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Selbel sees hls primate patients gratis.

iR gifearing a surgical mask and a
HLM hospital scrub top, Dr. Ma-
& chelle Seibel cautiously ap-
proaches his patient—a 230-Ib., 27-
year-old female unconscious on a
gurney, surrounded by high-tech
equipment. “Temperature 100.0
degrees, heart rate 78, calls an at-
tendant. It could be a scene from
ER, except that the patient is merely
a potential mother undergoing a
routine ultrasound as part of an an-
nual exam. And she’s a gorilla.

For nearly five years, Seibel, 50, a
leading reproductive endocrinolo-
gist who is an expert in human in-
fertility treatment, has been treating
primates at Boston’s Franklin Park
Zoo. There he does everything from
freezing gorilla sperm to treating
hormone imbalances in mandrills.
“Traditionally scientists work on
animals to learn about people,”
says Seibel. “I thought for once hu-
man experience might be useful to
animals.”

Indeed it has been, says Dr. Hay-
ley Weston, the zoo’s chief veterinar-
ian, who first called on Seibel to help
with reproductive problems in goril-
las, an endangered species whose
survival may one day depend on the
fewer than 1,000 now in captivity.
“We’re primates too,” says Weston.
“So he is pretty well versed in pri-
mate reproduction.”

Seibel has ministered to some 20
animal patients, performing sono-
grams on marmosets and pottos
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Treat, then flee

Machelle Seibel’s gorilla-side manner?
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(stothlike African primates) as well
as administering annual reproduc-
tive physicals to some of Franklin
Park’s six gorillas. He once ordered
birth-control pills for a mandrill suf-
fering excessive menstrual bleeding.
“I phoned in the prescription,” he
recalls, “and said, T’'m calling this in
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for Mandy the mandrill.” The phar-
macist asked, *What’s her insur-
ance?' [ told him, ‘HMO Zoo.’®

To be sure, these aren’t the pa-
tients Seibel had in mind when he
dreamed of becoming a doctor as a
child in Texas City, Texas, where his
parents ran a jewelry store. Inspired
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Seibel admin-
isters an
ultrasound to
Mandy, a
mandrill.

by a professor at the University of
Texas medical school in Galveston,
Seibel chose gynecology as his spe-
cialty and moved in 1979 1o Boston,
where he gained a reputation for his
work with inferulity, which resulted
in Massachusetts's first test-tube
baby in 1983. His work left little
time for a social life, but he met his
wife, Sharon, 43, a psychiatrist, in
19835, and they married a year later.
(They have three children: Amy, 12,
Sherry, 10, and Alex, 7.)

It was five years ago when Wes-

‘ton, concerned about infertility in

the zoo’s primates, heard about
Seibel’s pioneering work with hu-
mans and gave him a call. “He was a
little surprised,” says Weston. “It’s
not every day that a veterinarian
calls from a zoo and says, “Would
you like to come look at our goril-
las?’™ At first, Sharon was con-
cerned that the work would be too
dangerous for her husband, but then
the couple paid a visit to the zoo.
“One of the gorillas was sitting

down, eating yogurt and watching
Wild Kingdom,” recalls Seibel. “It
was like seeing a kid in front of the
TV.” Now the family has gotten
used to the apes~—and vice versa.
“The kids think it’s great,” says
Sharon. “One of their favorite out-
ings is to the z00.”

Still, gorillas, who can weigh
more than 450 1bs. (250 for fe-
males), can be dangerous and must
be put under general anesthesia for
every exam or procedure. Some go-
riltas bat away the darts—shot by
blowgun and containing doses lethal
to humans—and toss them back at
the doctors. The anesthetic could
wear off without warning, so Seibel
always keeps a clear path to the
cage exit. This morning, everything
goes without a hitch, and the team
packs up and leaves without inci-
dent. “It’s always a relief,” he says,
“when it’s done and nobody got
hurt.”
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