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Obituary:

Jeremiah Ssali Lwanga, Ph.D. 
(7 June 1960 - 31 August 2015)

by Thomas T. Struhsaker
Department of Evolutionary Anthropology, Duke University

On August 31, 2015, we 
lost a true friend, colleague, 
and dedicated conservationist 
with the passing of Dr. 
Jeremiah Ssali Lwanga. 

I first met Jerry in 1984 
when he came to the Kibale 
Forest as part of a field trip for 
Makerere University zoology 
students. Dr. Gilbert Isabirye 
Basuta led this trip and 
afterwards he expressed his 
view that Jerry would make 
an excellent field biologist, 
urging us to make it possible 
for him to study in Kibale. So, 
between Dr. Tom Butynski 
and myself, we supervised 
Jerry’s study of blue monkey 
behavioral ecology at the 
Ngogo study site in Kibale. Jerry, of course, did a 
superb study, earning his M.Sc. in zoology from 
Makerere University in 1987. 

A story from Jerry’s research on blue monkeys 
shows how committed he was to his field studies. 
The traditional sampling method at that time was 
to spend 5 consecutive days (12-13 hours per day) 
following a specific group of monkeys, keeping 
detailed records of their social interactions, what 
they ate, and where they went. Jerry was on day 3 
of his 5-day sample. His study group often took him 
to the far western side of the Ngogo study area and 
several kilometers from camp. On this particular 
day nightfall arrived without a sign of Jerry. Those 
of us in camp began calling out in hopes that he 
was nearby. We then took our hurricane lamps and 
torches (flashlights) into the forest, shouting out for 
Jerry. After a few hundred meters we realized this 
was hopeless. We decided it was best to wait until 
daylight to launch a search party. The next day we 

were up early and having a 
quick breakfast before setting 
out. Just then Jerry turned 
up. It seems he had forgotten 
to take a flashlight with him 
and when his study group of 
monkeys finally settled down 
for the night, it was dark and 
Jerry was a very long way from 
camp. So, he climbed into a 
Chaetacme tree, thinking that 
the long and sharp spines of 
this tree would protect him 
from any predator. He slept 
very little, if at all. When 
Jerry arrived in camp he 
looked exhausted. We gave 
him breakfast and I suggested 
he take the day off and get 
some rest. But no, Jerry was 

determined to complete his sample of the monkeys. 
After eating, he picked up his backpack, complete 
with flashlight, and set off to find his monkeys. That’s 
the kind of guy Jerry was.

Jerry was obviously a hardworking, dedicated, 
and bright field biologist. So, it was with pleasure that 
I agreed to supervise his Ph.D. studies through the 
Department of Wildlife at the University of Florida. 
Jerry continued to be an outstanding student, both 
in the classroom and in the field. Back in Kibale 
for his Ph.D. field work, he pursued an important 
study on the role of seed and seedling predators and 
browsers in the regeneration of two important tree 
species. Most of this study focused on the impact of 
rodents and elephants. Once again, Jerry excelled 
and finished his thesis in 1994. He was one of the 
best graduate students I have ever worked with.

While he was doing his thesis research in Kibale, 
Jerry also helped with my studies of red colobus and 
of hybridization between blue and redtail monkeys. 

Jerry Lwanga at the Ngogo camp, Kibale Forest, 
Uganda. Photograph by S. Gunter.
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Upon completion of his Ph.D., Jerry was involved 
with a number of other studies, including a survey of 
ferns in several of Uganda’s forests. Eventually, Jerry 
returned to the Ngogo study site in Kibale where 
he managed the research camp and participated 
in studies of chimpanzees, redtail monkeys, long-
term monitoring of primate populations, and forest 
regeneration. As a result of all this field work, Jerry 
became a first-class tropical forest ecologist and 
naturalist. He really loved working in the forest.

On top of all this, Jerry was an excellent teacher, 
administrator, and diplomat. Before long Jerry began 
teaching at Makerere University, while maintaining 
his research and administrative responsibilities at 
Ngogo. This must have been a serious challenge in 
time-management. 

As if Jerry did not already have enough to do, he 
was appointed Director of the Makerere University 
Biological Field Station (MUBFS) in Kibale National 
Park. This was in 2010-2011 when MUBFS was in 
serious financial debt. Cleaning up this financial 
mess and getting MUBFS back on track was no easy 
task, but within a few years Jerry did this through a 
combination of his diplomacy, administrative skill, 
integrity, and dedication. I’ll not forget the last time 
I saw Jerry in 2014. We were at the Kanyawara camp 
where both of us were helping teach a field course 
being offered by the Tropical Biology Association. I 
told Jerry how happy I was to see the field station 
running so smoothly. He smiled and then told me 
that MUBFS had saved enough money to afford a 
new pickup truck to replace one of the antiques they 
had been relying on. He was very proud of this and 
I was very proud of him. Jerry was the best director 
MUBFS ever had.

Jerry was respected and liked by all who knew 
him, not just because of his professional skills and 
work ethic, but because he was trustworthy, reliable, 
and a truly kind and considerate person. 

I cannot adequately express my sense of loss with 
Jerry’s passing, but I will always remember him, 
especially when I am in Kibale.
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