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For most readers, the deserts that dom-
inate the arid landscapes of North Africa 
do not call to mind thoughts of frogs and 
salamanders. Yet the coastal margins and 
mountains along the Mediterranean—
and scattered inland oases—host habitats 

that support a small but phylogenetically diverse assemblage of 
amphibians. With few exceptions, the North African amphibian 
fauna is distinct from that of sub-Saharan Africa (Channing and 
Rödel 2019) in being dominated by lineages that have colonized 
North Africa from Europe or the Middle East in the past 10 mil-
lion years (e.g., Carranza and Arnold 2004; Escoriza et al. 2006; 
Busack and Lawson 2008). This new book focuses on providing 
a thorough summary of the diversity, ecology, and life history of 
the unusual amphibian fauna found in Morocco, Algeria, Tuni-
sia, and Libya, while also providing information on the species 
from Mauritania and Egypt. With identification keys and ac-
counts for each species, this book will clearly be useful to those 
identifying species while conducting research on North African 
amphibians. But it is so much more than a field guide. With in-
troductory chapters covering a broad range of topics and the 
authors’ own data on ecology and phenotypic variation within 
species, this book is truly a comprehensive text on the biology 
of North Africa’s amphibian species. If you are interested in the 
amphibians of the Mediterranean or Africa more generally, you 
will want this book.

The first major chapter (Chapter 2) provides a broad 
introduction to amphibian diversity in northwestern Africa 
that includes sections on geography, the fossil record (complete 
with a drawing of that fourth lissamphibian group, the 
albanerpetontids), life history, tables of the species of amphibians 
known from each relevant country and as well as associated 
islands, and conservation. This chapter provides some handy 
tables, including one that lists the non-native species known to 
prey on native amphibian species in this region, and another 
that provides the conservation status of all of the amphibians in 
northwestern Africa and the major threats to each.

The authors then proceed with short chapters providing 
introductions to the ecology of amphibians from northwestern 
Africa (with useful summaries of habitat types and amphibian 
parasites) and the survey methods for gathering much of the field 
data presented in the book, including their own unpublished 
data. The authors even include details on which methods are 
most effective depending on the time of the year, which will be 
useful for students and researchers following in their footsteps. 
The following chapter provides a short publication history of 
amphibian research in North Africa and, though it makes for 
dense reading, it will serve as a useful starting place for those 
interested in the existing primary literature for this region. 
Before the species accounts that comprise the majority of the 
book, the authors provide a short chapter on identification keys 
and another describing the methods of their species accounts. 
The tables and figures of the identification keys provide 
summaries at a glance for traits of adults, larvae, and even eggs. 
The short chapter describing the methods and structure of the 
species accounts provides details on anatomical terms and 
measurements. 

Approximately 60% of the book comprises species accounts 
separated into two large chapters: “North-western Africa 
Amphibians,” and “Amphibians of Mauritania and Egypt.” Within 
each chapter, these accounts are organized alphabetically by 
family and then by genus and species. Each account is separated 
into topical sections complete with maps, drawings, black-and-
white photographs, and plates with color photographs. For each 
species, there are common names provided in English, French, 
and Arabic (including transliteration into the Roman alphabet) 
as well as information of the etymology of the scientific name. 
In addition to providing taxonomic information such as 
junior synonyms and type specimens, these accounts provide 
sections on systematics and geographic variation, the fossil 
record, eggs, larval morphology and ecology, adult morphology 
and ecology, distribution and habitat, natural history, and, 
finally, conservation. The accounts are helpful and thorough 
summaries for each species, and many are quite lengthy. For 
instance, the account of the salamander Pleurodeles nebulosus 
is approximately 11 pages in length and contains five gray-scale 
figures and four color plates showing information such as the 
eggs and larvae, geographic distributions, and color variation 
in both the larvae and adults. In contrast to many field guides, 
the accounts are scholarly summaries with references cited 
throughout the text.

Each species account contains a map of point localities 
for each species, including separate symbols for unconfirmed 
records, and these are “mainly on the basis of recent literature 
reviews…and the authors’ unpublished data.” The sole part of 
this book that I wish had been expanded further were details on 
these localities. Which localities are from which publications? 
Which are new localities based on the authors’ work? Are any 
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of these localities based on specimens in museum collections 
that are otherwise not represented in the literature? Other than 
the type specimens mentioned in the species accounts, little 
mention is made of data that might have been gathered from 
museum specimens. A gazetteer of localities for each species, 
accompanied by sources of information for each, would have 
been very useful to many readers. One minor improvement to 
the maps might be to provide a different symbol for populations 
thought to have been extirpated, such as Hoplobatrachus 
occipitalis in the oasis of Ghat in southwestern Libya. 

One of the more interesting additions to the species accounts 
are two graphs that accompany the distribution map for each 
species. The first is a graph showing a histogram of the “Aridity 
Index” for the species with lines indicating the break points 
between “humid,” “subhumid,” “semiarid,” and arid (though 
the latter is not indicated). I could not find anywhere in the text 
where the authors explained this index, how they calculated it, 
or what data were used to generate the graphs. For example, they 
might have used information on precipitation at each locality 
from widely available bioclimatic data layers, but appropriate 
places in the text—such as the chapter on the methods for the 
species descriptions—contained no details on these analyses. 
The second graph shows a histogram of elevation for the species 
though it again remains unclear what data were used to generate 
this. Both graphs are welcome additions to the distributional 
map for each species, but many authors may be uncertain how 
to interpret them without more information.

The figures and plates in this book are remarkable. I wish 
that all books on regional faunas had such a wealth of images of 
specimens, animals in the field, and habitats. Still, a handful of 
figures could be improved, such as gray-scale photographs of the 
hands and feet in which the finer details of anatomy are difficult 
to see. Some of these same figures could also be improved with 
labeling of key features mentioned in the text. There are many 
excellent drawings from one of the authors, Daniel Escoriza, that 
illuminate the text throughout this book. Examples include a 
scene of a larval community of tadpoles and salamander larvae 
in Morocco, dorsal views of the heads of each species, and 
differences in shape of the parotoid glands among North African 
toads.

