, rather than his “emotional” side.

If I had one distinct mental faculty more prominent than another, it was the power of correct reasoning from a review of the known facts in any case to the causes or laws which produced them, and also in detecting fallacies in the reasoning of other persons.15
            


But I wonder whether sometimes in Asia Wallace found that our Western logic, of which we are so proud, just didn’t work. I spend more time than most of my contemporaries searching for tiger magicians. I don’t know whether tiger magicians exist. I don’t expect to ever have proof that they exist. But I’m willing to believe that they exist, not simply because thousands of people in Indonesia believe in these men who go alone into the forest and sing to man-eating tigers in order to entice them into traps, but because I choose to hope that they exist. Some would call this a boyish reaction, a return to a juvenile state akin to when I collected fireflies (beetles, those) on a summer’s night and imprisoned them in a glass jar to capture the flicker that I hoped would last forever. A boy’s thing, perhaps. But also a
          man’s thing, I think more and more, this willingness to accept that there are more things out there than we can easily explain. Fireflies and tiger magicians. Whether one calls these unexplained phenomena the frontiers of science or poppycock simply depends on which side of the line one chooses to stand.
          

This was brought home to me when I spoke with the late sultan of Yogyakarta in Java about his reverence for the Mermaid Queen, who is the matriarch of his royal line. Sultan Hamengkubuwono IX told me stories that challenged my Western, Cartesian, left-brain way of looking at the world. When I expressed skepticism he told me not to ask a Western question in the context of a Javanese situation. “You either believe it, or you don’t,” he explained. “Sometimes it doesn’t pay to be too analytical.”

* * *


There are lines in life. Some lines are easy to understand and visualize. The biogeographic line Wallace delineated (and which subsequently was named after him) roughly divides the Malay Archipelago: monkeys and tigers to the West, tree kangaroos and birds of paradise to the East.

Other lines are murkier, such as the distinction between “us” (civilized, handsome, smart) versus “them” (none of the above). I got a taste of this while searching for tiger magicians in Sumatra. When I enquired of a coastal dwelling, wet-rice growing Muslim farmer in Palembang about people who can sing to the souls in animals, he replied that good folks like him had no knowledge of such goings-on. Pointing to the distant hills he added, somewhat conspiratorially, that he heard that the people up there are, well, practitioners of magic and are rougher and somehow less sophisticated and, well, not like us good old coastal boys who grow wet rice, are well educated, wear stylish clothes, follow a politically powerful religion, and have the ability to name every player on Manchester United.
         

But when I went upriver I found, not surprisingly, that these “wild” people, simple though they might be, are certainly human enough, capable of generosity and greed, expressing concern for their families, having the ability to laugh and cry and sing and tattoo and plant vegetables and lust after their neighbor’s spouse. But, if pressed, these upriver folks might say that the people over the next hill, in the distant valley way over there are the ones who get up to some strange practices. “Be careful,” they warn. I continued this line of investigation and ultimately reached the people who have their backs against the jungle – Southeast Asian tribes such as the Penans, the Wana, the Rimba. They live at the end of the line, and, because they have few people to feel better than in order to define their humanity, they have no option but to find solace by viewing themselves as both part of nature, but somehow different. They may see a vague glimmer of distant kinship in the orangutan and the never-proven “small people” of the forest, but not necessarily brotherhood. The folks in the deepest dead-end alleys of Southeast Asia are people, albeit perhaps at the bottom of the social totem pole. They aren’t animals or creatures of the night. You define yourself by what you are and what you are not.
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6 He collected multiple specimens of the same species, not simply for commercial sale but also to identify the variation among individuals, an important insight into his theory of natural selection.
            

7 “Acceptance speech on receiving the Darwin-Wallace Medal.” July 1, 1908. In The Darwin-Wallace Celebration Held on Thursday, 1st July, 1908. 1909. London: Burlington House, Longmans, Green & Co., 6.
            

8 “The Dawn of a Great Discovery (My Relations With Darwin in Reference to the Theory of Natural Selection).” Black and White 25, No. 624 (1903): 78–79.
            

9 At least eleven Wallace biographies have been published since 2002, plus reissues of most of Wallace’s major books and collections of his shorter writings.
            

10 Full title, in four typefaces: The Malay Archipelago: The Land of the Orang-Utan, and the Bird of Paradise. A Narrative of Travel, with Studies of Man and Nature.
            

11 Nevertheless, Wallace was often broke. He seldom got the jobs he applied for, he worked (quietly) for Charles Lyell for five shillings an hour, and Darwin had to pull some strings to get Wallace a government pension.
            

12 Application to the Royal Geographical Society.
            

13 Letter to Samuel Stevens concerning collecting in Dobbo, Aru Islands, March 10 and May 15, 1857.
            

14 My Life, Vol. 1, 224.
            

15 Ibid., 223–4.
            






    

  
    
      

         


II

INITIATION



[image: ]


 


 


Minyambou, Arfak Mountains, West Papua, Indonesia Four Modern Religions - Government, Evangelical, Consumer and Nature Conservation - fight for the hearts and minds of local people.
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SHIVA’S BEACH – MID-MORNING
            

Pulau Enu, Aru Islands, Indonesia



Too hot to walk, too hot to think, too hot to sleep.
            


I’ve been thinking about many things on this trip. How is it, Alfred, that we human beings will do the following: travel halfway around the world and suffer physical discomfort in order to reach a beach where green turtles come ashore to lay their eggs. Why would we – human beings – watch another creature’s life cycle – laying and hatching – with such emotional intensity and intellectual curiosity? Why would it disturb us that others of our race – the Buginese from south Sulawesi – hunt these scarce creatures and why others – the Balinese in this case – pay good money for turtle flesh and enjoy eating this ancient reptile? Why do we have such protective thoughts about another species?
         

