
TheEducat i on
of Wi l l i amMcGr ew

I n af i el d camp i n Senegal , McGr ewget s a " gr oomi ng" f r omt wo chi mps bei ng r ehabi l i t at ed f r omcapt i vi t y t o t he wi l d.

Year s i n t he wi l ds of Af r i ca have br ought hi m
i nt er nat i onal accl ai mas an exper t on pr i mat es,
but he st i l l sees hi msel f as a Sooner Boy Scout
who began hi s car eer at t he OUBi ol ogi cal St at i on.
By WI LLI AMMcKEEN
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" ATeacher Af f ect s Et er ni t y ;
He Can Never Tel l

Wher e Hi s I nf l uence St ops. "

Teacher s have made a di f f er ence i n
Wi l l i amMcGr ew' s l i f e . Ther e was hi s
f at her , a Uni ver si t y of Okl ahoma ac-
count i ng pr of essor who i nspi r ed hi s
son t o pur sue an academi c car eer.
Ther e wer e t wo ot her OUpr of essor s-
one of whomwas McGr ew' s scout mas-
t er - who l et t he t eenage pr odi gy wor k
i n t hei r l abor at or i es al ongsi de gr ad-
uat e st udent s . Then t her e was Jane
Goodal l , t he i nt er nat i onal l y cel e-
br at ed pr i mat e exper t who hel ped
st ar t McGr ew i n hi s pr of essi onal r e-
sear ch car eer.

McGr ew l ef t OU 20 year s ago t o
st udy at Oxf or d Uni ver si t y on a
Rhodes Schol ar shi p. Si nce t hen, he
has hel d a number of academi c ap-
poi nt ment s and l ed sever al expedi -
t i ons t o Af r i ca. Today, he i s di r ect or of
t he pr i mat e uni t at St i r l i ng Uni ver -
si t y i n Scot l and and r anked by publ i ca-
t i ons such as Smi t hsoni an as one of
t he wor l d' s l eadi ng aut hor i t i es on pr i -
mat e behavi or . For hi s success,
McGr ewmodest l y cr edi t s hi s par ent s,
hi s OUf acul t y ment or s and t he exper i -
ences of f er ed hi mas a boy at t he OU
Bi ol ogi cal St at i on .

McGr ewat t ended t he ol d Uni ver si t y
School on Nor t h Campus and t ook ad-
vant age of a pr ogr am t her e cal l ed
" School Out - of - Door s, " spendi ng hi s
summer s audi t i ng gr aduat e cl asses at
t he OUBi ol ogi cal St at i on at Lake Tex-
oma. Al t hough j ust a hi gh school st u-
dent , McGr ew per f or med as wel l - i f
not bet t er - t han most of t he r egu-
l ar l y enr ol l ed gr aduat e st udent s .

Two member s of t he OUzool ogy f ac-
ul t y, Char l es Car pent er and Cl uf f
Hopl a, t ook a speci al i nt er est i n
McGr ew' s wor k .

" Char l es Car pent er was easi l y t he
gr eat est i nf l uence on me as a hi gh
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- The Educat i on of Henr y Adams

school st udent and par t i cul ar l y as an
under gr aduat e, " McGr ew says . " I
wor ked i n hi s l ab on a Lew Went z
( schol ar shi p) . He made a di f f er ence. "

Car pent er r ecal l s meet i ng McGr ew
when he was 15 or 16, as one of t he
f i r st par t i ci pant s i n t he zool ogy de-
par t ment ' s pr e- col l ege pr ogr am. " Bi l l
was sor t of a pr ot ege of mi ne. He
wor ked at t he Bi ol ogi cal St at i on and
t ook advanced cour ses i n ani mal be-
havi or . He wr ot e sever al paper s, and I
was i mpr essed t hat he used bet t er
Engl i sh t han most of my gr aduat e st u-
dent s . "

I n addi t i on t o t he summer s at t he
Bi ol ogi cal St at i on, McGr ew was t u-
t or ed by Hopl a, who was al so scout -
mast er of Boy Scout Tr oop 242. Camp-
out s wer e mor e i nt er est i ng i n t hat
t r oop because of Hopl a' s i mpr ompt u
zool ogi cal l ect ur es .