The authors’ dedication to providing a comprehensive 
summary of the biology of North African amphibians is clear 
throughout this authoritative treatment. With 141 gray-scale 
figures, 66 color plates, 19 tables, and more than 700 references, 
this book rewards careful reading and, alongside recent 
treatments such as for Egypt (Bahal El Din 2006) or Morocco 
(Martínez del Mármol et al. 2019), will serve as an important 
reference to students and scientists alike. I am confident that I 
will be reaching for this book in the years ahead when trying to 
answer questions on the amphibians of North Africa.
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As a parent, educator and turtle re-
searcher, my overall impression is that The 
Wild Lives of Reptiles and Amphibians, A 
Young Herpetologist’s Guide provides an 
accurate initiation to herpetology for teen-
agers, young adults, and perhaps for older 
adults who recently have discovered a pas-
sion for amphibians and reptiles and who 
are not yet too focused on one taxonomic group. It provides a 
wealth of detail on herpetofaunal natural history for a number of 
taxa in a variety of habitats, with rich descriptions of behaviors 
(in Chapters 3–7). In that regard, it helps the readership to have a 
clear picture of what the snake, the box turtle, or the frog was do-
ing when it was caught. The information provided is not original, 
but it is a decent summary of what is known on several North 
American species in well written and clear sentences. Maybe 
one of the strongest points of this book is connected to its rich 
vocabulary and well-organized sentences, which would make 
many English teachers delighted. That is why I think a much 
older audience might be drawn to the book.

A unique feature of the book that also makes it attractive 
is included at the end. Here, the author relates his personal 
experiences and provides a list of tools, tips, and advice on 
how to observe amphibians and reptiles, what to wear to go 
herp hunting, and how to take field notes on observations. This 
subject matter is covered in two chapters, but it could have 
been better developed with more graphics and photographs to 
enthrall the young audience. Chapter 2 also deviates somewhat 
from the content of the rest of the book with its reptile tales and 
mythological narratives, particularly those related to Native 
American folktales that are not well-known to the American 
public, but should be. It is notable that the book’s chapters do 
not need to be read in order and stand up as independent units, 
which is a good idea for a beginner who tires easily or becomes 
distracted with too much information at one time. The book’s 
size makes it easy to handle, but it is not a field book. 

One concern is that the author never really defines his 
audience except by the use of the word “young.” The book ‘s text 
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is somewhat awkward or inappropriate for older readers, but 
it is also not for very young children despite the use of juvenile 
terminology at times. For example, in Chapter 3, a description of 
frog reproductive behavior uses the words “boy and girl frogs” 
(p. 22) and “mother frog” (p. 23), suggesting a young audience; 
likewise, the author later uses the phrase “the water snake and 
her babies,” both examples of which led me to think the book 
was meant for younger children. However, a description of the 
water snake later in the same chapter includes male and female 
reproductive organs in a way that is too mature for a younger 
audience. The description of a rat’s death (p. 39) also is not 
appropriate for little ones. Indeed, the vocabulary is likely too 
complex for an average millennial tween. 

Different taxa are featured with a spotlight on some behavior 
or attribute that makes the animal more appealing. In addition 
to its focus on the behavior of amphibians and reptiles, the 
diversity of habitats described (rivers, forests, deserts and 
grasslands) allows the young reader to relate what they read 
to their local ecosystems. These attributes make the book very 
suitable for a beginner audience who can focus later on their 
preferred group. Nevertheless, the book may not be a good fit for 
teenagers who are already focused on or educated about reptiles 
and amphibians. A more advanced reader may end up skipping 
too many pages to get to the taxa they wish to learn about, and 
thus miss other important aspects of herpetology. 

The book is clearly aimed at a American audience. In that 
regard, the author seemed wise to limit himself to the amphibians 
and reptiles of the United States, as teenagers are more likely to 
be interested in what they see around them. Nevertheless, there 
seemed to be some inconsistency in coverage. In some instances, 
references to information on reptiles of the rest of the world are 
included that do not add that much to the book. For example, the 
author highlights the differences between the Cryptodira and the 
Pleurodira for turtles, a topic that might be beyond the interest of 
a reader focused on North American species. On a positive note, 
some chapters include brown colored pages where the author 
dwells in depth on a subject often connected to its physiology 
and anatomy. These stand-alone sections will definitively 
educate the beginner on simple features such as overwintering, 
the usefulness of losing a tail, or the different types of snake 
locomotion. As an educator, I also appreciated that in the last 
chapter the author evoked threats and conservation in a clear 
and organized summary, as well as the risks of invasive species, 
inasmuch as beginners may be more likely to abandon exotic 
species in local habitats. 

The bibliography is broken down by chapters and includes 
internet websites, which is helpful for a beginner audience in 
order to dig deeper quickly into the information. Nevertheless, 
the references are very heterogenous, containing reliable 
sources as well as less reliable sources such as Wikipedia (cited 
twice in the notes for Chapter 2). The photographs in the book 
were taken by the author who incorporated several examples 
of typical habitats beside the species discussed. However, some 
photographs include shadows and are of low quality, such as the 
one of field herping gear (p. 104). If there is a second edition, the 
author should include better quality photographs. 

Overall, this book should be considered as a positive first 
step to reach budding herpetologists with accurate information, 
especially for a young (however defined) audience that wishes to 
know more about American reptiles and amphibians. 
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Skinks of India is a collaboration 
among four members of the Herpetological 
Division of the Zoological Survey of India, 
Kolkata, the director of ZSI, and a single 
“outsider” from the Indian Institute of 
Science, Bangalore. This collaboration has yielded an extremely 
attractive and useful guide to Indian skinks. I would argue with 
its rear cover statement: “the first comprehensive guide to Indian 
skinks;” I prefer to give that honor to Malcolm Smith’s (1935) 
Sauria volume, although I am not challenging this book as the 
first modern comprehensive guide.