 


Scampering
         

Gobbling
         

Shiva nods, and moves on
         




    

  
    
      

         


TEARS FOR TOSCA
            

Batang Ai National Park, Sarawak, Malaysia



Scrambling through old secondary forest to catch a glimpse of the few remaining orangutans, about a hundred and fifty kilometers upriver from where Wallace shot seventeen of the big red apes.
            



* * *


One of Wallace’s prime objectives in visiting Southeast Asia was to collect orangutans. As it had throughout his life, serendipity blessed his endeavors. Wallace met James Brooke, the White Rajah of Borneo (who Wallace described as “a gentleman and a nobleman in the truest and best sense of those words”). Brooke invited Wallace to visit Sarawak. The eighteen months (November 1, 1854 to January 25, 1856) Wallace spent in northwest Borneo was groundbreaking – in this territory, later to become a Malaysian state, Wallace collected more than some twenty-five thousand specimens, including “two thousand distinct kinds” of beetles. He learned to value the elegance and wisdom of “savages,” and explored a region he described as the “Himalayas in miniature.” At the White Rajah’s beach house in Santubong Wallace wrote the “Sarawak Law,” which Wallace described as “my first contribution to the great question of the origin of species.” And he had numerous orangutan encounters, which resonate with two discoveries of the period. In 1856 a skeleton, found in the Neander Valley near Dusseldorf, was identified as belonging to an early human race we now call the Neanderthals, a unique subspecies of Homo sapiens that flourished in the ice ages. And in 1861 French physician and anthropologist Pierre-Paul Broca first demonstrated that a particular region in the brain (Broca’s area) is connected to a particular ability, in this case the faculty of speech.
            

* * *


I’m a sucker for places with evocative names. Mandalay. Luang Prabang. Makassar. Irawaddy and Mekong, Pondicherry and Kathmandu. And Borneo.



I was 22 and off on an adventure with the United States Peace Corps, which had assigned me to Sarawak, a Malaysian state on the island of Borneo. I had no idea what to expect: I only half-facetiously wrote in my journal that I didn’t know whether I should bring beads and mirrors to trade. Instead, I found all the clichés and charms of backwater Asia. Rural folk who lived simply, often unhealthily, but with great character. Towns of commercial energy and warm, somewhat wary people. I was constantly asked whether I was a CIA agent; people couldn’t quite grasp the notion that my government would send an inexperienced kid halfway around the world simply to assist non-American primary school teachers. I added to the confusion by being a not-particularly adept advisor of primary school teachers. I enjoyed the travel in longboats. I adored the sweaty, leechy treks in the rainforest. I savored life in the longhouse, but I was better suited to after-school amusements – hunting wild boar, fishing with a throw net, taking all the class’s handmade wooden desks down to the river to ostensibly wash them but really to give all of us kids a chance to paddle around on these makeshift and not terribly seaworthy craft and reenact the great sea battles of World War II. I return regularly to Sarawak. While I find the people as hospitable as ever, it angers me to see the lushness of the forested land that was home to people and orangutans being ripped open to the unforgiving sun.

* * *




Today I walked for four hours, scrambling up waterfalls and sliding down hillsides, to climb a vine in order to reach a small cave where orangutans gnaw the rock, presumably to get a taste of salt. Today I had better vision than the Ibans I was with, and I spotted a dark red lump sitting on a branch about twenty meters (sixty-five feet) away. We watched the orangutan for fifteen minutes until she got bored and moved away, at which point we saw she was carrying an infant.
         

I always get a thrill when I see orangutans. Similar in intensity to the rush when Tosca stabs Scarpia and then places a lighted candle on his chest.1
         

The whole circle of the arts and sciences are ultimately dependent on our possession of [the brain], without which we could hardly have become truly human.2
            


Humans are not alone in having brains. But all brains are not created equal.

* * *


I was sitting under a tree at the Sepilok Nature Reserve, in Sabah, Malaysia, and a seven-year-old orangutan named BJ wandered over. He was a “rehabilitant,” an unfortunate word that describes the dozens of apes at Sepilok that were captured for the pet trade and then confiscated by Malaysian officials, or who were orphaned when their forest home was cleared for oil palm plantations. Shuffling upright with his red arms hanging almost to his ankles, BJ sat down and leaned over my shoulder and watched me scribble notes.

“I can teach you to write, BJ,” I optimistically said, half expecting him to respond. I engaged BJ in a deep, meaningful stare. “This is how you write your name.” I wrote the initials “BJ” and said the letters. “BEE-JAY.” BJ’s chin was on my shoulder. Before I could repeat the exercise, BJ ripped the notebook out of my hands, stuck it in his mouth, and scampered up a tree.

To Wallace the chance to shoot an orangutan in a tree was one of his main objectives in coming to Asia.

One of my chief objects in coming to stay at Simunjon [in Sarawak] was to see the orang-utan (or great man-like ape of Borneo) in his native haunts, to study his habits, and obtain good specimens of the different varieties and species of both sexes, and of the adult and young animals. In all these objects I succeeded beyond my expectations.3
            


BJ returned and we had a tug of war over my notebook, now minus a cover, which might have found a home in the ape’s stomach. I don’t think this was literary criticism, and I should have been grateful that BJ’s energies took such a benign form, since wild male orangutans have been known to attack people. BJ, however, having been raised by people and treated as a surrogate son, had most of the wildness taken from him, and when I scolded him he eventually relinquished the notebook. I was the alpha male; I was the orangutan equivalent of the gorilla silverback. BJ took his place again at my side, as docile as a golden retriever, his chin leaning on my shoulder, his arm casually draped around my neck. He reached for the pen. Ah, I thought. He’s going to try to write. Instead, he chewed the Bic like a candy cane. I snatched it back and dried the pen on his red hair. He matched my action by grabbing a twig and rubbing it on my salt-and-pepper chest hair.
         

