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What happens when a field biologist becomes disabled?
I was both nostalgic and greatly inspired by the recent essays 

by field biologists, and good friends of mine, Itzue Caviedes-
Solis (2021) and Ignacio De La Riva (2021), as they shared their 
histories and personal enlightenments regarding fieldwork as a 
crucial component to their great contributions in herpetology. 
They well captured how they embrace their lives and careers 
in the context of biodiversity and discovery and how central 
fieldwork is to their efforts and passions. Disregarding details 
of time, geography, and taxa, their stories are my story. Or, per-
haps now it is more accurate to say that their stories were my 
story.

My field career launched in earnest when I met Sam Sweet in 
1984 during my undergrad years at University of California Santa 
Barbara. Before I met Sam, I had spent my entire life studying 
editions of Stebbins’ classic field guide and trying to find every 
species therein, but on my own. Sam was very welcoming to me 
and invited me into the field with him virtually every weekend. 
I had knee problems as a kid, but Sam was understanding of my 
physical limitations and was wonderfully accommodating and 
supportive when I lagged behind climbing steep slopes, or just 
after a long day. In graduate school, my knee problems magically 
just disappeared; I think Sam’s field trips strengthened both my 
legs and my confidence. While I never became the strongest 
hiker on any team, I accomplished considerable amounts of 
field work and reveled in all of the joys of discovery that Ignacio 
and Itzue described. My newfound physical abilities continued 
well into my early career, and I made the most of it by logging 
many days, weeks, or months afield. My fieldwork was fueling a 
productive and exciting career trajectory for me.

What happens when fieldwork goes away? What happens 
when a field biologist suddenly becomes disabled? My knees 
ultimately failed on me and that changed everything. The 
realization that most fieldwork (at least as I knew it) would be 
impossible for me, and the transition to alternate research 
directions, has been very difficult for me to achieve. As SSAR and 
the JMIH are making strides towards inclusiveness of diversity 
among memberships, annual meetings, and our science in 
general, I thought I would share my story. In telling my own story, 
I hope to help others feel less alone and more able to ask for help 
from the people around them.

I am disabled in two respects, my orthopedic issues with my 
knees and also moderately severe hearing loss. The hearing loss 
is regrettable because it was self-inflicted. I have played guitar 
in punk-rock bands for over 40 years and attended innumerable 
concerts. Perhaps like smoker’s remorse, I knew the advice 
about moderation and hearing protection, and I simply ignored 
it. Now I have real trouble teaching, having conversations, and 
attending seminars or conferences. If you read my papers on 
anuran biology, you might notice that I very rarely have included 
data from vocalizations. It is hard to study an aspect of biology 
that you can barely perceive. I also can no longer hear any but 
the largest rattlesnakes; that is not particularly adaptive. Hearing 
aids help, but I am reminded of the legendary Hobart Smith, 
whom I was very fortunate to know well. He lost much of his 
hearing as a result of ear infections he developed doing fieldwork. 
Soon afterward, he almost entirely stopped doing field work. He 
wore hearing aids but was clearly aggravated and apparently 
embarrassed by his disability. He eventually stopped attending 
most conferences but would email myself and others after each 
one to get the research highlights. My hearing loss causes me 
regular frustration, but I have made it work in my career and 
have accepted my limitations. It is regrettable, but workable. For 
example, when I give seminars, I’ll introduce myself to someone 
in the front row, explain my situation, and ask if they will help me 
by repeating questions from the audience for me. It’s a great way 
to make new friends, at least!

The demise of my knees has been a far more disruptive 
ordeal. I contracted a bacterial disease called leptospirosis while 
doing fieldwork in 2006. It can be a difficult disease to diagnose, 
and so I was intermittently quite sick over the course of two years 
until it got resolved; I didn’t do much fieldwork during that time 
and many close colleagues were frustrated as I had to make last-
minute cancellations on speaking engagements and such owing 
to flare ups. When that was over, I was physically weakened, so 
a friend convinced me to join a neighborhood outdoor fitness 
boot-camp program. For those of you who know me, that is 
about as un-Joe as anyone could ever imagine. Punk-rocker field 
biologists don’t take orders from wannabe drill sergeants or do 
push-ups that do not result in discovering a salamander. But 
it turned out to be fun, as activities with friends often do, and 
I could feel my strength coming back. I was going to return to 
fieldwork! Until an odd pain developed in my knee—different 
than from my childhood. 

Now, thirteen years later and after ten surgeries including 
three knee replacements, I suffer from debilitating chronic pain. 
I can’t stoop or kneel. I can’t manage the leverage to flip a rock 
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or log. I don’t dare walk over unstable or slippery substrates and 
I have to be careful of trip hazards. I can no longer do fieldwork, 
at least not even remotely the way I used to do. As I traversed 
tortured years of surgeries, medications, and endless physical 
therapy, I kept drawing motivation from my unexpectedly 
positive experience with the fitness group and from my 
experiences with Sam Sweet. I was going to beat this, and I was 
going to go back in the field, maybe even with Itzue or Ignacio! 
Until the day I crashed psychologically.