On opening my heavy, triple wrapped mail-package from 
India, I discovered a glossy white cover with six color photos of 
skinks surrounding the title, authors, and publisher. The excellent 
color photographs of the cover are repeated in abundance 
throughout the guide, whether of living skinks (mostly) or of 
preserved specimens of rarely seen species. All photographs are 
well focused and sharply reproduced. They have been selected to 
show the reader the appearance of each species in life, often in 
more than one posture. A useful feature of these species portraits 
is a small label of the geographic origin of the photographed 
skink and one identifying the photographer. If it appears that I 
am impressed with this guide’s photography, I am. I also must 
note that the photographs result from the generosity of nearly 
60 colleagues.

There are other aspects of this guide that have impressed me 
as well. At nearly 0.7 kg., 21 cm × 14.5 cm, and 383 glossy pages, 
it is a lab bench and library book. It contains eight chapters or 
sections, a generic key, and 60 skink species accounts, musings 
on Chalcides, measurements of referred material, discussion, 
references, and glossary. The seven chapters provide an 
“Introduction,”—an overview of what is a skink, where and how 
they live; the “Importance of Skinks”—as predators and prey; “A 
Review of Scincid Taxonomy and Biology,”—a thorough and brief 
summary of the individuals who contributed to our knowledge 
of Indian biology emphasizing skinks; “Landscapes and Habitats 
of India,”—photographs of major habitats (biogeographic 
zones) and maps; “Biogeography of Indian Skinks,”—a brief 
overview of major geologic events and likely effects on skink 
diversity; “Phylogenetic Relations,”—a succinct statement 
and phylogram by Aniruddha Dutta-Roy; “Going Limbless”—
briefly noted; “Methodology Followed,”—a brief materials and 
methods; “Key to Genera of Indian Skinks,”—a dichotomous key 
with informative line drawings of diagnostic head scale traits 
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and photographs of postaxial characters; “Difference Between 
Limbless Skinks and Anguids,”—text and photographs, and then 
the species accounts.

The species accounts comprise the bulk of the guide, 283 
pages. Each generic group begins with a generic account 
containing generic name and author of genus, brief description, 
line drawings of dorsal and lateral surfaces of the head, and key 
to species if polytypic. Each genus set is marked by a unique 
color band at the top of that genus’ pages. The following species 
accounts contain standard English name, specific name and 
author, a page width photograph of the dorsolateral view of an 
entire skink, then a series of sections, including original name 
(primary synonym), etymology, original citation, synonyms, type 
locality, type specimen, size, diagnosis, description (detailed/
thorough), coloration, habitat, habits, breeding (reproduction), 
distribution in and outside of India, and status. Each account 
also includes a map of India with the species distribution 
identified by a bright color. For most species, there are additional 
color photographs aside from the introductory one. Each generic 
account ends with a specimens examined section.

Following the species accounts, the guide concludes with 
four sections: Measurements of referred specimens; Discussion; 
References, Glossary. The measurement section provides a set of 
31 mensural and scalation traits for each species with samples 
of six or fewer specimens, usually five, for each species. All of the 
specimens derive from Indian institutions. There is no index, as 
one is not necessary for the included species because they are all 
listed in the Table of Contents.

I have noted only a few glitches. A few skink taxa are missing: 
Eumeces blythianus and E. schneiderii of northwestern India; 
Eutropis rudis and Scincella macrotis of Nicobar Island; Scincella 
sikkimmensis of northern India. The Subdoluseps generic 
account follows immediately after the Riopa generic key, likely 
a necessary addition following the very recent description of 
Subdoluseps. These are minor items considering the magnitude 
of the task to document in detail the skink fauna of India. I 
congratulate the authors in their production of a most attractive 
guide that will serve as a baseline research source for future 
studies on the biology of Indian skinks.
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There are few roads as iconic to 

naturalists as an approximately 2.75 
mile (4.6 km) stretch of Larue Road in 
southwestern Illinois, known to avid 
herpetology enthusiasts and professionals 
as simply “Snake Road.” Access to Snake 
Road is accomplished by heading east 
off Illinois Route 3 on Muddy Levee 
Road (north entrance) or Larue Road 
(south entrance). For three months in the spring (15 Mar to 
15 May) and two in the fall (1 Sep to 30 Oct), the north-south 
portion of Larue Road known as Snake Road is gated and off 
limits to motor vehicles. Why? Because many species of snakes 
overwinter immediately east of Snake Road and then pour off 
of the limestone bluffs in the spring to migrate to their summer 
habitats, a floodplain of the Big Muddy River (Larue Swamp) 
immediately to the west of Snake Road in Larue Pine-Hills. The 
opposite migration occurs in the fall. During these migrations, 
it is not uncommon to count hundreds of snakes representing 
23 species on the gravel surface of Snake Road, the wetlands 
and dry patches immediately adjacent to the road, and on the 
bluffs to the east. Obviously, migrations of this magnitude 
have drawn the attention of a wide variety of naturalists and 
professionals, and it is fairly stereotypical to see university vans 
from multiple institutions amongst personal vehicles packed in 
the parking areas to the north and south of Snake Road on a daily 
basis during its closures. Beyond Snake Road and Larue Pine-
Hills, Shawnee National Forest harbors many other good sites 
for viewing reptiles and amphibians, and I highly recommend 
spending a few days in southwest Illinois on trips to the region to 
more thoroughly explore all that the Shawnee has to offer. 