" I f i gur ed i f I was goi ng t o t ake my
t i me t o be scout mast er , " Hopl a r ecal l s,
" I want ed i t t o be pr oduct i ve . I t was
not goi ng t o be a whi t t l i ng and
st or yt el l i ng gr oup. "

As McGr ewr emember s, " We had t he
nat ur al hi st or y component i n addi t i on
t o j ust goi ng campi ng. "

Hopl a' s t r oop emphasi zed nat ur al
hi st or y and car r i ed out numer ous f i el d
pr oj ect s . Not sur pr i si ngl y, McGr ew
ear ned t he r ank of Eagl e Scout , and
when hi s medal di dn' t ar r i ve i n t i me
f or t he Cour t of Honor , hi s mot her bor -
r owed Car pent er ' s Eagl e medal t o pi n
on her son. McGr ew di dn' t el ect t o
move up t o an Expl or er Scout uni t ,
however . He was one of a t al ent ed
gr oup of seni or scout s who r ef used t o
l eave Hopl a' s t r oop.

" I cal l ed t hem t he ol d- t i mer ' s pa-
t r ol , " Hopl a says . " I had t hemdo a l ot
of pr oj ect s on campus . They wor ked
wi t h f acul t y member s i n zool ogy,
physi cs and chemi st r y. Wegot i nvol ved
wi t h a pr oj ect wi t h t he l awdean, t oo.

I want ed t o do somet hi ng t hat woul d
chal l enge t hemi nt el l ect ual l y. "

The " ol d t i mer s" r emai ned cl ose t o
Hopl a. McGr ewwas an under gr aduat e
i n zool ogy dur i ng Hopl a' s t enur e as
chai r man of t he depar t ment , and sup-
por t f r om Hopl a and Car pent er al -
l owed hi mt o " par t i ci pat e f ai r l y f r eel y
i n anyt hi ng he f el t l i ke doi ng, " Hopl a
r ecal l s . " We encour aged Bi l l as best
we coul d. The i mpor t ant t hi ng about
Bi l l was t hat he had a uni quel y good
abi l i t y t o wor k wi t h peopl e. "

Hopl a f ound hi s wor k wi t h
McGr ew- as a t eacher and a scout -
mast er - r ewar di ng. And t he ol d t i m-
er s pat r ol member s t ur ned out t o have
been a good i nvest ment of Hopl a' s
t i me. I n addi t i on t o McGr ew, t he pa-
t r ol pr oduced t wo ot her r esear ch sci en-
t i st s, an Appl e Comput er execut i ve, a
r adi ol ogi st and a f eder al j udge.

McGr ew never doubt ed t hat he
woul d pur sue an academi c car eer .

" Havi ng come f r om an academi c
backgr ound, l i vi ng i n a uni ver si t y
t own and at t endi ng a uni ver si t y
school , t he academi c l i f est yl e was al -
ways appeal i ng, " McGr ewsays .

Cont i nui ng t o wor k wi t h Car pent er
and Hopl a as an under gr aduat e, he
ear ned hi s bachel or ' s degr ee i n onl y
t hr ee year s . Then, i n 1965, McGr ew
was awar ded a Rhodes Schol ar shi p t o
Oxf or d.

" The t r ansi t i on was pr et t y sudden, "
McGr ew says . " I went f r om under -
gr aduat e t o gr aduat e, f r omone coun-
t r y t o anot her , and f r omt he Amer i can
educat i onal syst emt o an educat i onal
syst emi n anot her cul t ur e. "

The ci t y of spi r es di d not r emai n an
ent i r el y f or ei gn exper i ence f or l ong.
McGr ew i mpr essed t he Oxf or d dons,
and af t er onl y a semest er he f ound
hi msel f f i t t i ng i nt o t he Engl i sh l i f e-
st yl e. He made a number of f r i ends,
i ncl udi ng anot her Rhodes Schol ar and
f el l ow basket bal l pl ayer Bi l l Br adl ey,
who l at er j oi ned t he NewYor k Kni cks
and was el ect ed t o t he U. S. Senat e
f r omNew Jer sey.

