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Meetings Calendar
Meeting announcement information should be sent directly to the Editor (herpreview@gmail.com) well in advance of the event. We 

also welcome brief reports of meetings; please consult the Editor for details. 

11–14 July 2019—Biology of Pitvipers 3, Rodeo, New Mexico, USA. 
Information: https://www.biologyofthepitvipers.com/home

24–28 July 2019—Joint Meeting of Ichthyologists and 
Herpetologists, Snowbird, Utah, USA. 

26–29 July 2019—Southwest Partners in Amphibian and Reptile 
Conservation (SW PARC), Rodeo, New Mexico, USA: Information: 
http://www.swparc.org/meetings/2019-meeting/

2–6 September 2019—14th Herpetological Association of Africa 
Conference, Hogsback, Eastern Cape, South Africa. Information: 
s.edwards@ru.ac.za

2–6 September 2019—SEH 2019: 20th European Congress of 
Herpetology, Milan, Italy. Information: http://seh-congress-2019.
unipv.it/seh2019-at-milan/

25–29 September 2019—55th Annual Meeting of the German 
Society for Herpetology and Herpetoculture, Kempen, Germany. 
Information: www.dght.de

27–28 September 2019—Eurovenom Herpetology Conference, 
Košice, Slovakia. Information: http://eurovenom.com/

25–27 November 2019—Second International Conference 
of the Young Herpetologists of Russia and neighboring 
countries, Zoological Institute of RAS, Saint-Petersburg, 
Russia. Information: www.zin.ru/societies/nhs/ 

5–10 January 2020—9th World Congress of Herpetology, Dunedin, 
New Zealand. Information: http://www.wchnz.com/wch2020
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Memories of Charles W. Myers  
(1936–2018)

On the early spring day 4 March 1936, 
Charles William Myers entered our world, 
possibly not as a screaming infant but 
rather as a quiet newborn who seemed 
to be listening to the environs. Thus was 
the beginning of an extraordinary life as 
an outstanding scientist, consummate 
naturalist, and unequaled explorer of our 
time, whose world seemed imbued with 
Greek mythology.

Preferring the nickname Chuck, My-
ers developed an interest in natural his-
tory at an early age; his early explorations 
in the environs of St. Louis yielded as-
sorted observations on amphibians and 
reptiles. His first publication appeared 
when he was 16 years old in 1952. Box 
turtles and timber rattlesnakes figured 
in his early publications. Upon gradua-
tion from Beaumont High School in 1955 
he married his high school sweetheart, 
Joan Elaine Wilson. Chuck obtained an 
AA degree from Harris Teachers College 
in St. Louis in 1957; by this time, he had 

published six papers and was set on a ca-
reer course in herpetology. He and Joan 
moved from St. Louis to Gainesville and 
the University of Florida, where under the 
guidance of William J. Riemer, he was in-
troduced to the local herpetofauna. Soon 
Chuck was gathering data, especially on 
Ring-necked Snakes (Diadophis puncta-
tus) and Pine Woods Snakes (Rhadinaea 
flavilata), both of which resulted in sub-
stantial publications (Myers 1965, 1967). 
After receiving his Bachelors Degree from 
the University of Florida, he moved to 
Southern Illinois University, where under 
the direction of William D. Klimstra he 
spent two years as a research assistant in 
the Cooperative Wildlife Research Labora-
tory before receiving his Masters in 1962.

My first contact with Chuck was 
his lengthy letter inquiring about the 
possibility of undertaking a PhD under my 
direction at the University of Kansas. In 
the initial correspondence Chuck clearly 
emphasized his desire to study tropical 
snakes and his wishes to undertake field 

work in the tropics. In August 1962, Chuck with his wife (Joan), 
3-year-old son (Charles), a beagle, and a single-wide trailer 
arrived in Lawrence, Kansas. This was the outset of our long-
lasting association.

WILLIAM E. DUELLMAN
Biodiversity Institute, University of Kansas, Lawrence, Kansas 66045, USA 
e-mail: duellman@ku.edu

