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I’m a cardiologist trained in radiology and heart photography.  I diagnose heart disease noninvasively and run a clinic specializing in the aorta for my practice. Aortic aneurysms are among the deadliest of heart conditions. An aortic dissection from an aneurysm is often lethal.

As it turns out, heart disease, including aneurysms, is also a notable cause of death for apes in captivity.  Now, I don’t consider myself a profound animal lover. I never had a dog growing up. But when the Virginia Zoo in Norfolk asked me to help assess two orangutans’ hearts as part of their health maintenance regimen, the scientist in me was intrigued. I knew we share 97% of our DNA with the great apes and I’d read that ape and human hearts are very similar.
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So I read some scientific papers submitted to The Great Ape Heart Project at Zoo Atlanta and the more I read, the more excited I became at the prospect of assisting with this study. I was hooked.

On the day of the study, we gathered in the state-of-the-art veterinary hospital at the Virginia Zoo using a mobile ultrasound device shipped in from another zoo. Our first patient was Schnitz, a male, anesthetized but still grunting, mumbling and twitching as staff veterinarian Dr. Amanda Guthrie, my colleague Dr. Robert McCray and I readied this 300-pound animal for the procedure.

We opened his mouth to insert a breathing tube and I was struck by the sight of canine teeth as big as my thumb and a gullet I could put my fist in.  When he coughed, we all jumped a foot.  I began to sweat through the dress shirt I mistakenly wore that day as it dawned on me that this was serious business and that this animal’s life was in our hands.

In the Malay language, orangutan means ‘man of the forest,’ but the forests in which they live are being diminished by human activity and the population in the wild is at risk.  What I saw before me was a magnificent animal, as vulnerable as any human patient under anesthesia, and as dependent on us to deliver care as safely as we know how to achieve a proper outcome. As we worked on Schnitz and his female partner, Pepper, it struck me that the ultrasound images of the ape hearts were indistinguishable, even to a trained eye, from those of a human. 

I am happy to report that Schnitz and Pepper have healthy hearts and aortas. They displayed no signs of aneurysms, thickening of muscle walls or prior infection. They receive excellent veterinary care and the Virginia Zoo provides an environment in which these herbivores can swing from trees and munch healthy grasses and fruits to their hearts’ content.  Next time I take my three children to see them, I’ll have a whole new perspective as part of their medical care team.

I went into this excited about the unique opportunity to pair my passion for cardiac medicine and heart photography with a contribution to this broader study of great apes. I was thrilled to see images that not only looked familiar, but almost identical to those I examine of human patients daily. I was relieved to report the positive study findings that indicate the great heart health of these animals.

But I was most surprised at my own human reaction to Schnitz and Pepper, as my temporary patients. I am, unexpectedly, committed to helping the Virginia Zoo maintain the heart health of these creatures. I expect that my enthusiasm will draw in cardiology colleagues to do more of this work with other great apes in captivity, which may be the only place where the species survives unless their native countries can limit further habitat destruction

	