McGr ew' s ear l y r esear ch cent er ed
on ver y young chi l dr en. " I was at -
t r act ed t o l ooki ng at chi l dr en as an
ani mal behavi or i st l ooks at new
speci es, " he says . " I l ooked at t hem
wi t h f ewpr econcept i ons . "



The f ocus of McGr ew' s ear l y st udi es
of chi l dr en was t hei r " spaci ng be-
havi or , " obser vi ng how chi l dr en keep
t hei r di st ance f r omeach ot her .

" Ki ds don' t behave i n a r andomman-
ner , " McGr ew cl ai ms . " They bounce
ar ound t he r ooml i ke mol ecul es . That ' s
t he ni ce t hi ng about l ooki ng at chi l -
dr en at t hat age- t hey ar e spont ane-
ous . "

Two year s af t er compl et i ng hi s doc-
t or at e at Oxf or d, McGr ew publ i shed
AnEt hol ogi cal St udy of Chi l dr en' sBe-
havi or ( Academi c Pr ess, 1972) . Al -
t hough hi s chi l dr en' s st udi es wer e sor t
of a di ver si on i n t he ear l y year s of hi s
r esear ch, McGr ewf ound t hat wor k r e-
war di ng.

" One of t he beaut i es of t he per i od
of ear l y chi l dhood, " McGr ewsays, " i s
t hat chi l dr en have not yet r eal i zed t he
ways i n whi ch t hey can mask t hei r
emot i onal st at e. "

The next st ep i n McGr ew' s r esear ch
was t he " l ogi cal devel opment " of
st udyi ng chi mpanzees and monkeys .
Agai n, he gi ves cr edi t t o a t eacher .

" I t was Jane Goodal l who gave us
our chance t o do pr i mat e r esear ch i n
t he f i r st pl ace, " he says .

Goodal l , t he wor l d' s f or emost au-
t hor i t y on chi mpanzees and gr eat
apes, hi r ed McGr ewand hi s associ at e
Car ol i ne Tut i n t o wor k at one of her
camps i n Cent r al Af r i ca. McGr ewwas
one of Goodal l ' s pr ot eges, as she was
her sel f a pr ot ege of Loui s Leakey,
whose r esear ch pr oduced evi dence of
t he ear l i est human i nhabi t ant s of
Ear t h.

The i nt er est i n pr i mat e r esear ch
was a nat ur al out gr owt h of McGr ew' s
st udi es of chi l dr en. " Havi ng l ooked at
chi l dr en f or a number of year s, I
r eal i zed how many of t hei r basi c pat -
t er ns wer e si mi l ar t o t hose of our
near est r el at i ve, t he gr eat apes . "

Fr omt he begi nni ng of hi s f i r st expe-
di t i on t o Af r i ca, McGr ewr eal i zed t hat
i t was f or t hat exper i ence t hat he had
been pr epar i ng. " Si nce t hen, " he says,
" I ' ve never l ooked back . "

Wel l , maybe once. The f i r st ni ght i n
t he f i el d, McGr ewwas sl eepi ng under
t he st ar s when he was awakened by a
noi se. He opened hi s eyes t o see a l i on
st r ol l i ng t hr ough camp. " I consi der ed
pi cki ng up ever yt hi ng and goi ng
home, " he admi t s .