With so many people visiting Snake Road, a cost-friendly, 
region-specific field guide to help identify species they might 
encounter seems highly desirable, especially since previous 
publications primarily just list which species have been found 
at Snake Road during surveys (e.g., Palis 2016). Thus, I was very 
excited to see Snake Road, A Field guide to the Snakes of Larue-
Pine Hills on bookshelves in early 2021. For readers familiar 
with herpetological field guides, you should realize before 
buying this book that this is not your typical field guide. The first 
thing I noticed when I unpacked the guide was that I was not 
familiar with the author. Typically, herpetological field guides are 
written by academics whose names echo in the halls of biology 
departments or museums. Joshua Vossler is an academic librarian 
who found it difficult to identify the snake species of southwest 
Illinois with more traditional field guides, and Vossler is blunt in 
the preface that this book is for “aspiring snake watchers.” This 
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means that the book is primarily focused on a bevy of images of 
snakes used to demarcate species and potential variation within 
species, with limited associated text aimed at guiding users to 
correct species identification; very little natural history data are 
included. For enthusiasts that want to dig further into the snakes 
they observe, Vossler provides in-text citations for each species 
account that guide readers to the correct page in commonly 
used professional field guides and natural history texts. 

Vossler’s field guide is a slightly larger format when compared 
to my trusty Conant and Collins (1998) field guide, i.e., 22.80 cm × 
13.90 cm versus 18.20 cm × 11.30 cm, respectively. A larger format 
was chosen undoubtedly to provide more room for multiple 
images of each species that can be observed on Snake Road. The 
spine is rather thin (0.90 cm), owing to the fact that there are not 
a vast number of snake species in southwest Illinois (23 species), 
which allows the book to be rolled up easily and inserted into 
the back pocket of a pair of jeans. The front and back covers are 
rather thick and hold a significant curve after unrolling. The 
finish on both the covers and spine is matte with a “papery” feel, 
and I question if the cover will hold up well after exposure to the 
spring and fall rains of southwest Illinois. Furthermore, the pages 
of the book appear glued to the spine, without stitching, and 
therefore I recommend that ardent users protect this field guide 
with a waterproof cover if there is a chance of precipitation. The 
background of the pages of Vossler’s field guide are bright white, 
and I would characterize the pages as semi-glossy. Glare from 
the pages would definitely be a slight issue if trying to use the 
field guide in direct sun but, fortunately, users will mostly be able 
to find shade if only using the field guide on Snake Road. I think 
the page material represents a happy medium between glare 
reduction, durability, and a surface that retains sufficient detail 
of the numerous high-quality images found throughout the text. 

Not unexpectedly from an academic librarian, Snake Road, 
A Field Guide to the Snakes of Larue-Pine Hills is well written. 
Furthermore, I absolutely love how this field guide is organized. I 
credit the unique organizational scheme of taxonomic accounts 
to the fact that Vossler did not feel constrained to the format of 
previous professional herpetologists’ field guides. What Vossler 
came up with is not only unique, but extremely user friendly for 
a novice herpetologist. Taxonomic accounts are ordered by the 
probability of encountering a species of snake; thus, Agkistrodon 
piscivorus, the most common snake at Snake Road, leads the 
way. Cemophora coccinea, which has not been observed at Snake 
Road since 1942 (according to Vossler’s literature review), is the 
last taxonomic account. This scheme is found throughout the 
field guide, starting with a quick pictorial guide of head shots 
of the snakes (6.0 cm × 2.9 cm images) reported at Snake Road 
immediately following the title page. The only downfall of 
this scheme is that when a novice herpetologist gets better at 
identifying snakes, it can be difficult to quickly skim to a specific 
taxonomic account to confirm an identification because the 
accounts are not ordered taxonomically or alphabetically. In 
addition to this issue, there is no index at the end of the guide, 
but a contents page is found immediately preceding the preface. 
In general, I feel that Vossler’s field guide gets harder to use when 
you know what snake you are looking for in the text, which is the 
exact opposite result when using more advanced field guides. 

Following the quick reference guide, title page, table of 
contents, and preface, Vossler’s field guide is organized into three 
major sections: Introduction, Snakes of Snake Road (Part I), and 
How to Tell Similar Snakes Apart (Part II). These three sections 
are demarcated when the book is closed by a contrasting color 

scheme on the entire top edge of the field guide: Introduction, 
brown; Part I, green; Part II, brown. This color scheme also 
extends approximately 0.7 cm on the fore edge immediately 
adjacent to the top edge. Outside of those three sections the top 
edge and fore edge are entirely white. I would have preferred 
more contrasting colors for the edge demarcations as the brown 
and green tones used by the publisher are not ideally suited for 
contrast. The field guide culminates with some further thoughts, 
a handy multi-column checklist to keep track of the species a 
user has observed on Snake Road as well as the date/time and 
notes, and further reading (bibliography of works cited within 
the field guide). 

The Introduction provides a brief summary of the history of 
Larue-Pine Hills, how to use the field guide, Snake Road rules 
and tips, and some notes on how to get to snake road and what 
to bring with you when you visit, although the most intriguing 
portion of the introduction is a sub-section entitled “Setting 
Your Expectations.” I still remember being disappointed after 
my first visit to Snake Road. I assumed that such an iconic 
road would yield multiple species of snakes in high numbers; I 
saw five Agkistrodon piscivorus. Return trips were much more 
satisfying and, at present, I have probably seen 90%+ of the 
species that cross Snake Road. Vossler does a fantastic job of 
“reeling” in your expectations by providing three years’ worth 
of his own observational data (2017–2019) that were collected 
fairly systematically, although as Vossler admits, probably 
not systematically enough to pass the rigors of scientific peer 
review. Using graphs, Vossler provides readers the numbers of 
species observed as a percentage of A. piscivorus observed (most 
common species found on Snake Road) and the total number 
of snakes observed per hour during each of his trips during the 
spring and fall closures. There were days when Vossler only saw 
approximately one A. piscivorus per hour (similar to my first trip) 
and days where he saw six A. piscivorus per hour in addition 
to 10 other species per hour. These graphs not only let readers 
know that there are less than optimal days at Snake Road, but 
also gives about when they should visit Snake Road to maximize 
their potential observations; mid to late October appears to 
be the most “snakey” time period according to Vossler’s data. 
Vossler also provides useful tables of the most common species 
observed during the spring and fall closures, and which species 
have comparable observation rates in both the spring and fall 
based on his personal observations and surveys. 