This is a tricky business, attributing human emotions, not to mention intelligence, to “lesser” animals. Wallace didn’t seem to worry too much about this. Orangutans were primarily a big paycheck.

I heard that one was feeding in a tree in the swamp just below the house, and, taking my gun, was fortunate enough to find it in the same place. As soon as I approached, it tried to conceal itself among the foliage; but I got a shot at it, and the second barrel caused it to fall down almost dead, the two balls having entered the body. This was a male, about half-grown, being scarcely three feet high.4
            


* * *


I went to Simunjan, where Wallace had had a camp. The town is one of the most attractive in Sarawak, with the usual mixture of Chinese hotels and shops, government buildings, neat kampong houses painted in bright colors, and a central market square. The countryside is mostly comprised of small farms set in rolling hills. Like farmers everywhere, these rural folks are not enamored when wild animals such as orangutans eat their fruit, although I doubt they actively kill the animals these days.5 Nevertheless, the land that used to belong to orangutans now belongs to people, and
          there is little original lowland forest to which the big apes can escape. Zoologist George Schaller estimated in the late 1950s that some two hundred to three hundred orangutans lived in this area. Biologist Elizabeth Bennett thought there may be no more than thirty to one hundred in the vicinity, and that was back in the 1990s. The only orangutan population with a chance of survival is in Batang Ai, some two hundred and twenty kilometers (one hundred miles) east.
          

Wallace took up page after page with accounts of shooting orangutans.6
         

On April 26th I was out shooting with two Dyaks [now commonly spelled Dayaks; he was here referring to Sea Dayaks, generally called Iban], when we found another about the same size. It fell at the first shot, but did not seem much hurt, and immediately climbed up the nearest tree, when I fired, and it again fell, with a broken arm and a wound in the body. The two Dyaks now ran up to it, and each seized hold of a hand, telling me to cut a pole, and they would secure it. But although one arm was broken, and it was only a half-grown animal, it was too strong for these young savages, drawing them up toward its mouth notwithstanding all their efforts, so that they were again obliged to leave go, or they would have been seriously bitten. It now began climbing up the tree again, and, to avoid trouble, I shot it through the heart.7
            


Each time I gaze into an orangutan’s eyes I am reminded of a comment made by Malcolm MacDonald, former governor-general of colonial Malaya and Borneo, who thought that “these members of the order Primates contemplate you, when you meet them, with melancholy eyes, as if they had just read Darwin’s The Origin of Species and were painfully aware of being your poor relations who have not done so well in life.”
         

I can imagine Wallace smirking and thinking “They’re not aware.” He probably would have agreed with John Locke: “Beasts abstract not.”
         

* * *


I want them to be aware, but they don’t make it easy. BJ settled down and I continued writing for the third time. “Watch me, BJ. Bee-JAY.” I looked at his eyes. He looked at me. We had made contact. I had a protégé. “Bee-Jay. B–” Faster than the downstroke of the “J,” BJ had nipped off the button on the epaulette of my pretentious, multi-pocketed, quick-drying jungle shirt and darted up a nearby tree, all the while making shrill whistling noises through the button.
         

On May 2 I again found one on a very high tree, when I had only a small 80-bore gun with me. However, I fired at it, and on seeing me it began howling in a strange voice like a cough, and seemed in a great rage, breaking off branches with its hands and throwing them down, and then soon made off over the tree-tops. I did not care to follow it, as it was swampy, and in parts dangerous, and I might easily have lost myself in the eagerness of pursuit.8
            


I had similar experiences in Gunung Leuser National Park in Sumatra, and also in Batang Ai in Sarawak, when I “threatened” mother orangutans with my camera’s telephoto lens, and they broke off branches and bombarded me until I gave them space.

Some Dyaks saw another mias [local name for orangutan] near the same place, and came to tell me. We found it to be a rather large one, very high up on a tall tree. At the second shot it fell, rolling over, but almost immediately got up again and began to climb. At a third shot it fell dead. This was also a full-grown female, and while preparing to carry it home, we found a young one face downward in the bog. This little creature was only about a foot long [thirty centimeters], and had evidently been hanging to its mother when she first fell. Luckily it did not appear to have been wounded, and after we had cleaned the mud out of its mouth it began to cry out, and seemed quite strong and active.9
            


This is the same method that poachers use to get orangutans for trade. Shoot the mother and take the infant. And for the same reason. Hard cash. Wallace wrote that the South Kensington Museum offered him “one hundred pounds in gold for an adult male [orangutan] skin and skeleton to be properly preserved and mounted [and] seventy-five pounds for a female.”

He was tough when collecting adult specimens, but turned mushy when he came across the aforementioned infant, even though he had made it an orphan.
          


I must tell you of the addition to my household of an orphan baby, a curious little half-nigger baby, which I have nursed now more than a month…. I am afraid you would call it an ugly baby, for it has dark brown skin and red hair, very large mouth…. It has powerful lungs, and sometimes screams tremendously, so I hope it will live.

