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THIRTEEN’s Nature Calls Attention to the Plight of  

The Funkiest Monkeys Airing 

Wednesday, January 29, 2014 on PBS 

One man’s mission to help save the endearing primates from extinction 

There is an unusual looking monkey called the crested black macaque that is endemic to 

rainforests in Indonesia, which includes the island of Sulawesi. These striking black primates, 

sporting punk hairstyles and copper-colored eyes, first caught the attention and won the heart of 

wildlife cameraman and biologist Colin Stafford-Johnson 25 years ago. But since then, their 

numbers have dropped by almost 90 percent, so the filmmaker returns to the island to discover 

why and how he could help. 

Upon his arrival, Stafford-Johnson finds a very different looking Sulawesi. An island once 

entirely covered in forest, is now undertaken with new roads, people and buildings. He meets up 

with the leader of a team of local biologists - Giyarto, or Ugi for short - who has been studying 

the macaques for seven years. Together they will make a film to show how special these monkeys 

are, hoping to involve the local community in protecting them before they disappear forever.  

Nature observes the troop of endangered crested black macaques and explores what is 

causing their decline when The Funkiest Monkeys airs Wednesday, January 29 at 8 p.m. 
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(ET) on PBS (check local listings). After the broadcast, the episode will be available for online 

streaming at pbs.org/nature.                                                                             

The macaques Ugi has been following live in a special nature reserve known as Tangkoko in 

North Sulawesi. These extremely intelligent and social animals live in large family groups and 

forage chiefly for fruit. Each of the 70 individuals in this troop has been named which helps in 

documenting their relationships and strict hierarchical structure dominated by an alpha male 

called Tarzan.  

Tarzan has exclusive access to all the females coming into season, but his position is never 

secure. Male macaques migrate between troops and he must constantly be on the alert for males 

looking to usurp his position. The rules for female macaques, however, are different. Females 

form the stable core of a troop, each one inheriting her position from her mother, including the 

alpha female, and none of them ever leaves the group. 

The monkeys often head to the beach to indulge in their most important social activity: 

grooming. “They spend so many hours grooming each other every day, it just goes to show how 

important it is,” Stafford-Johnson notes, “not just for the practical job of removing all the little 

ticks and mites that live in their fur. An equally important role is to just affirm family bonds and 

friendships.” 

But at night, the only safe sleeping location for the macaques is high up in the trees where 

their two deadliest predators, pythons and people, can’t reach them. Monsoon season is the most 

dangerous time for them because some local fishermen, unable to make a living due to rough 

seas, turn to hunting monkeys. Yet, year-round, markets sell wild meats like squirrels, rats, 

snakes and the particularly sought-after, expensive macaques. Though they are critically 

endangered and officially protected, the law is rarely enforced and the macaques remain at risk. 

Nature is a production of THIRTEEN in association with WNET for PBS.  For Nature, 

Fred Kaufman is executive producer. The Funkiest Monkeys is a co-production of 

THIRTEEN Productions LLC and BBC in association with WNET. 

Nature pioneered a television genre that is now widely emulated in the broadcast industry.  

Throughout its history, Nature has brought the natural world to millions of viewers.  The series 

has been consistently among the most-watched primetime series on public television.   

Nature has won almost 700 honors from the television industry, the international wildlife 

film communities, and environmental organizations including 11 Emmys, and three Peabodys.  

The series received two of wildlife film industry’s highest honors: the Christopher Parsons 

Outstanding Achievement Award given by the Wildscreen Festival and the Grand Teton Award 

given by the Jackson Hole Wildlife Film Festival. Recently, the International Wildlife Film 

Festival honored Nature Executive Producer Fred Kaufman with its Lifetime Achievement 

Award for Media. 
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PBS.org/nature is the award-winning web companion to Nature featuring streaming 

episodes, filmmaker interviews, teacher’s guides, and more. 

Support for this Nature program was made possible in part by the Arnhold Family in 

memory of Clarisse Arnhold, the Lillian Goldman Charitable Trust, the Filomen M. D’Agostino 

Foundation, by the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, and by the nation’s public television 

stations.  
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About WNET 
As New York’s flagship public media provider and the parent company of THIRTEEN and WLIW21 
and operator of NJTV, WNET brings quality arts, education and public affairs programming to over 5 
million viewers each week. WNET produces and presents such acclaimed PBS series as Nature, Great 
Performances, American Masters, PBS NewsHour Weekend, Charlie Rose and a range of 
documentaries, children’s programs, and local news and cultural offerings available on air and online. 
Pioneers in educational programming, WNET has created such groundbreaking series as Get the 
Math, Oh Noah! and Cyberchase and provides tools for educators that bring compelling content to life 
in the classroom and at home. WNET highlights the tri-state’s unique culture and diverse 
communities through NYC-ARTS, Reel 13, NJTV News with Mike Schneider and MetroFocus, the 
multi-platform news magazine focusing on the New York region. WNET is also a leader in connecting 
with viewers on emerging platforms, including the THIRTEEN Explore iPad App where users can 
stream PBS content for free.  
 
 

  

 

 

 

 

http://www.pbs.org/nature
http://thirteen.org/
http://wliw.org/
http://www.njtvonline.org/
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/nature
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/gperf
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/gperf
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/americanmasters
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/
http://www.charlierose.com/
http://www.thirteen.org/get-the-math
http://www.thirteen.org/get-the-math
http://www.pbskids.org/noah
http://www.pbskids.org/cyberchase
http://www.nyc-arts.org/
http://www.thirteen.org/sites/reel13
http://www.njtvonline.org/njtoday/
http://www.thirteen.org/metrofocus
http://www.thirteen.org/explore/