Dur i ng hi s most r ecent t r i p, he was
char ged by an adul t mal e gor i l l a, but

Fr omhi s f i r st expedi t i on t o Af r i ca,
McGr ewr eal i zed t hat i t was f or

t hat exper i ence t hat he had been
pr epar i ng. " I ' ve never l ooked back. "
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As hi gh school er s, member s of Scout mast er Cl uf f Hopl a' s " ol d t i mer s pat r ol " r e-
cei ved an ear l y i ndoct r i nat i on i n t he nat ur al sci ences . Hopl a' s son Ri char d, who
ear ned hi s Ph. D. at St anf or d and nowi s a r esear ch chemi st wi t h Ci ba Gei gy i n
NewYor k, admi r es a snake dr aped ar ound t he neck of hi s f r i end Bi l l McGr ew.

Dur i ng spr i ng br eak i n 1963, OUsophomor eBi l l McGr ew, second f r oml ef t , j oi ned
zool ogy pr of essor Char l es C. Car pent er , f ar r i ght , on t he " Go Go Go Saf ar i " t o
Chi hauhua, Mexi co, t o col l ect l i zar ds f or behavi or r esear ch . Ot her st udent mem-
ber s of t he expedi t i on shown her e wer e Hal Mer r i man, l ef t , and Ji mLl oyd.
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McGr ew' s l ove f or t he Af r i can exper i -
ence i s so deep t hat he has never agai n
consi der ed packi ngup andgoi nghome
unt i l hi s pr oj ect was compl et ed. " Af -
r i ca get s i n your bl ood, " he says .

McGr ewhas made 10 t r i ps t o Af r i ca,
a t ot al of about f our year s i n t he wi l d.
Some of hi s t r i ps l ast onl y a mont h;
ot her s l ast as l ong as ei ght mont hs .

McGr ew' s Af r i can camps have
r anged f r om gr ass hut s wi t h mud
f l oor s t o " f ai r l y l uxur i ous" l odgi ngs i n
t hewi l d, compl et e wi t h r oof s andbeds .
To st udy chi mpanzees, McGr ew ex-
pl ai ns, i t i s necessar y t o l i ve cl ose t o
t hemand bl end i n wi t h t he envi r on-
ment . So a f ai r l y pr i mi t i ve camp i s
needed. However , hi s pr esent camp i n
Gabon- wher e gr aduat e st udent s
hol d t he f or t bet ween hi s vi si t s- i s
" act ual l y qui t e good. "

" They have a gr eat di gni t y, "
McGr ewsays of hi s apesubj ect s . " Most
of t hei r dai l y l i f e i s qui et and consi d-
er ed. They don' t spendt hei r daysj ump-
i ngar ound. They ar equi et , t hought f ul
and consi der at e cr eat ur es. I n t hewi l d,
we see t hemas t hey r eal l y ar e. They
appr oach l i f e wi t h adegr ee of compl ex-
i t y. "

The l onger he wat ches t he apes, t he
mor e McGr ewl ear ns . " Af t er 15 year s,
I f eel t hat I ' mst i l l j ust begi nni ng, " he
says .

McGr ew and hi s r esear ch as-
soci at es- pr i nci pal l y Tut i n- have
wor ked i n Tanzani a and Senegal as
wel l as Gabon. I n addi t i on, McGr ew
has wor ked wi t h pr i mat e uni t s at t he
Car r i bbean Pr i mat e Resear ch Cent er
i n Puer t o Ri co andat Tul ane, St anf or d
andt he Uni ver si t y of Nor t hCar ol i na.

Whi l e at St anf or d i n t he ear l y
1970s, McGr ew conduct ed a ser i es of
r esear ch pr oj ect s basedon hi s obser va-
t i ons of t he ways i n whi ch chi mpan-
zees t ake car e of each ot her ' s t eet h-
cl eani ng and pol i shi ng t hei r mat e' s
chomper s . Accor di ng t o Newsweek,
McGr ew" di scover ed . . . t hat capt i ve
chi mpanzees ar e capabl e of conduct -
i ng a t hr i vi ng dent al pr act i ce . "

When not i n t he f i el d, McGr ew
ser ves as di r ect or of t he pr i mat e uni t
at St i r l i ng Uni ver si t y i n nor t her n
Scot l and. He aver ages a si x- hour
t eachi ng l oad but st i l l super vi ses t he
r esear ch of a number of gr aduat e st u-
dent s- some wor ki ng wi t h t he apes
i n t hepr i mat euni t and some wor ki ng
i n t he f i el d.