Don’t be alarmed; I was the cause of its mother’s death

…. I can safely say, what so many have said before with much less truth, ‘There never was such a baby as my baby,’ and I am sure nobody ever had such a dear little duck of a darling of a little brown hairy baby before.10
            



* * *


Most people who work with orangutans have made similar emotional connections.

Biruté Galdikas, who has spent more than three decades living with orangutans at Camp Leakey, at Tanjung Puting, in Kalimantan, Indonesian Borneo, tells of how one of her “rehabilitant” charges reacted to human mothering. In doing so, she also provides insight into how the human-ape contact brought out her own mothering instincts.

“I had raised Sugito from infancy,” Galdikas recalled in a 1980 National Geographic article. “I had cuddled him, called him endearing names, and handed him tidbits of food. Taking my cue from the wild orangutan mothers I was observing, I had let him cling to me night and day.”

Wallace also mothered his baby orangutan. In a passage of tenderness and humor he wrote:

When handled or nursed, [the baby orangutan] was very quiet and contented, but when laid down by itself [in this, and other passages, he never mentions the animal’s gender] would invariably cry; and for the first few nights was very restless and noisy. I fitted up a little box for a cradle, with a soft mat for it to lie upon, which was changed and washed every day, and I soon found it necessary to wash the little mias as well. After I had done so a few times, it came to like the operation, and as soon as it was dirty would begin crying, and not leave off till I took it out and carried it to the spout, when it immediately became quiet, although it would wince a little at the first rush of the cold water and make ridiculously wry faces while the stream was running over its head. It enjoyed the wiping and rubbing dry amazingly, and when I brushed its hair seemed to be perfectly happy, lying quite still, with its arms and legs stretched out, while I thoroughly brushed the long hair of its back and arms. For the first few days it clung desperately with all four hands to whatever it could lay hold of, and I had to be careful to keep my beard out of its way, as its fingers clutched hold of hair more tenaciously than any thing else, and it was impossible to free myself without assistance. When restless, it would struggle about with its hands up in the air trying to find something to take hold of, and, when it had got a bit of stick or rag in two or three of its hands, seemed quite happy. For want of something else, it would often seize its own feet, and

after a time it would cross its arms and grasp with each hand the long hair that grew just below the opposite shoulder …. Finding it so fond of hair, I endeavored to make an artificial mother, by wrapping up a piece of buffalo-skin into a bundle, and suspending it about a foot from the floor. At first this seemed to suit it admirably, as it could sprawl its legs about and always find some hair, which it grasped with the greatest tenacity. I was now in hopes that I had made the little orphan quite happy; and so it seemed for some time till it began to remember its lost parent and try to suck. It would pull itself up close to the skin, and try about everywhere for a likely place; but, as it only succeeded in getting mouthfuls of hair and wool, it would be greatly disgusted, and scream violently, and, after two or three attempts, let go altogether. One day it got some wool into its throat, and I thought it would have choked, but after much gasping it recovered, and I was obliged to take the imitation mother to pieces again, and give up this last attempt to exercise the little creature.11
            


He also noted, in a style both touching and perceptive, how helpless the orangutan infant was compared to a monkey of similar age.


After I had had the little mias about three weeks, I fortunately obtained a young hare-lip monkey (Macacus cynomolgus), which, though small, was very active, and could feed itself. I placed it in the same box with the mias, and they immediately became excellent friends. The little monkey would sit upon the other’s stomach, or even on its face, without the least regard to its feelings. While I was feeding the mias, the monkey would sit by, picking up all that was spilt … and as soon as I had finished would pick off what was left sticking to the mias’s lips, and then pull open its mouth and see if any still remained inside. The little helpless mias would submit to all these insults with the most exemplary patience, only too glad to have something warm near it.12
             

It was curious to observe the different actions of these two animals, which could not have differed much in age. The mias, like every young baby, lying on its back quite helpless, rolling lazily from side to side, wishing to grasp something, but hardly able to guide its fingers to any definite object and expressing its wants by a most infantine scream; the little monkey, on the other hand, in constant motion, seizing hold of the smallest objects with the greatest precision.13
            



But no amount of loving can replace basic nutrition, and Wallace’s pet orangutan, which he had planned to take back to England, fell ill.

After five weeks [the mias] cut its two upper front teeth, but in all this time it had not grown the least bit … no doubt owing to the want of milk [it suffered] an attack of diarrhoea … but a small dose of castor-oil operated well, and cured it. A week or two afterward it was again taken ill, and this time more seriously. The symptoms were exactly those of intermittent fever, accompanied by watery swellings on the feet and head … after lingering for a week a most pitiable object, died, after being in my possession nearly three months. I much regretted the loss of my little pet, which I had at one time looked forward to bringing up to years of maturity, and taking home to England. Its weight was three pounds nine ounces [1.6 kilograms], its height fourteen inches [thirty-five centimeters], and the spread of its arms twenty-three inches [fifty-eight centimeters]. I preserved its skin and skeleton, and in doing so found that when it fell from the tree it must have broken an arm and a leg, which had, however, united so rapidly that I had only noticed the hard swellings on the limbs where the irregular junction of the bones had taken place.14
            


So much for unproductive sentimentality.15 The baby orangutan’s corpse earned him £6 from the British Museum.16
         

* * *


Just as Wallace let his mias “child” play with the monkey, Biruté Galdikas too encouraged cross-species fraternization between her biological son Bin-Bin and the rehabilitant orangutans at her isolated camp in the swamp forest. Having few human children to play with, Bin-Bin naturally made friends with the juvenile red apes. One particular playmate was Princess, a young orangutan that researcher Gary Shapiro was trying to teach to speak American Sign Language. Bin-Bin and Princess communicated in basic sign language, which probably included gestures of their own creation. Ultimately, Bin-Bin’s father Rod Brindamour decided that California might be a better place for his son than a sticky black river campsite overrun by red apes, and father and son moved to the United States.