I do not have a history of mental or emotional problems, but 
then suddenly, I did. In 2014, right before our annual meetings 
in Chattanooga, Tennessee, I was eagerly reading my just-
arrived copy of Herpetological Review 45(2) when the bottom 
fell out of my psyche. While reading my favorite section, Natural 
History Notes, and enjoying all the amazing phenomena 
being reported from field biologists, I very suddenly became 
overwhelmed with catastrophic thoughts centered on the 
idea that I would never recover. I would never again do field 
work, and therefore could no longer contribute to herpetology. 
I missed the meetings and instead spent a humbling week 
locked up in a psychiatric intensive-care ward where we use 
crayons instead of pencils, no shoelaces or belts are allowed, 
there are no sharp corners on the furniture, and it’s very quiet 
until a fellow patient has an outburst. My CV just did not matter 
in there. Since that time, I have devoted considerable time and 
effort in trying to grapple with a mental breakdown that was 
completely unanticipated and for which I was completely 
unprepared. I also try to help people with similar situations. 
My issues were suddenly broader than just chronic pain and 
physical disability. I was correct about the end of fieldwork 
and am now resigning myself to maintaining a productive 
career in the near absence of fieldwork. This has been a simply 
unimaginable reality to accept, but it is my reality. As with my 
ears, I am finding ways to make it work.

So again, what is an unexpectedly disabled field biologist to 
do? For a few years, I really vacillated and was not particularly 
productive in my research. I was heavily involved with 
amphibian conservation at the time, so I poured my efforts into 
the desk-work aspects of program and policy development, 
giving seminars, and other non-field endeavors. Much of my 
research focuses on taxonomy and distributions, based mostly 
on museum specimens. That would seem to be a perfect fit for 
a lab-bound scientist, but I have found it distressing to work on 
questions and species from places I longed to visit or revisit. 
Some dear colleagues invited me on field trips, knowing that I 
was compromised. That was very nice and the trips were fun, 
but I remained frustrated by my disability and, importantly, the 
pain from even doing minor attempts at finding animals was 
just awful; most of the ones I found escaped anyway. I simply 
needed a new roadmap, and I didn’t have a plan. But I was too 
committed to herpetology to just give up. I am still creating 
my new roadmap, but it is working and I am discovering new 
avenues for rewarding research.

My saving grace turned out to be the drastic career transition 
that I had made many years before, well before my knees failed. 
I had moved from a tenured faculty position to a research 
position at Zoo Atlanta and an adjunct position at Georgia 
Tech; I have outlined that story previously (Mendelson 2017). 
This career transition turned out to be serendipitous because, 
while I can no longer observe or collect animals afield very well, 
I can work with them in my lab at the zoo—and Zoo Atlanta has 
a diverse collection, with endless possibilities. So, through my 

own efforts and especially with some innovative collaborations 
with colleagues and students at Georgia Tech, I awkwardly 
began conducting experiments on topics such as biomechanics 
and behavior (e.g., Marvi et al. 2014; Cooper et al. 2019; Astley 
et al. 2020; Rieser et al. 2021). The awkward part is that, while 
the questions are fascinating, I never was trained in the very 
real art of experimental design. So, there have been frustrations 
and some certain missteps along the way, but I am asking for 
help and learning! I learned that the La Selva Biological Station 
in Costa Rica is relatively flat and has paved trails. So, I brought 
my cane and a Teaching Assistant and co-taught a field course 
there as I held “office hours” all day on a bench while my TA ran 
between student groups and sent them to see me if there were 
questions she couldn’t address. My current project on cognitive 
abilities in Heloderma is enabled by a great team of colleagues 
and students to “do the heavy standing” on my behalf. Also, 
I now teach more than ever and have a lab full of energetic 
students, mostly undergraduate researchers by my choice, and 
we work on a variety of topics using the zoo’s collections and 
museum specimens. This plan is working, even if I still greatly 
miss the adventure of fieldwork.

I am still working to reconcile the reality of my situation 
and I suspect that challenge will continue for the rest of my life. 
Abject depression is behind me, even if the daily chronic pain 
will not subside. I’m once again happy with my productivity. 
I’m really enjoying having so many students in my lab, working 
on a great diversity of projects, and watching them go on to 
diverse careers. I can road-cruise for herps, so long as someone 
else climbs in and out of the truck all night to check the finds. 
I can visit some wonderful field sites, even if I remain at the 
trailhead or on the side of the road and direct students to “go up 
there and look for rocks like this, then look underneath them!” 
(Fig. 1).

Field biologists sometimes snarkily scoff at the concept of 
plans—after all, what’s the point of a planning only to have it 
scuttled by some unforeseeable logistical nightmare? Perhaps 
it was all those years of fieldwork that came to my rescue? All 
those years of just focusing on the current situation, that we 
cannot control, and making the best of every day in the field. 
Taking advantage of what was possible, rather than lamenting 
on was not possible at the moment. I believe it may be my 

Fig. 1. Mendelson sitting on a bucket, near a major trail, measuring 
salamanders brought to him by students. 
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field experience that is getting me through this, even though 
it took years for me to realize it. When the original plan for my 
career got cancelled, I eventually learned to look around and 
identify tractable and rewarding opportunities in research and 
teaching.

Kudos to SSAR, Herpetologists’ League, American 
Society of Ichthyologists and Herpetologists, and American 
Elasmobranch Society for making concerted efforts to be 
inclusive in human diversity in all our efforts, including 
our annual meetings. I feel supported by my peers and have 
never once felt any stigma related to my hearing, my limp, 
my crutches and canes, or just my usually obvious physical 
discomfort standing in a poster session or social. My hope is 
that everyone, regardless of abilities, can feel welcome in our 
community, unashamed of their lifestyle or certain events in 
their life, and feels encouraged to contribute to herpetology in 
any manner. My hope also is to encourage everybody to simply 
ask for help if they need it. I learned the hard way, but it is so 
nice to now realize that if I need something repeated, or help 
picking up something I dropped, that people actually will help 
you and will do so without any judgement.

Acknowledgments.—Jessica Tingle provide great editorial advice 
on early drafts of this piece.
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