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Geza Teleki, Ph.D.
(7 December 1943 - 7 January 2014)

by Dale Peterson

Geza Teleki was born
in Kolozsvar, Hungary,
on December 7, 1943,
scion of a distinguished
branch of the old
Hungarian aristocracy.
One of his ancestors,
Count Samuel Teleki,
famously explored large
areas of East Africa
during 1887 and 1888.
His grandfather, Count
Paul Teleki, served two

Left: Geza Teleki (L) and David
Bygott (R) photographing a
colobus kill, Gombe National
Park, 1970. Photograph
courtesy D. Bygott.

Below: Geza Teleki and his
dog Newt, in Maryland.
Photograph by H. McGiffin.

times as Prime Minister

of Hungary, while his father, Geza Teleki, an Olympic
athlete, became Hungary’s Minister of Education
during World War II. When the Soviets took over
Hungary at the end of the war, his father’s name
was placed on the list of politicians to be executed.
Geza and his father and mother were able to escape
the Soviets in 1949, and they found their way to
America, where the father became a professor of
geology at George Washington University.

Geza became a naturalized American citizen in
1956 and attended the Harvey School in Katonah,
New York, and St. George’s School in Newport,
Rhode Island. After completing undergraduate
studies in anthropology at George Washington
University (B.S. 1967), he enrolled for anthropology
graduate work at Pennsylvania State University
under the guidance of C. R. Carpenter, one of the
great pioneers in American primatology.

His early field work brought Geza to Gombe
Stream National Park in Tanzania (from 1968 to
1971), where he was supervised by Jane Goodall,
the distinguished pioneer in research on wild
chimpanzees. The field work at Gombe resulted in a
book, The Predatory Behavior of Wild Chimpanzees
(Bucknell UP, 1973); a dissertation and degree from
Pennsylvania State University (Ph.D. in 1977); and
a lifelong passion for conserving and protecting
chimpanzees.

After receiving the degree, he taught at George
Washington University as an Associate Professorial
Lecturer beginning in 1977, and he wrote some forty
professional papers for scientific publication as well
astwo dozenarticles for popular magazinesincluding
Scientific American, Smithsonian, Zoonooz, and
Wildlife News. His wildlife photographs, meanwhile,
found an audience in more than 150 magazines and
books.

But Gezas heart was in conservation, not
academics. In 1977, he became Scientific Advisor
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to the International Primate Protection League and
the International Union for the Conservation of
Nature, and by 1978 he had begun compiling data
to describe the conservation status of chimpanzees
across Africa for the IUCN Red Data Book. In 1979,
he became the Project Head for a national survey
of primates and primate habitats in Sierra Leone,
West Africa (under the sponsorship of the New York
Zoological Society, the World Wildlife Fund, the
Fauna Preservation Society, and the Sierra Leone
Nature Conservation Association). And in 1981,
Geza returned to Sierra Leone (for the WWTF and at
the invitation of President Siaka Stevens) to establish
that country’s first national park, the Outamba-
Kilimbi National Park. He was also Park Director for
Sierra Leone’s Wildlife Conservation Branch from
1981 to 1984.

After contracting the parasitic disease
onchocerciasis (“river blindness”) during his time
in the back country of Sierra Leone, Geza withdrew
from field work in 1984 and settled in Washington,
D.C,, to continue his career as a conservationist. He
served as Associate Scientist for the World Wildlife
Fund in Washington, DC from 1985 to 1991; during
this period he wrote 18 technical reports for NGOs
and governments on conservation issues while
promoting public awareness of those issues as a
consultant for public media documentaries. And
then, in 1986, in partnership with Dr. Jane Goodall
and the Jane Goodall Institute, Geza established
the Committee for the Conservation and Care of
Chimpanzees (CCCC), which was a non-profit
organization made up of primate and conservation
professionals with members in more than 25
countries. Geza served as the Chairman of CCCC
until 1994. During this period, the CCCC became
a powerful voice for protecting chimpanzees in the
wild as well as ensuring their appropriate treatment
in captivity. He also, from 1986 to 1991, was
Associate Scientist with the WWF and, in 1991 and
1992, was Director of the Africa Programs for the
Jane Goodall Institute.

He married Heather McGiffin in 1991, and
in 1995, they had a son named Aidan. Starting in
1995, Geza returned to teaching graduate courses
at George Washington University and continued in
that position until early in the twenty-first century,
when his health was devastated by a complex group
of diseases - including hypothyroidism, diabetes,
gall stones, and kidney failure. He eventually
concluded that the diseases were a consequence of
massive soil contamination in his Washington, D.C.
suburban neighborhood by toxic chemical-warfare
agents that the U.S. Army Chemical Warfare division

had manufactured, tested, and then buried in the
area during World War I. His wife, Heather, rescued
him from debilitating rounds of dialysis by donating
one of her kidneys for transplant. The family moved
from Washington, D.C., to Bethesda, Maryland, in
2003, and in 2012 they returned to Geza’s childhood
land of Hungary.

Geza’s commitment to conservation was founded
on his love for chimpanzees and on his recognition
of them as individuals with minds, emotions, and
personalities. He was a passionate and powerful
personality whose presence was impossible to
ignore, and he used that presence tirelessly for the
causes he believed in. The world will miss him, as
will his grieving family and his many friends and
admiring colleagues. The chimpanzees have lost a
friend.
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