Galdikas’s surrogate orangutan-child, who was allowed to run free while her biological son Bin Bin was sometimes kept caged for his own protection, developed human-like psychoses. “Now Sugito was 7,” she writes, “and I faced the dreadful consequences of inadvertently raising an orangutan as a human being – an adolescent who was not only incredibly curious, active, and tool using, but one who killed.” For, despite Galdikas’s best mothering efforts, Sugito had picked up a bad habit – he held baby orangutans under the water until they drowned. Perhaps even worse, he had tried the same trick with a human visitor to the research camp.

Biruté Galdikas, like any mother with a child turned criminal, was puzzled and distraught, since wild orangutans are normally not killers. “Sugito was something different,” she rationalized. “Perhaps the biblical analogy was apt: Raised by a human mother and exposed to human culture, he had eaten of the ‘tree of knowledge’ and lost his orangutan innocence. Now, in a very non-orangutan way, he was acting out his jealousy of the infants who had seemingly replaced him in my affection.”

* * *


The first Westerner to describe the orangutan was Dutchman Jacob de Bondt (Bontius). In the early seventeenth century he presented a drawing of a female who hid “her secret parts with no great modesty from unknown men, and also her face with her hands (if one may speak thus), weeping copiously, uttering groans, and expressing other human acts so that you would say nothing human was lacking in her but speech. The Javanese say, in truth, that they can talk, but do not wish to, lest they should be compelled to labor. The name they give to it is Ourang Outang, which means a man of the woods, and they affirm that they are born from the lust of the Indian women, who mix with apes and monkeys with detestable sensuality.”
         

* * *


The designation of the orangutan during Wallace’s time as Simia satyrus (satyr monkey),17 refers to the Greek mythological satyrs, male companions of Pan and Dionysus, who are generally shown in classical art as pipe-playing creatures with the upper body of a man and the lower body of a goat. The satyrs of myth show contradictory behaviors – roguish but faint-hearted, subverse and dangerous but shy and cowardly. And as pals of Pan and Dionysus they seek sensual pleasures; in particular, they love to dance with the nymphs (with whom they are obsessed).
         

Orangutans, too, certainly are sexually opportunistic and free-spirited.

At Biruté Galdikas’s Camp Leakey, schizophrenic orangutans jump the animal/human line. They murder. They rape. They steal. They vandalize. They refuse to pay attention in class. They put dirty things in their mouths. They beg. They act like people.

Male orangutans have been known to sexually assault women. Galdikas tells of how Gondul, a rehabilitant orangutan she had raised from infancy (for a while, Gondul slept with Galdikas and her husband Rod Brindamour), grabbed the cook, ripped off her sarong, and tried to rape her.

For a cinematographic parallel, one might look at the closing sequence in the film Tarzan the Ape Man,18 in which actress Bo Derek came dangerously close to being sexually assaulted by an orangutan. Miles O’Keeffe, her leading man, was tossed aside by the enamored, seemingly tame, ape. Playboy magazine, in a picture spread showing the incident, noted that during a love scene: “C.J., the jealous orangutan, didn’t much like the idea of Tarzan and Jane having fun without him. In a totally impromptu move, he pulled 195-pound (88-kilogram) Miles O’Keeffe off Bo Derek, interrupting one of the movie’s steamier scenes … ‘We wrestled with him for an hour and a half,’ recalls Derek. ‘Orangutans are several times stronger than people and have four things to grab you with.’”
         

Just as male orangutans can be as aggressive as men, female orangutans can be victimized like women. John MacKinnon, one of the few scientists who has studied three of the great ape species,19 has reported that several Dayak longhouses in central Kalimantan keep female orangutans in the longhouse for use as primate equivalents of inflatable dolls. In an article in New Scientist, he called the world’s attention to the danger that Dayak men, tempted by a long evening’s revelry, might spread venereal disease through at least part of the wild orangutan population by infecting captive female orangutans, which are later released in the wild.
         

Sue Savage-Rumbaugh, who has studied pygmy chimps and other apes, argues that they should be eligible for “semi-human” legal status. She is convinced that their emotions, intellect, and consciousness are at least “morally equivalent” to those of profoundly retarded children. “We certainly would not put these children in a zoo to be gawked at as examples of nature,” she says, “nor would we permit medical experimentation to be conducted on them.”20
         

Or, as Carl Linnaeus, the Swedish botanist who developed the modern scheme of binomial nomenclature, put it: “It is remarkable that the stupidest ape differs so little from the wisest man, that the surveyor of nature has yet to be found who can draw the line between them.”

* * *


People living in rural Southeast Asia tell tales about half-ape, half-human creatures, and while Wallace was hanging out in Sumatran villages, he must have heard late-night stories about the tropical equivalent of the yeti.

In the Kerinci Seblat National Park, in southern Sumatra, about two hundred kilometers (one hundred and twenty-five miles) northwest of Wallace’s base at Lobo Raman (now called Lubuk Raman), researcher Debbie Martyr claims to have sighted, and obtained plaster casts of footprints of, a previously undiscovered large primate, known locally
          as orang pendek, or “short person.” The creature, which she insists is not a misplaced orangutan (orangutans today are limited to northern Sumatra, some seven hundred kilometers away), distantly resembles a chimpanzee or juvenile gorilla, but with long arms, and body-to-head proportions suggestive of a giant, bipedal, terrestrial gibbon. The animal seems to be extremely heavy for its height, and Martyr has estimated that an adult orang pendek of one hundred and fifteen centimeters (forty-five inches) in height may weigh in excess of fifty kilograms (one hundred and ten pounds).
          