fig. 1. Chuck Myers with Bushmaster. 
Laguna, Darién, Panama. 5 July 1963. 
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Myers, along with several other graduate students and 
curators, occupied the “penthouse,” a flimsy addition to the roof 
of Dyche Hall. Although the curators had offices with doors, the 
students shared bench space and two corners with small desks 
flanking the stairway. The then “ranking” graduate students (i.e., 
Myers and Linda Trueb) were assigned to the desks. Typically, the 
students labored away until late in the evening. But occasionally, 
they broke the tedium with sometimes questionable 
shenanigans—in some of which I know Myers participated. 
From time to time, there was, for example, consumption of lab 
alcohol and quinine water, cooled with icicles from the roof, 
and distilled water purloined from a laboratory across campus 
needed to “dry lab” some laboratory exercises in an unpopular 
course in physiology. The pictorial art from a collection of 
Playboy magazines made its way into a curator’s office including 
his notebooks and files.  To the KU faculty community, Myers 
seemed to be a serious, pipe-smoking graduate student in 
zoology whom no one would suspect of chicanery. Chuck’s sense 
of humor contributed immeasurably to the esprit de corps of the 
students, and his scholarship set a standard for the Division of 
Herpetology at Kansas.

Chuck and I spent the summer of 1963 in Panama collecting 
amphibians and reptiles. I clearly recall Chuck staring at one of 
the giant trees on Barro Colorado Island and wondering how 
many of board feet of lumber it might contain. (His father was 
in the lumber business.) The highlight of the summer was the 
invitation by personnel in the Gorgas Memorial Laboratory to 
join them in a 3-week trip to the highlands in eastern Darién 
near the Colombian border, where they maintained three camps 
(thatched-roofed shelters). We obtained many specimens at 
those camps, and Chuck began to grasp the enormity of the 
tropical forest, its inhabitants, and its problems (Figs. 1, 2).

One night while roaming around in the cloud forest on Cerro 
Mali, Chuck stopped, cupped his ear, and shook his head. He 
then explained that he thought he had heard the Pipes of Pan, 
the legendary god of the forests in Greek Mythology, in which 
seven reed pipes of different lengths were played by Pan or the 
forest nymphs. This proved to be a singular preoccupation for 
the rest of his life.

The next year we obtained a grant from the National 
Institutes of Health (NIH) for three years of field work in Panama. 
Myers moved his family to Panama City and with a Panamanian 

assistant, Tomás Quintero, organized an agenda of “back-
country” regions to be investigated. I spent March 1965 with 
them in a motorized dugout (piragua) visiting the islands in the 
Chiriquí Lagoon where we discovered the insular differences in 
coloration in the small frogs known then as Dendrobates pumilio. 
Upon returning to Almirante, Myers operated the motor and 
with compass in hand managed to navigate through dense fog 
to Almirante, where he climbed out of the dugout and planted 
his shoeless foot on an octopus; neither foot nor octopus was 
injured. 

On returning to his office, Chuck sorted through the 
accumulated mail, muttering about the requests he received 
for specimens, recordings, or other data. He shoved a letter in 
my direction and commented that here was one from a guy 
interested in skin alkaloids of dendrobatid frogs. I retorted that 
he had better answer that one because it was from the NIH 
written by John Daly. Little did Chuck know then that his reply 
would result in more than three decades of collaboration. 

In the summer of 1965 Linda Trueb and I joined Chuck on 
a month-long trip up the Río Tuira in eastern Panama, and the 
following year the three of us climbed up the south face of Cerro 
Pando in western Panama and descended to a series of shelters 
on the north slope (Fig. 3). Chuck efficiently organized each 
expedition. For example, for the trip across Cerro Pando food for 
10 persons for 30 days was placed, along with all other materials, 
in 21 packs each weighing 55–60 pounds. Such extensive planning 
was a necessity, and Chuck became an expert. However, no 
one could visualize the array of potential difficulties one might 
encounter on any trip, as graphically and poetically described in 
a letter to Duellman dated 2 December 1965 for an expedition up 
the Río Chucunaque in the Darién:

 
Well it [tHe río cHucunaque] is a very long river, WHicH gets 

too full of Water and near WHicH live Bad indians. i Will skip tHe 
narrative of tHe trip of HoW We couldn’t oBtain a BoatMan Willing 
to Make tHe trip for less tHan $300, not counting gas and tHe 
sailor, But HoW tHe australian Missionary and i Were granted 
tentative perMission to visit cuna-land provided We BrougHt lots 
of Medicines, of HoW i returned to panaMa for a day to oBtain 
said Medicine, WHile said Missionary BroW-Beat soMe poor cHocó 
converts to Make tHe trip. and HoW i suBsequently and Hesitantly 
took a Missionary WitH Me up tHat river and tHe tHings tHat Befell 