Each account from Part I provides a common name for 
each snake species using the Common Names List from SSAR 
(Crother 2012), scientific name, size (“large” snakes are greater 
than 4 feet as adults, “medium” between 3 and 4, and “small” 
less than 3), the ratio of the focus species to the number of 
cottonmouths observed at Snake Road, whether the adults 
dramatically change appearance with age, and the probability of 
seeing the focus species between 1, 4, and 10 visits to Snake Road 
(from the authors own calculations in the Introduction). Each 
account also lists similar looking species found on Snake Road 
with page numbers to the other species accounts in Part I, page 
numbers for Part 2 if a user needs more detailed comparisons 
to distinguish similar looking species, and page numbers from 
seminal natural history texts where readers can dive more into 
the biology of each species. Considering the focus of Vossler’s 
field guide is identifying snakes that you are not allowed to handle 
(a strict rule of Snake Road), four to 14 images of each snake 
are provided for each taxonomic account. Images are between 
4.5 cm and 12.0 cm in length, and 4.0 cm and 9.0 cm in height. 



Herpetological Review 52(2), 2021

443BOOK REVIEWS     443

Whole snake images show variation between color morphs or 
age, and macro images show more specific details, e.g., head-
shape and scalation. More images are provided for species with 
greater variation or species with unique morphological features. 
Whereas some field guides use stock images of snakes from all 
over their range, I was delighted to see that the vast majority 
of images chosen for Vossler’s field guide were taken by Vossler 
himself at Snake Road. Figure legends are provided for each 
image or groups of images that highlight unique morphological 
traits or provide hints on better conditions for finding the snake 
pictured. 

For the rookie herpetologist, I found Part II to be the most 
useful section in the field guide. If a budding herpetologist sees 
a black snake at Snake Road, they can simply turn to the first 
account of Part II and see a quick reference with images of all 
the black snakes found at Snake Road, with figure legends and 
a short introduction highlighting the unique traits of each of the 
black snakes. This scheme continues with accounts providing 
details on identifying Agkistrodon piscivorus versus Nerodia 
erythrogaster, A. piscivorus versus A. contortrix, and Coluber 
constrictor versus Pantherophis spiloides, among others. Images 
from this section are on the smaller range of the images from 
Part I, primarily because many comparative images were placed 
on the same page to provide quick demarcating features of 
similar appearing snakes. These images tend to be more macro 
in nature to highlight unique features of species, and I found that 
the image sizes were adequate for use in the field. 

I traveled to Snake Road in April 2021 with some of my lab 
students and gave the Vossler guide to a student that we all agreed 
might be the least adept at identifying snakes. The student was 
100% accurate on identification attempts, albeit the overnight 
temperatures were 28°F and only two attempts were made on two 
different Agkistrodon piscivorus. On a positive note, the student 
found the guide easy to navigate and use, which supports my 
opinion that this book is great for novice herpetologists. However, 
a common critique of the guide by my students was that there 
was not a section on the common amphibians of Snake Road, 
of which we found numerous individuals on our trip, e.g., Acris 
blanchardi, Ambystoma maculatum (egg masses), Anaxyrus 
fowleri, Hyla cinerea, Plethodon dorsalis, Rana catesbeiana, and 
Rana clamitans. I assume if we had seen turtles and lizards, my 
students also would have wanted those included in the guide, as 
well. Beyond this minor limitation, my only real issue with the 
field guide is the quality of construction. More durable covers 
and spine would go a long way to making this a phenomenal 
field guide for novice enthusiast. 
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The Galapagos Archipelago can be 
a mystical, almost mythical place that 
most of us can only dream of ever visiting. 
Although it is one of the last archipelagos 
to be discovered by humans, it is steeped 
in a fascinating history of visitation 
by an eclectic combination of whalers, pirates, prisoners, 
and scientific explorers. Among the most famous scientific 
explorers of course was Charles Darwin, whose 35-day visit to 
the islands laid the foundation for his ideas on evolution he later 
published in his The Origin of Species in 1859. The Galapagos 
have thereafter captured the fascination of naturalists around 
the world, and perhaps no aspect has stoked more interest than 
its iconic giant tortoises. 

Galapagos Giant Tortoises (edited by Gibbs, Cayot and Tapia) 
represents an ambitious and unparalleled effort to compile 
and synthesize everything that is known about Galapagos 
tortoises into a single volume. The 15 tortoise species endemic 
to the Galapagos Islands (including three extinct and one 
undescribed species) have been the subject of several hundred 
peer-reviewed scientific publications. Much of what is known 
about them, however, can only be found in largely inaccessible 
sources such as whaling ship logs, field notes, and unpublished 
reports. The book contributors skillfully integrate information 
garnered from these sources with insights gleaned from new 
analyses of the extensive data collected by scientists and 
resource managers over the past six decades. 

The book contains 25 single- or multiple-author chapters 
falling under six themed sections. The Table of Contents 
provides a detailed outline of the book, including the topical 
subheaders under each chapter and their corresponding 
page numbers so that the reader can quickly locate topics of 
interest. The list of topical subheaders is helpfully repeated at 
the opening of each chapter. The chapters are all well-linked 
despite different authors for different chapters—a testament to 
the acumen of the book editors. The first section—appropriately 
entitled Overview—consists of two chapters. Chapter 1 distills 
the history of the Galapagos Islands since their discovery 
and introduces topics that will be covered in greater detail in 
subsequent chapters, thereby setting the stage for the rest of the 
book. Chapter 2 covers the evolutionary history of Galapagos 
tortoises. 