In our book Soul of the Tiger, Jeff McNeely and I dubbed creatures like these “untrahoms,” for “unidentified tropical Asian hominoids.” These are ape-like humans (or human-like apes); one of the most productive places to look for them may well be the Kerinci Seblat area in the mountains that form the spine of Sumatra. The 13,791-square-kilometer (4,000-square-mile) Kerinci-Seblat National Park, which includes Sumatra’s highest peak, the active 3,810-meter (12,500-foot) Mount Kerinci volcano, has been called “the attic of Southeast Asia” by British naturalist Ivan Sanderson because it holds so many strange plants and animals.21, 22
         

One of many curious descriptions of the orang pendek (also called sedapa) by local villagers, Dutch farmers, and modern researchers was provided in 1923 by a Dutch planter named van Herwaarden: “The very dark hair on its head fell almost to the waist…. The eyes were … like human eyes. The nose was broad … but in no way clumsy…. Its canines … were more developed than a man’s. I was able to see its right ear which was exactly like a little human ear…. Had it been standing, its arms would have reached to a little above its knees…. This specimen was of the female sex and about 5 feet [152 centimeters] high.”
         

Yet van Herwaarden, who had an excellent opportunity to shoot the sedapa and thereby end the controversy about whether such creatures exist, refused to pull the trigger: “When I raised my gun to the little female I heard a plaintive ‘hu-hu,’ which was at once answered by similar echoes in the forest nearby. I laid down my gun and … the sedapa dropped a good ten feet to the ground … before I could reach my gun again, the beast was almost 30 yards away. It went on running and gave a sort of whistle. Many people may think me childish if I say that when I saw its flying hair in the sight I did not pull the trigger. I suddenly felt that I was going to commit murder.”23
         

Did Wallace feel he was committing murder when he shot all those orangutans? Was it a different feeling to when he shot a pheasant or a floppy huge butterfly in the treetops? Untrahoms, probably like orangutans in Wallace’s day, clearly evoke visceral reactions in many people. For rural villagers, they might represent man’s rejection of his animal nature, an age-old internal conflict of a species whose culture sets it apart from its closest relatives. Yet this separation is always somewhat ambivalent, as people both deny their jungle essence and secretly savor it. Untrahoms are the Mr. Hyde to our Dr. Jekyll.

* * *


Wallace’s contemporaries weren’t overly willing to explore the question of man’s connections with other species.

Spencer St. John, private secretary to James Brooke, recorded Wallace’s arrival in late 1854. “We had at this time in Sarawak the famous naturalist, traveller and philosopher, Mr. Alfred Wallace, who was then elaborating in his mind the theory which simultaneously was worked out by Darwin – the theory of the origin of species; and if he could not convince us that our ugly neighbours, the orang-outangs, were our ancestors, he pleased, delighted, and instructed us by his clever and inexhaustible flow of talk – really good talk.”

I imagine Wallace prodded and provoked, excited by the chance to debate ape intelligence and human supremacy with a character who later starred in a Flashman novel.


The Rajah [was] one of the few of his countrymen to have seen this great ape living in the wild, to have seen its similarities to man. Yet he obviously held, as most others did, to the comforting belief that God had created the human species in His own image. The orangutan was but a highly organized species of animal to which it had pleased God to give some passing similarities to man.


            



Isn’t it ironic that the White Rajah, a brave, bigger-than-life man who pushed the envelope on personal exploits, wasn’t willing to buck the Victorian notion of Creationism. Perhaps he felt that if he were to acknowledge the inherent worth of the orangutan this would, in some way, diminish his own stature as a human being.

* * *


I cry for Tosca. I wonder if Wallace thought about orangutan emotions, orangutan art.

When Wallace went to Southeast Asia, people were not sure whether the orangutan was a big monkey or a lower form of human being. He pondered the differences between people and other animals and asked whether orangutans have egos.

If man is but a highly intellectual animal developed from a lower animal form under the law of the survival of the fittest, how did this “second-self,” this “unconscious ego,” come into existence? Have the mollusk and the reptile, the dog and the ape, “unconscious egos”? And if so, why? And what use are they to these creatures, so that they might have been developed by means of the struggle for existence?24
            


The question of whether other forms of life have consciousness has challenged philosophers and scientists for millennia. And the orangutan, because of its similarities to a human in so many ways, has always been a particularly provocative subject.

We have a relationship with other species. But how close a relationship? Various studies claim that we share between 95 percent and 99.4 percent of our DNA with chimpanzees, depending on which genetic differences are looked at and a significant but lesser amount with gorillas and orangutans.25, 26
         

But it’s not a few percentage points of DNA difference between humans and orangutans that conceals a vast abyss of speculation.

* * *


Wallace predicted that fossils intermediate between ape and man would surely be uncovered, and in 1891 Eugène Dubois, a Dutch anatomist and geologist, unearthed in central Java the fossilized femur and parts of the skull of what became widely known as the “Java ape-man,” Pithecanthropus erectus, the erect ape-man.
         

How did these now fossilized ancient hominids become Homo sapiens?
         

This is where Wallace broke ranks with Darwin, and it remained the main source of disagreement between the two men in later years.

