
 

 

 

Performance artist, 
Conservationist, and Founder of 

the Sumatran Orangutan Society 
 

 

In Memory of Lucy Wisdom 

21 November 1956 -19 December 2009



Lucy’s Story 
Lucy Wisdom, who died aged 53 of cancer, brought 
colour and passion to everything she did, above all to the 
Sumatran Orangutan Society (SOS), the charity she 
founded in 1997, and which became her life's work. She 
fostered SOS's growth from a one-woman campaign to a 
small but vital international agency, whose grassroots 
projects allow the few remaining wild orangutans the 
chance to survive in the forests of Sumatra. 

 
Lucy was the eldest child born into a medical family in 
Kent. She had three younger brothers whom she led & 
mothered. Prophetically her constant companions were a 
toy monkey, called Jacko, and the family cat who allowed 
herself to be dressed in doll’s clothes & wheeled around in 
a doll’s pram. Lucy attended schools in Kent, Crystal 
Palace & Croydon and Monmouth School for Girls. She 
swam, skied, danced and later skated, and rode with 
grace and agility.  

 
The family moved to London where Lucy was 
photographed wearing a microskirt and skates, riding a 
camel – in an advert for Chipperfield’s Circus. At 
fourteen, Lucy together with her mother, her step-father 
Alun (to whom she grew very close) and her brothers 
moved to Monmouth. After passing her O-levels she spent 
a year working on a kibbutz in Israel. Gap years were then 
very rare, and to leave home so early, with parental blessing was most unusual. She took her A-levels at the 
Sixth Form College in Hereford, where her circle of friends included a local band, the Pretenders, and their lead 
singer Chrissie Hynde who later became an SOS Patron. She read Geology and Archeology at Bristol University. 
This was followed by travel to India, Australia, New Zealand and Indonesia. As tour manager of her brother 

Oliver's band “The Specimen” Lucy toured in Europe and the USA. 
 

Next she trained in circus skills in London at Fool Time and in 
Bristol, before joining her brothers Michael and Julian in a triple act 
called the Wisdom Brothers, combining acrobatics, juggling and 
trapeze, and Lucy's special escapology number, which left her ever 
more tightly tied up. In 1982 she crewed a yacht to Barbados, as 
the boat’s cook, staying on for ten months and founding the 
Barbados Archaeological Society, which flourished for a decade 
after she left. After the Falklands war HMS Invincible docked in 
Barbados for ten days and Lucy and her companions enjoyed a 
holiday with Prince Andrew and the officers of “The Invincible”. It 
was a novelty to be courtsied to.  

 
Lucy became a member of the Mutoid Waste Company, 
performance artists and junk sculptors who create installations 
from discarded cars, cranes and even MiG fighters. She toured with 
them through Europe in her "fish car"; a Volvo covered with metal 
fish scales, and lived in her caravan near Rimini, Italy. She made 
life-long friends there, and the Mutoids travelled from Italy to stage 
her spectacular funeral celebration. 



In 1994, after surgery for breast cancer, she went to 
Sumatra as a volunteer at the Orangutan Rehabilitation 
Centre at Bohorok. Here she helped young orphan apes 
who had been illegally sold into the pet trade after their 
mothers had been shot.  She led the young apes up vines 
into the forest canopy to hone their skills as natural 
acrobats and trapeze artists in their own environment, 
preparing them for release back into the jungle. 

 
Lucy soon realised that saving individual apes could not 
prevent the imminent extinction of the species as a result 
of the loss of the animals’ habitat caused by logging, 
burning and palm oil plantations. She set up SOS, and 
attended the third International Great Apes Conference 
at Kuching, Borneo, in 1998, where she met leading 
primatologists and animal rights advocates.  They 
debated the best way to help the catastrophic plight of 
the great apes in the wild. The only attendee with 
raspberry-pink hair, zebra striped tights and neo-Ninja 
boots, Lucy was determined to do her best to save the 
Sumatran orangutan, a separate species to the more 
numerous Bornean ape. 