The second section (History of Human-Tortoise 
Interactions) reveals how the status and fate of Galapagos 
tortoises have been inexorably intertwined with the human 
history of the islands. History buffs will appreciate the excerpts 
from written accounts by early explorers and the historical 
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photos sprinkled throughout the four chapters comprising this 
section, although a few portray disturbing levels of exploitation. 
Nicholls (Chapter 3) captures how human perceptions of 
Galapagos tortoises have changed over time from that of 
a resource to be harvested, to a fascinating example of the 
evolutionary and geologic history of the islands, to a flagship 
for the conservation of the archipelago. Chapter 4 covers the 
darker side of human interactions with Galapagos tortoises—
the exploitation of tortoises for both utilitarian (oil or food) 
and scientific purposes. I suspect this chapter was one of the 
more time-consuming and tedious ones to develop, as the 
authors (Conrad and Gibbs) must have spent countless hours 
poring over unpublished shipping logs and written accounts 
from scientific collectors and explorers in order to provide the 
detailed breakdown of tortoises harvested or collected during 
different phases of exploitation and how that varied among the 
islands. Their chapter probably best illustrates the overarching 
goal of the book, which—as stated in several places throughout 
the book—is to collate all the available information (both 
published and unpublished) and make it “accessible to all.” The 
final two chapters in the section delve into the more positive 
interactions, including how the Galapagos giants captured the 
interest of early scientific explorers to the archipelago and the 
continued value of their resulting collections and accounts.

The third section (Natural History) consists of 10 chapters 
organized by topic rather than by species or by island. This 
important distinction reflects a deliberate (and I think astute) 
choice by the editors. Each chapter intimately links an 
important component of tortoise ecology with the environment 
in which they live, as well as how dynamic that environment is 
in space and time. This approach leads to deeper insight into 
the ecology of these wonderful giants and the forces shaping 
it. A few chapters in the section really stand out to me in terms 
of illustrating the book’s many strengths. Caccone (Chapter 7) 
does an outstanding job of distilling the fascinating geologic 
history of the Galapagos that is so integral to understanding 
the relationship among tortoise species found on the different 
islands. She elegantly encapsulates the complicated, sometimes 
seemingly contradictory patterns in the following way: 
“Galapagos tortoises are an example of species diversification 
after a single colonization event followed by radiation across 
islands and divergence under limited gene flow…then modified 
by human agency.”

The chapter on thermoregulation (Chapter 10; Blake et al.) 
makes basic physiological concepts interesting by showing 
how such a huge range in body size (both across age classes 
of individual species and among species) affects their relative 
thermal inertia. The authors detail how integral thermal 
inertia is to tortoise ecology through its effects on movement, 
activity budgets, habitat selection and other behaviors. Some 
sections may be more in-depth or technical than might appeal 
to someone not specifically interested in thermal biology, but 
others will be of interest to even a casual reader. The chapter 
makes an interesting comparison between the ecological 
diversity of the Galapagos and both the nearby mainland 
tropics and to the Aldabra atoll—the only other place in the 
world having extant giant tortoises. The authors also highlight 
how the thermal ecology of Galapagos tortoises is linked to 
some of their major threats, including habitat alteration, 
vegetation removal and invasive species—all of which alter 
the thermal landscape for tortoises. Similarly, insights gleaned 
from comparing movement patterns of tortoises across the 

archipelago contribute to the broader field of movement 
ecology (Chapter 13; Blake et al.): “different populations 
and even different individuals within populations displayed 
different movement strategies suggesting that the Galapagos 
could provide a window into the evolution of movement 
strategies.” As an interesting aside, there’s a photo (fig. 13.2; p. 
264) of Charles Darwin’s great great grandson, Randall Keynes, 
downloading movement data from a male tortoise fitted with a 
GPS tag. How cool is that?

Several chapters present previously unpublished analyses, 
leveraging impressive long-term datasets collected over many 
years and across multiple islands and tapping into them in new 
ways. In the Population Biology chapter (Chapter 12), Gibbs 
and Goldspiel use recent advances in demographic analysis 
and more than 50,000 capture records collected from the 
1960s to 2020 to reconstruct the demography of each island’s 
tortoise population over time. In the Habitat chapter (Chapter 
14), Hunter and Gibbs combine over 20,000 location records 
with publicly available weather and spatial datasets to explore 
patterns in habitat use and tortoise distribution within and 
among populations occurring on different islands. 

As someone whose career has largely focused on tortoise 
conservation, Section III (Conservation: Slow Rescue from 
Near Destruction) and Section IV (Restoration Case Studies), 
were – unsurprisingly – my favorite. Cayot (Chapter 17) gives 
a decade-by-decade perspective of the most pressing issues 
driving tortoise conservation priorities in the Galapagos and 
how the approach has evolved and advanced over the past 60 
years. She points out that one of the key contributing factors 
to their promising outlook is the “longevity of giant tortoises 
ensuring their survival to when the conservation movement 
emerged.” She also acknowledges the importance of the 
passion and commitment of the people who have championed 
them—several of whom are highlighted in the chapter.

Chapter 19 provides an overview of the major invasive 
species that threaten the Galapagos, their impacts on the 
islands where they occur, and the tortoises that also inhabit 
those islands. One of the first scientific talks I ever heard about 
the Galapagos Islands was by the chapter’s lead author (Cayot) 
talking about the goat eradication program and its use of 
“Judas” goats. I remember being impressed with the creativity 
and ambitiousness demonstrated by the scientists and resource 
managers who have been unrelenting in their efforts to rid the 
archipelago of invasive species. These daunting efforts and 
their remarkable success in achieving island-level restoration 
are detailed in Chapter 19. Section IV concludes with a very 
helpful population-by-population synthesis (Chapter 20) of 
how tortoises are distributed on the islands, their estimated 
abundance over time, major threats, conservation needs and 
current IUCN status. 