Wallace and Darwin both accepted and promoted natural selection as the mechanism for evolution and the development of new species. But – and it’s a very large “but” – Darwin steadfastly believed that man’s rise to the top of earth’s pecking order was solely due to the process of natural selection and that “Man still bears in his bodily frame the indelible stamp of his lowly origins.”
         

Wallace, however, felt that the mechanism of natural selection alone accounted for everything up to but not including Homo sapiens.27
         

Wallace was clear in his criticism of Darwin.

[Darwin concluded that] Man’s whole nature – physical, mental, intellectual, and moral – was developed from the lower animals by means of the same laws of variation and survival; and, as a consequence of this belief … there was no difference in kind between man’s nature and animal nature, but only one of degree.
             [italics Wallace]28
             


And he was equally clear in promoting his own theory invoking the intervention of a “different agency.”

[I believe] that there is a difference in kind, intellectually; and morally, between man and other animals; and that while [man’s] body was undoubtedly developed by the continuous modification of some ancestral animal form, some different agency, analogous to that which first produced organic life, and then originated consciousness, came into play in order to develop the higher intellectual and spiritual nature of man. [italics Wallace]29
            


* * *


On what evidence did Wallace base his theory?

Basically, he considered man’s wondrous (and not immediately “useful”) physical and moral/emotional/intellectual characteristics.

Wallace first used our physical attributes as evidence – none of which, he said, could be attributed to natural selection.

He asked why we have naked skin.

In the case of the naked skin, [our ancestors] were at first at a positive disadvantage – we know [this characteristic] could not have been produced by natural selection.30
            


He wondered why we evolved some physical abilities that were not immediately useful, like speech.

The … faculty [of human speech] can hardly have been physically useful to the lowest class of savages; and if not, the delicate arrangements of nerves and muscles for its production could not have been developed and co-ordinated by natural selection. This view is supported by the fact that, among the lowest savages with the least copious vocabularies, the capacity of uttering a variety of distinct articulate sounds, and of applying to them an almost infinite amount of modulation and inflection, is not in any way inferior to that of the higher races. An instrument has been developed in advance of the needs of its possessor.31
            


And he pondered the development of the human hand and foot, as well as the size and abilities of the human brain.

The brain of the lowest savages, and, as far as we yet know, of the pre-historic races, is little inferior in size32 to that of the highest types of man, and immensely superior to that of the higher animals…. They possess a mental organ beyond their needs. Natural Selection could only have endowed savage man with a brain a little superior to that of an ape, whereas he actually possesses one very little inferior to that of a philosopher.33
            


And then he delved into the realm of non-physical attributes.

According to Wallace, man has countless abilities and skills that go beyond mere evolutionary needs and are so beyond what even our closest animal relatives are capable of that Wallace thought there must be an outside agency, an “overruling intelligence,” in action.

An extrapolation of Wallace’s list might include: man’s ability to reason, to make jokes (is Groucho Marx necessary for our survival?). Beethoven. Calculus. The ability to recognize ourselves in a mirror, the creation of moral codes. The conceptions of eternity and infinity. Abstract notions of form, number, and harmony. Construction of grand temples to imagined gods. Cooking Peking duck and chocolate brownies. Electricity and photography and the Internet. Laws. Reality TV. Crying at Italian opera.

Neither natural selection nor the more general theory of evolution can give any account whatever of the origin of sensational or conscious life. They may teach us how, by chemical, electrical, or higher natural laws, the organized body can be built up, can grow, can reproduce its like; but those laws and that growth cannot even be conceived as endowing the newly-arranged atoms with consciousness. But the moral and higher intellectual nature of man is as unique a phenomenon as was conscious life on its first appearance in the world, and the one is almost as difficult to conceive as originating by any law of evolution as the other. We may even go further, and maintain that there are certain purely physical characteristics of the human race which are not explicable on the theory of variation and survival of the fittest. The brain, the organs of speech, the hand, and the external form of man, offer some special difficulties in this respect.34
             


* * *


If I don’t switch radio stations quickly, right after the morning news from Radio 74 here in Geneva, I get “Today’s Good News.” This morning Ron, the mellifluous announcer and founder of what local cynics call “Radio Jesus,” told listeners: “An idea that’s still taught in some schools [voice-sneer] is that men evolved from [double voice-sneer] lower forms of life. The God I believe in created all creation in six days. That includes man in God’s own image. It says so right here in Genesis …”
         

Science, and religion, blogs today are awash with discussion of the question: “If Wallace were alive today, would he be a proponent of Intelligent Design? Would he be a Creationist?

Intelligent Design in today’s discourse is not a neutral phrase; it is a hot-button issue intimately entwined with the Christian evangelical movement. Wallace had no time for organized religion and no doubt would have rejected any perceived links with such a church-based belief.

Charles H. Smith adamantly denies that Wallace believed in Intelligent Design. “No, no, and no. Assuming that Intelligent Design leans on the operation of first causes as Creationism does, that is. Don’t fall for the facile understanding being promoted by some agenda-driven observers who argue that, just because Wallace was a spiritualist and believed that “higher intelligences” were influencing events here on earth, that he also believed in miraculous, non-law-based kinds of godly intervention.”

Was Wallace talking about God-in-sheep’s-clothing? Or was he talking about scientific forces that are provable but beyond the ken of most normally educated people, like the theories of particle physics and the hard-to-grasp concept that all matter is energy?