 
Lucy had by now made her home in Bali, but spent much 
time in Sumatra. She adopted a tiny ape, Abu, who 
needed two to three hourly bottle-feeding, and who now 
has been released back into the forest and is leading an 

independent life. SOS opened branches in Indonesia, the US, the UK, Sweden, Australia and New Zealand. SOS 
activities included the donation of funds and medical equipment to a new reintroduction centre for Sumatran 
orangutans near Medan.  
 
In 2001 SOS co-founded the Orangutan Information Centre 
(OIC) with a group of Indonesian conservationists, working 
with the people of North Sumatra and Aceh to protect 
orangutans as a keystone species in the rainforest ecosystem. 
So SOS evolved its policy of collaboration with local Sumatran 
programmes, helping to finance conservation classes, touring 
roadshows, tree-planting schemes and eco-treks. In London, 
high-profile comedy nights at the Lyceum raised more funds. 

 
During the Boxing Day Tsunami Lucy and the workers of the 
Orangutan Information Centre in Medan organised three 
lorries to bring the first help to stricken villages. Then together 
with Greenpeace they hired a boat, loaded it with supplies and 
took it up the west coast of Aceh. Again, they were the first 
people to bring aid. 

 
Lucy had five years free from cancer. The last ten years she 
lived bravely with the spreading disease and underwent many 
uncomfortable treatments cheerfully and stoically. She moved 
to London in May 2009 when her illness no longer allowed her 
to travel, but continued to work tirelessly for SOS. 

 



The Sumatran orangutans were her reason for living and her achievements were enormous. These were 
recognised in awards, including Hero of the Month by Marie Claire magazine and Ethical Businesswoman of 
the Year (2008). Lucy had a huge talent for friendship and was much loved. She will be missed greatly. SOS is 
her abiding legacy.  

 
At Lucy's funeral in Epping Forest, several hundred people heard addresses by her mother and friends, 
including the comedian and SOS patron Bill Bailey. Her pink papier-maché coffin was carried on the Mutoids' 
hearse, moss-lined, garlanded with pink feather boas and a profusion of orchids and drummed through the 
woods to her burial.  

Obituary by Charlotte Jones   

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

Tributes 

Lucy has been and will remain an inspiration to many - both for her passionate concern for endangered  species and 
the way she responded to her illness.   It is rare enough for someone to be moved to set up a charity and do 
something about solving a major problem such as the plight of Sumatra's amazing orangutans, let alone to do so 
while battling cancer. We will miss Lucy's energy and passion for life, and I am sure I speak for all in the Ape 
Alliance when I say that our meetings will never quite be the same again.  Few people better exemplify Abraham 
Lincoln's comment, "And in the end, it's not the years in your life that count. It's the life in your years."  
2010 is the UN International Year of Biodiversity - and thanks to Lucy and all who continue her work in the 
Sumatran Orangutan Society and wider conservation community, there will be a bit more diversity of life in Sumatra 
in the New Year and the coming decades. 
Ian Redmond, OBE, Chairman of the Ape Alliance 

 
SOS is today recognized internationally for its valuable 
contribution to the conservation of the Sumatran orangutan 
and the Leuser forests. Lucy’s endless dedication to orangutan 
and forest conservation was an inspiration to so many people, 
and we at SOS are proud to continue the work she started. 
Helen Buckland, UK Director, Sumatran Orangutan Society 
_________________________________________________ 

 
 
 
 
 

The Lucy Wisdom Fund has been established in Lucy's memory, 
to provide a scholarship for Indonesian postgraduate university 
students to study issues related to orangutan conservation, and 
to purchase forest land in Sumatra.  
 
All donations to the Lucy Wisdom Fund are greatly 
appreciated. 
 
Online: www.justgiving.com/SOS-LucyWisdomFund 
 
Bank Transfer: 
Account name: Sumatran Orangutan Society 
Account number: 65163432 
Sort code: 089299 
IBAN number for international donations: GB78 CPBK 0892 
9965 1634 32 
 
By post: Please send cheques made payable to “SOS – Lucy 
Wisdom Fund” to:  Sumatran Orangutan Society, The Old Music 
Hall, 106-108 Cowley Road, Oxford OX4 1JE, UK 

http://www.justgiving.com/SOS-LucyWisdomFund