The Restoration Case Studies section (Section V) consists 
of four chapters, each highlighting a different restoration ap-
proach the team of scientists and resource managers have 
undertaken to secure the future of Galapagos tortoises. Where 
possible, the case study presentations follow parallel struc-
tures—opening with a description of the island and details 
regarding the initial decline of corresponding tortoise popu-
lations and ending with project outcomes, prospects for the 
future and often a bulleted list of “lessons learned.” Each case 
study stands alone as a fascinating account of the recovery ef-
forts on individual islands, but they are even more compelling 
in combination. The combination of approaches used across 
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the archipelago demonstrates how science-based decision 
making, in concert with innovative outside-the-box ideas (such 
as recovery of lost lineages, introduction of ecological replace-
ment species), can achieve remarkable conservation outcomes. 
For sure, those successes are the product of a massive effort by 
a cadre of committed people working together in concert for 
more than six decades—an effort that is largely unparalleled. 
Yet, it gives me hope for turtles elsewhere in the world.

Galapagos Giant Tortoises is a wealth of information and 
succeeds in its goal of providing the most comprehensive, up-
to-date synthesis on Galapagos tortoises. To say that it merely 
represents a significant advancement from Van Denburgh’s 
species accounts (1914) based on the 1905–1906 California 
Academy of Science expedition would be an injustice to the 
editors and other contributors. The information is presented 
in enough detail and depth, including with many supporting 
tables and figures, to satisfy the academic herpetologist or turtle 
biologist. I appreciated the literature cited section appearing 
at the end of each chapter rather than as a single section at 
the end of the book. The majority of the book—indeed of 
each chapter—is presented with limited scientific jargon and 
sufficient explanation of complex topics to be digestible to the 
curious enthusiast of natural history. Certainly any student or 
professional in the conservation arena would find the book to 

be a valuable contribution to their library. Enough information 
on climate, geologic origin, vegetation, and human history on 
the islands is provided for the book to be of interest to many 
travelers to the Galapagos—particularly those going to the 
time and expense of making what is likely to be a once-in-a-
lifetime visit there. Weighing in at 4 lbs and measuring 28 cm 
× 22 cm, the book is hardly portable, but it is not intended to 
be a travel guide or field guide. That being said, reading the 
book’s excellent overview of the islands and its giant tortoises 
before visiting the Galapagos would help any curious traveler 
make the most of their trip. Those so inclined could even bring 
the ebook version on their favorite device. I wish I had had the 
opportunity to read it before my travels, but Galapagos Giant 
Tortoises will certainly have a prominent place in my library for 
years to come.
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Colored Atlas of Amphibians and Reptiles in 
Chebaling
Shiping Gong and Zhihong Wu (editors). 2020. Guangdong Science 
and Technology Press, Guangzhou, China. Available from China 
Scientific Book Services (www.hceis.com). 212 pp. Hardcover. US 
$67.00. ISBN 978-75-3597-549-2.

Chebaling National Nature Reserve, 
also known as the Chebaling Biosphere 
Reserve, is located in northern Guangdong 
Province in southeastern China. The 
total area encompasses 7545 ha, and the 
reserve is situated on the ecotone between 
the southern subtropical and central 
subtropical climate zones. The reserve is 
mountainous and heavily forested, with 
some limited rice cultivation in the valleys. 
Colored Atlas of Amphibians and Reptiles in 
Chebaling includes accounts of the single 
salamander, 28 frogs, 3 turtles, 14 lizards, 

and 47 snakes that occur within the reserve. The book begins with 
an overview of the region’s physiography and habitats, including 
a map of vegetation distribution, accompanied by beautiful 
photographs of the various habitats. The remainder of the 
book is devoted to the species accounts. Each account includes 
information on identification, with some additional information 
on life history and elevation range within the reserve; there are 
no range maps. Family and common names are in English with 
Latin scientific names, but the text is entirely in Chinese. Each 
account is accompanied by multiple excellent color photographs 
taken in natural settings, frequently using different camera 
angles or poses. Dorsal and ventral views are often included, as 
are individuals illustrating color or pattern variation. Although 
not a field guide (19 × 26.5 cm), the photographs would be very 
helpful in identifying individuals observed in the field. The 
book includes a short literature cited and ends with photos of 
researchers conducting field research. There are three indexes, 
one each in Chinese, for English common names, and for Latin 
names. The book is definitely produced for a Chinese audience, 
but non-Chinese-speaking herpetologists interested in southern 
Asia will enjoy the high-quality photographs.

Amphibians & Reptiles of Maolan, China
Deng Huiqing. 2019. Science Press, China Science Publishing and 
Media, Ltd., Beijing, China. Available from China Scientific Book 
Services (www.hceis.com). 249 pp. Hardcover. US $65.00. ISBN 978-7-
03-061541-1.