St udyi ng pr i mat es i n Af r i ca r equi r es l i vi ng cl ose t o t he subj ect s i n f i el d camps pr i mi t i ve enough, t o bl end wi t h t he envi r on-
ment . I n t hei r camp i n Tanzani a, McGr ewand hi s nat i ve f i el d assi st ant st udy a col l ect i on of pr i mat e bones.

McGr ew' s bachel or ' s degr ee was i n
zool ogy, and hi s doct or at e was i n
psychol ogy. Hi s r esear ch, however , has
l ed hi mi nt o ant hr opol ogy, and he i s
wor ki ng on a second doct or at e i n t hat
f i el d .

St i r l i ng i s a smal l ( under 3, 000 st u-
dent s) uni ver si t y t hat does not of f er
some of t heoppor t uni t i es McGr ewhad
as a gr aduat e st udent at Oxf or d . But
t hat di sadvant age i s out wei ghed by
St i r l i ng' s f l exi bi l i t y.

" I t ' s mor e i nnovat i ve, " McGr ew
says . " I have mor e f r eedom t han I
woul d have at a l ar ger uni ver si t y. "

But t her e ar e t hi ngs he doesn' t l i ke
about t he Uni t ed Ki ngdom' s el i t i st ,
r i gi d uni ver si t i es . " For year s, I want ed
t o t each a cour se i n t he evol ut i on of
ani mal behavi or . I coul dn' t get t hat
t hr ough at St i r l i ng . But when I went

t o t he Uni ver si t y of Nor t hCar ol i na ( as
a vi si t i ng pr of essor ) , t hey sai d, ` Wel l ,
what do you want t o t each?' "

Though McGr ew has had one- year
appoi nt ment s i n t he Uni t ed St at es, he
has l i ved i n t he Uni t ed Ki ngdomof f
and on f or 20 year s. He t r i es t o come
back ever y 18 mont hs or so, and he i s
al ways amazed by t he changes i n hi s
homet own . And Nor man i s st i l l hi s
homet own .

Dur i ng hi s home vi si t s, McGr ew' s
par ent s hel p sat i sf y t hei r son' s Sooner
spor t s cr avi ng wi t h vi deot apes of OU
f oot bal l andbasket bal l games. Hehad
schedul ed hi s t r i p t hi s f al l ar ound t he
OU/ SMU game, or i gi nal l y sl at ed f or
Sept ember 14, and was somewhat
mi f f ed t hat t he game hadbeen moved
t o December t o guar ant ee a nat i on-
wi de t el evi si on br oadcast .

McGr ew has added Br i t i sh t er ms
andpr onunci at i ons t o hi s speech, and
hi s war dr obe somet i mes shows an Af -
r i can i nf l uence. He even has t aken
ci t i zenshi p i n hi s adopt ed Uni t ed
Ki ngdom. But he st i l l consi der s hi m-
sel f j ust an ol der ver si on of t he Ok-
l ahoma boy who gl or i ed i n hi s sum-
mer s at t he Bi ol ogi cal St at i on.

" I suppose I wi l l al ways be an Amer -
i can i n out l ook, " McGr ewsays . " I was
i mpr i nt ed her e. "

Par t of t hat i mpr i nt i ng was due t o
hi s f at her and Car pent er and Hopl a.
McGr ewnever has f or got t enwhat t hey
di d f or hi m, andhe f i nds hi msel f f i l l i ng
a si mi l ar r ol e wi t h hi s own st udent s
now.

" I enj oy t eachi ng under gr aduat es, "
he says. " I woul d never want a j ob t hat
was j ust pur e r esear ch. "

1985 FALL/ WI NTER

 

27


