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Susan Norris of the Andover His-
torical Society interviewed Kayla 
Hartwell as part of the Society’s Oral 
History program. 

Kayla was home in January on va-
cation from her job in Belize, where 
she is involved with the rescue and 
relocation of spider and howler mon-
keys. These animals were rescued 
from the illegal pet traffi c trade.

The following is just a small excerpt 
from the interview. You can read the 
entire interview online at AndoverBea-
con.com/Kayla.asp.

SN: How did you get involved in 
your job in Belize?

KH: Well, in 2002 I was going to 
College of the Atlantic in Bar Harbor, 
Maine. I did a study abroad program 
in Mexico, in the Yucatan, and always 
had an interest in wildlife, particular-
ly primates. I volunteered for a couple 
of weeks at this spider monkey sanc-
tuary where they had rescued spider 
monkeys.

My fi rst encounter with spider mon-
keys, I was attacked by three monkeys 
as soon as I was dropped off in the 
middle of nowhere at this reserve. I 
was with three other Mayan men and 
didn’t know them. At the time I could 
hardly speak any Spanish. 

I still have scars on my back from 
that. It was really terrifying, but it 
didn’t deter me in any way. It just 
made me realize that these are wild 
animals. 

SN: What exactly do you do?
KH: Well, the majority of the mon-

keys come in as infants, rescued from 
the illegal pet trade. What happens 
is a hunter will go into a forest, fi nd 
a group of monkeys, fi nd a mother 
with a baby, shoot the mother to the 
ground, and then pry off the baby and 
go sell it for the pet trade.

They are really cute and cuddly 
when they are babies, but when they 
grow up, they are very viscious. Be-
cause we have the same anatomy as 
other primates, it creates a really huge 
health risk, because any parasites that 
the monkey has can easily be passed 
back and forth between the human 
and the monkey. 

I’ve had giardia, all kinds of in-
testinal parasites, hookworm, and 
roundworm, all from taking care of 
these monkeys.

So they come in as infants, and I 
pretty much act as a surrogate mother, 
which is a lot of work. It’s round the 
clock. When they are really young, 
you have to feed them about every 
two hours. 

Once they are old enough and they 
are more interested in playing, then 
we try to introduce them to the other 
monkeys, to start forming groups. 
Then once they are about a year and 
a half or two years old, that’s the ide-
al age to release them back into the 
wild. We’ve taught them how to fi nd 
food on their own, and by this time 
they are in a close-knit group which 
is very similar to a natural group in 
the wild. 

SN: Is it very sad for you when 
you release a group? 

It’s kind of a mixed feeling. It’s dif-
fi cult because I have developed such 
a bond with these animals. And they 
become really attached to me. 

SN: Do you have favorite mon-
keys?

KH: There is this one particu-
lar monkey named Itch. His name is 
Itch because he came in at a period of 
time when I had a poison wood rash 
all over my body. It’s similar to poison 
ivy, except much more severe. 

I had to take care of him at the 
time, and he wanted to cling to me all 
the time, but I had this horrible itchy 
rash. So we named him Itch after my 
poison wood rash. 

SN: There must be sad stories too.
KH: There are a lot of really sad 

stories. You get a lot of monkeys that 
come in and are sick, and you form 
really tight bonds with these monkeys 
and some of them don’t make it. It’s 
really heartbreaking. 

I think one of the most heart 
wrenching incidents was during the 
spider monkey release. It was with 
these three spider monkeys, and I had 
taken care of all of them since they 
were really young. 

It was about 6:30 in the morning, 

and I’m sitting in the jungle by my-
self. I had two other researchers with 
me, but they were back at camp. 

I was sitting there drinking my cof-
fee, and it had just gotten light, and the 
monkeys were above me in the trees 
just waking up. A puma came charg-
ing out of the bushes and jumped up 
one of the trees and just snagged one 
of the monkeys. 

There were so many mixed feel-
ings. Seeing this cat, just a magnifi -
cent animal, in the act of hunting is 
such a rare thing. Very few people 
ever get to witness something like 
this. Particularly, it scaling up a tree 
and snagging a monkey, it’s never 
been recorded. It’s a really rare sight-
ing. 

But witnessing it grab this animal 
that I’ve put so much care and effort 
and hard work into raising and releas-
ing and trying to make it successful 
and just having it all end. 

I was nervous and didn’t want 
the cat to feel threatened that I was 
right there. So I stood up and started 
to back away, but when I did that, I 
scared the cat, so the cat dropped the 
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monkey and ran away. 
The monkey was not dead yet, but 

had severe puncture wounds in its 
head. … We all thought it was go-
ing to die. We named it Vivo, which 
means “I live” in Spanish. … He just 
kept on fi ghting [to live].

SN: And your future plans, Kayla?
KH: I’m applying for a masters 

program at the University of Calgary 
in Canada. If I get in, I will be getting 
a degree in primatology. I plan on do-
ing my research in Belize on spider 
monkeys.

I’ve really have come to love the 
jungle, and I’ve spent a lot of time 
alone in the jungle, and I’ve just had 
amazing encounters with animals. 
I’ve had a tapir walk right up to me, 
not even knowing that I’m there. And 
the puma encounter. I’ve met jaguars 
in the jungle before. 

It’s just such a passion for me, and 
I love being out there in the bush and 
living it really rough. I fi nd monkeys 
incredibly intelligent and interesting, 
and I plan on spending the rest of my 
life pursuing fi eld work in the jungle. 
It’s what I love.
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