The Maolan Karst Forest Reserve, A 
UNESCO Biosphere Reserve, contains the 
largest karst primary forest in the world. 
Comprising 20,000 ha in southern Guizhou 
Province, China, the reserve is located in 
the subtropical climate zone and contains 
ca. 430 vertebrate and 500 tree species. 
Established in 1987, the region is one 
of rugged karst mountains and caves, 
offering spectacular scenery, and is heavily 
forested. It is also home to the salamander 
Paramesotriton maolanensis (Gu et al. 
2012, Zootaxa 3510:41–52), known only 
from the reserve. Amphibians & Reptiles of Maolan, China covers 
the 33 amphibians (3 salamanders, 30 frogs) and 62 reptiles 
(1 turtle, 12 lizards, 49 snakes) known from Maolan. The book 
has a brief introduction to the region and its herpetofauna, 
including illustrations of morphological nomenclature. Most 
of the book is comprised of species accounts. Each account 
includes a synonymy (also available for Family and Genus prior 
to the accounts) in English, information on identification and 
life history, and a range map within Maolan; most accounts 
have 3–4 color photographs of animals in the field and their 
habitat. Photos of different life stages are sometimes included 
with the amphibian accounts, and most accounts have both 
dorsal and ventral photographs of living animals taken in the 
field, although some of the squamate accounts use preserved 
specimens for illustrating venters or head scale patterns. There 
is no photo of P. maolanensis, however, and a photo on p. 129 
appears upside down. Only preserved specimens are used for 
photos of Pseudocalotes microleps, Ptyas nigromarginata, and a 
few other species. The photographs are generally of good quality. 
The book ends with a bibliography, including many English 
language citations, and indexes in Chinese and by Latin name. 
The text is entirely in Chinese. The book will mainly be of interest 
to Chinese-speaking researchers and individuals interested in 
the herpetofauna of this ecologically significant region.
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Atlas of Amphibians in China (Field Edition)
Fei Liang. 2020. Available from China Scientific Book Services (https://
www.hceis.com). 862 pp. Hardcover. US $122.00. ISBN: 978-7-5349-
9994-9.

This is the second edition of the Atlas 
of Amphibians in China, and is greatly 
expanded from the first edition published 
in 1999 (862 pp. versus 440 pp.). The book 
follows the same format as the first edition: 
an introductory section on amphibian 
biology, including detailed illustrations 
of key morphological characters used in 
identification, followed by species accounts 
of the single caecilian, 76 salamanders, and 
373 frogs native to China (including Hong 
Kong, Taiwan, and Tibet), plus 4 introduced 
species (Lithobates catesbeianus, L. 
grylio, L. heckscheri, Xenopus laevis). The 

introductory illustrations are the same as in the first edition. Each 
species account includes Latin species names, Chinese and English 
common names, a brief description with natural history notes, a 
color photograph or illustration featuring dorsal and ventral views, 
and a dot distribution map. Some of the anuran accounts include 
illustrations or photographs of tadpoles. The book ends with a 
list of primary references through 2019 (pp. 791–802), and three 
indexes (Chinese, Latin, and English names). The text is entirely 
in Chinese. The book is compact (19 × 12 × 4 cm) and can easily 
be packed with field gear. Intended as a field edition, however, the 
cover may not hold up well under field conditions, as the copy 
purchased by the book review editor is already coming apart at 
the corners. The book will appeal to biologists and naturalists in 
China, and can serve as a quick reference to species distribution 
for herpetologists elsewhere.

The Vermont Reptile and Amphibian Atlas. 
2019 Update
James S. Andrews. 2019. James S. Andrews, Middlebury, Vermont 
(jandrews@vtherpatlas.org). 74 pp. Softcover. US $19.90 (includes tax 
and postage). 

Vermont is a small northeastern state, 
but it is home to 10 salamanders, 11 frogs, 
8 turtles, 1 lizard, and 11 snakes. In 2001, 
James Andrews self-published the first atlas 
of the amphibians and reptiles of Vermont. 
Since that time, Andrews has continued to 
update distribution information with the 
assistance of 7000 volunteers and cooper-
ating organizations involving more than 
100,000 records. Much of this information 
has been available online at VtHerpAtlas.
org, with the online version updated every 
five years. The Vermont Reptile and Am-

phibian Atlas. 2019 Update incorporates all records to 2017, but in 
a hard copy version. The updated version includes county distri-
bution information (current record—1993–2017; historic record—
prior to 1993; assumed current presence, but no verified records; 
single individual reported; presence documented with photo, 

specimen, or recording) for 39 species previously covered by the 
atlas, with new information on Terrapene carolina and Heterodon 
platirhinos. The booklet includes a 22-page introduction with ma-
terial on sources of information, legal status, relative abundance, 
search tips, lengths of the animals, and maps. Most of the book-
let (pp. 24–70) includes only the maps and legends, with no ac-
companying text. Andrews gives credit to his contributors of more 
than 20 observations with an impressive list of citizen scientists at 
the end. The booklet will be of most value to New England biolo-
gists and institutional libraries, and to other persons interested in 
detailed distributional records.

Amphibians and Reptiles of California: Field 
Observations, Distribution, and Natural 
History
William C. Flaxington. 2021. Fieldnotes Press, Anaheim, California 
(http://flaxington.com). iv + 294 pp. Softcover. US $59.95 (includes 
postage within USA). ISBN: 978-1-7362699-0-9.

California stretches for ca. 1450 km from 
Oregon in the north to the Mexican border. 
With Pacific beaches, cool wet coastal 
forests, high mountain ranges, and deserts, 
it’s not surprising that it harbors a diverse 
herpetofauna. This book is a compilation 
of William Flaxington’s field observations 
of California amphibians and reptiles, 
native and exotic, spanning 37 years. 
During that time, he managed to locate 
and photo-document nearly all extant 
species. Introductory material includes 
an overview of the state’s geography and biotic communities, 
introduced species, and a list of taxa Flaxington considers part 
of the California fauna. Species accounts comprise the bulk of 
the book and include sections on description, distribution (with 
shaded range map), and natural history, with the author’s field 
experiences mixed in. The range maps contain dots that indicate 
the author’s observation localities rather than traditional sources 
such as museum vouchers or published reports. The maps show 
estimated current ranges rather than historical distributions, 
potentially confounding an understanding of biogeography.  
Although the species accounts do not include in-text citations to 
primary sources, footnotes list published references or personal 
communications. Each species is represented by one or more 
high-quality color photographs on glossy paper. This is a large 
format book—21.5 × 38 cm—and thus best used as a reference 
before and after time in the field. Production quality seems 
excellent. Flaxington has provided a rich source of natural history 
information in this book, which will appeal to both amateur and 
professional herpetologists. 


