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ESSAY 

The power of sight
A veterinarian visiting Africa made a life-changing discovery.
By MARY TORRENCE

My journey to Africa started as a 
dream trip to a place often called 
the Cradle of Life, where animals 

roam free and landscapes stir the imagin-
ation.
 It quickly became something much 
more.
 Last February, I traveled with an Ohio 
State alumni tour group to Kenya and 
Tanzania. Near Nairobi, we stayed for two 
nights at Sweetwaters Tented Camp on 
the grounds of Kenya’s Ol Pejeta Conser-
vancy. This nonprofit wildlife conservancy 
supports endangered species, tourism, and 
community outreach.
 As a veterinarian, I looked forward to 
visiting the nearby Sweetwaters Chim-
panzee Sanctuary, which provides lifelong 
refuge to orphaned and abused chim-
panzees. The sanctuary was established 
through an agreement with the Ol Pejeta 
Conservancy, the Kenya Wildlife Service, 
and the Jane Goodall Institute. It opened 
in 1993 with three chimpanzees. Now there 
are more than 40, living in two groups 
separated by the Ewaso Nyrio River. 
 I knew I would fall in love with the 
animals, just as I had fallen in love with the 
country and the people. Everywhere were 
reminders of the fragility of life and the 
unending struggle for survival. Every day, 
I saw animals and humans alike caught up 
in the “circle of life.” Africa is a constant 
reminder of the importance of symbiotic 
relationships—the need for animal species 

to help each other for survival, and the 
need for humans and animals to interact 
to ensure existence for all. 
 As we visited the chimpanzees at 
Sweetwaters Sanctuary, we were sad-
dened by the stories of their previous 
neglect and abuse, yet elated and fas-
cinated by their communications and 
actions. 
 Staring into their eyes, I was struck by 
two thoughts. One was an old proverb: 
“The eyes are the window to the soul.” One 
look into their eyes revealed the chimpan-
zees’ intellect, their silent communication. 
 My second thought was more clinical, 
the result of my diagnostic skills as a vet-
erinarian. I realized that some of the chim-
panzees were having trouble seeing us. 
 When veterinarians take their oath, they 
vow to use their knowledge and skills for 
the benefit of society through the protec-
tion of animal health and welfare, the 
prevention and relief of animal suffering, 
the conservation of animal resources, and 
the promotion of public health.  
 Now, I thought, what better way to 
honor that oath than to use my training—
and that of my colleagues—to help pre-
serve the eyesight of these chimpanzees? 
 When I returned to the United States,  
I started discussions between ophthal-
mologists at Ohio State’s College of  
Veterinary Medicine and the managers  
at Sweetwaters, who examined the 
chimpanzees and, as I suspected, discov-
ered potential eye problems that we can 
diagnose and treat. 

    Since then, we’ve con-
sulted further with the 
managers and evaluated 
the medical pictures and 
records they’ve sent us. 
Through our discussions, 
we’ve realized that the 
disease symptoms may be 
applicable to humans as 
well. For example, if the 
chimpanzees have para-

sitic eye lesions such as river blindness, 
humans living in the same area may have 
similar infections. 
 Our group has now set up short- and 
long-term goals and activities. We hope 
to raise enough money to send a clinical 
ophthalmologist and assistants to Kenya 
to diagnose and treat all the chimps at 
Sweetwaters Sanctuary. We also want to 
obtain funding to send or take supplies, 
drugs, and equipment necessary for treat-
ment and evaluation at that time and in 
the future. A special fund will be set up at 
Ohio State for this project.
 In addition, we want to establish a 
continuing relationship for ophthalmologic 
consultation and perhaps other expertise. 
Such collaboration could provide oppor-
tunities for students and also include 
relationships with the College of Veteri-
nary Medicine, the Columbus Zoo, and the 
University of Nairobi.
 In the longer term, we hope to expand 
the collaboration with Ol Pejeta Conser-
vancy to the care and treatment of the 
rhinos and elephants there. Beyond that, 
we see the opportunity for students and 
faculty to participate in ongoing projects 
of sustainable agriculture and economic 
development that coexist with wildlife.
 As I learned when I looked into a chim-
panzee’s eyes, the circle of life need never 
be broken. n
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