* * *


Wallace deliberately never mentioned God, indeed he was adamantly areligious and had little patience for organized faiths, but he nevertheless employed a bunch of euphemisms that sound suspiciously God-like, at least in the context of the three stern desert religions: “Overruling Intelligence, [upper case Wallace]” “some other power,” “some intelligent power,” “a superior intelligence,” “a controlling intelligence,” “higher intelligences,” “different individual intelligence,” and “one Supreme Intelligence. [upper case Wallace]”35
         

Did the “superior intelligence” manipulate man’s development just as we breed toy poodles and square tomatoes?

The inference I would draw … is that a superior intelligence has guided the development of man in a definite direction, and for a special purpose, just as man guides the development of many animal and vegetable forms. [italics added]36
            


And is a “higher intelligence” beyond our current level of understanding?

Some higher intelligence may have directed the process by which the human race was developed, by means of more subtle agencies than we are acquainted with. [italics added]37
            


Finally, are the variously described intelligences “a necessary part” of the “great laws which govern the material universe?”

At the same time I must confess, that this theory has the advantage of requiring the intervention of some distinct individual intelligence, to aid in the production of what we can hardly avoid considering as the ultimate aim and outcome of all organized existence – intellectual, ever-advancing, spiritual man. It therefore implies, that the great laws which govern the material universe were insufficient for his production, unless we consider (as we may fairly do) that the controlling action of such higher intelligences is a necessary part of those laws, just as the action of all surrounding organisms is one of the agencies in organic development. [italics
             added]38
             


He suggests that not only did these “higher intelligences” influence the development of man, but they were responsible for the very act of creation. Wallace wrote that the “higher intelligences” are “probably connected with the absolute origin of life and organization. [italics added]”39
         

* * *


The conundrum is that Wallace was, and actively positioned himself as, a scientist, not a theologian or philosopher. He strove for scientific proof of various phenomena, not only his “higher intelligences” concept but also such slippery ideas such as spiritualism and the ability to communicate with the dead.

He recognized that sometimes truths, as he saw them, might be difficult to prove, but they nevertheless exist.

It is more probable, that the true law lies too deep for us to discover it; but there seems to me, to be ample indications that such a law does exist,40
            


Wallace was sensitive (and perhaps saw himself as vulnerable) to criticisms that he was invoking the Christian idea of Creationism.

Some of my critics … have accused me of unnecessarily and unphilosophically appealing to ‘first causes’ in order to get over a difficulty – of believing that ‘our brains are made by God and our lungs by natural selection;’ and that, in point of fact, ‘man is God’s domestic animal.’ An eminent French critic, M. Claparède, makes me continually call in the aid of – ‘une Force supérieure,’ the capital F, meaning I imagine that this “higher Force” is the Deity. I can only explain this misconception by the incapacity of the modern cultivated mind to realise the existence of any higher intelligence between itself and Deity. Angels and archangels, spirits and demons, have been so long banished from our belief as to have become actually unthinkable as actual existences, and nothing in modern philosophy takes their place. Yet the grand law of ‘continuity,’ the last outcome of modern science, which seems absolute throughout the realms of matter, force, and mind, so far as we can explore them, cannot surely fail to be true beyond the narrow sphere of our vision, and leave an infinite chasm between man and the Great Mind of the universe. Such a supposition seems to me in the highest degree improbable.41
            


And again he argues in favor of “natural and universal laws.”

Now, in referring to the origin of man, and its possible determining causes, I have used the words ‘some other power’ – ‘some intelligent power’ – ‘a superior intelligence’ –

‘a controlling intelligence,’ and only in reference to the origin of universal forces and laws have I spoken of the will or power of ‘one Supreme Intelligence.’ These are the only expressions I have used in alluding to the power which I believe has acted in the case of man, and they were purposely chosen to show, that I reject the hypothesis of ‘first causes’ for any and every special effect in the universe, except in the same sense that the action of man or of any other intelligent being is a first cause. In using such terms I wished to show plainly, that I contemplated the possibility that the development of the essentially human portions of man’s structure and intellect may have been determined by the directing influence of some higher intelligent beings, acting through natural and universal laws. A belief of this nature may or may not have a foundation, but it is an intelligible theory, and is not, in its nature, incapable of proof; and it rests on facts and arguments of an exactly similar kind to those, which would enable a sufficiently powerful intellect to deduce, from the existence on the earth of cultivated plants and domestic animals, the presence of some intelligent being of a higher nature than themselves. [italics Wallace]42, 43
            


So, was Wallace a proponent of Intelligent Design? Would he be today? How would he reconcile his arguments in favor of a scientifically based “one Supreme Intelligence,” while distancing himself from folks who believe in an Almighty and All-Knowing Creator? What about nature’s difficult-to-analyze-but-nevertheless-real laws? Cosmic Muffin or Hairy Thunderer? Or just part of the (sometimes unfathomable) fabric of life? How many angels dance on the head of a pin?
          

* * *


But I would have told Wallace one thing. I’ve been with orangutans. I’ve seen orangutans in cages, and I know that they can temporize – they recognize, I think, that yesterday they were in a cage and that tomorrow they’re going to be in a cage. Surely that’s some indication of higher intelligence.
         

So, can we agree that orangutans are intelligent and “human-like” in some ways? Is that as far as it goes? Perhaps an orangutan will never shudder when Maria Callas, the ultimate Tosca, asks Scarpia his price by which her lover may be saved. Perhaps an orangutan will never cry when Cavaradossi, gazing upon the last stars he ever will see, sings “E lucevan le stelle ed olezzava la terra.” More interesting to ponder though, would Wallace have thought there is an equally romantic orangutan art form that we humans will never comprehend? Perhaps it’s an orangutan love song aimed at that cute red-headed juvenile orangutan eating durian across the valley? Is there an orangutan aria?
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