fig. 2. WIlliam E. Duellman (left) and Charles W. Myers ascending 
Cerro Malí, Darién, Panama. 9 July 1963. 
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fig. 3. William E. Duellman, Linda Trueb, and Charles W. Myers at 
Río Claro, 910 , on the north slope of Cerro Pando, Bocas de Toro 
Panama. May 1966.
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us tHen, HoW tHe Missionary Burned up His sHoes in tHe fire and 
fell in tHe river and Was evacuated WitH raging fever, of tHe 
logs across tHe river [log JaMs requiring portage of supplies] and 
sinking of tHe dugout to pass underneatH, of alMost stepping on 
a five-foot equis [tHe venoMous fer-de-lance, BOthrOps asper], 
of tHe 15-foot crocodile. of tHe cuna village tHat appeared 
deserted and taking pictures tHere WHere caMeras are forBidden 
And wHere tHe u.S. ArMy MAde A reCent retreAt. oF toMáS Sitting 
in tHe tHrone of tHe cHief in tHe long House WHere We picked up 
our flasH BulBs and erased our Boot tracks WitH tHe Bare feet of 
tHe cHocós, WHo oBserved tHat tHe cunas lived like cHickens, and 
tHe fear of tHese indians in tHe country of anotHer triBe and HoW 
tHey Hit tHe deck WHen later a rifle Was leveled at tHeM, nor sHall 
i speak of tHe Molongoi [BloodtHirsty disease-carrying Black flies, 
simulium sanguineum] and HoW tHeir Bites sWell one’s face into 
a sHapeless tHing, or HoW it feels to Wake a Hundred Miles froM 
noWHere and discover tHat one’s piragua and gas are gone, or of 
Hunting crocodilians at nigHt in tHe river of tHe cuna WHere tHe 
deatH of eacH sucH reptile, if discovered, Brings a $50.00 fine…
or How toMáS And i Found ourSelVeS loSt CoMPletely in tHe deeP 
forest and sWaMp plains of Meandering rivers and ox-BoW lakes 
and tHe fierceness of tHe rain, and HoW We seeMed surrounded By 
tHe river, of finding pipa at last and pulling Handfuls of BOa into 
tHe BoAt on A rAging Flood, oF How toMáS SPent tHe nigHt witH tHe 
WitcH doctor and tHe strange tHings tHat He saW, and HoW Well 
are naMed tHe pipes of pan WHen played By a Musing cHocó in a 
lonely forest, and HoW pleased Was tHe ancient indian lady tHat i 
adMired Her Wrap-around skirt  of united states flags, of Making 
lonely caMps WHere tHe flood Marks are over one’s Head and otHer 
tHings also i sHall skip. all tHat and More i aM saving for My Book, 
“up tHe cHucunaque doWn to Hell.”

The Pipa mentioned in that letter was a new species that 
was named Pipa myersi by Trueb (1984). She noted (1984: 230): 
Myers is derived from the French myre, meaning “keeper of the 
swamp.” The swamp was in a forest presumably guarded by Pan, 
the legendary god of the forests in Greek Mythology. Is this a 
coincidence?

Myers and Quintero traversed much of the “backwoods” of 
Panama, especially the mountains in Darién; after a trip to Cerro 
Sapo, Myers wrote to Duellman dated 20 May 1967:

it Was an extreMely interesting trip as Well as a nostalgic 
one; it Was soMeWHat saddening to knoW tHat for tHe foreseeaBle 

future i Was estaBlisHing My last caMps on tHe HigH ridges of 
dArién. tHe woodlAnd nyMPHS wHoM i’Ve SoMetiMeS HeArd CAlling 
in tHe wild PlACeS (toMáS tHinKS tHey Are BirdS), tooK Pity And 
cHased a superaBundance of sMall snakes My Way.

Thirty-six years passed before Myers published the 
descriptions of five new species of snakes from eastern Panama 
(Myers 1993).

In March 1968 while Chuck was in his second year of graduate 
school after returning from Panama, I gave him a letter from 
Charles M. Bogert announcing a curatorship in herpetology at 
the American Museum of Natural History. I convinced Chuck to 
apply; he did and during a five-day visit, was offered the position. 
Shortly thereafter, Richard Zweifel requested that I provide a 
letter of recommendation for their files.

In August 1968 the Myers family moved their trailer to a park 
in Hackensack, New Jersey; they raised their two children in 
this trailer and lived in it until about 1990, when they bought a 
house, and Chuck took up gardening as a hobby. Chuck became 
established in the American Museum of Natural History (AMNH) 
and became co-curator with Richard G. Zweifel of one of the five 
largest herpetological collections in the USA.

Once established in the AMNH, Myers initiated a program of 
fieldwork in northern South America (much of it with John Daly) 
principally to obtain dendrobatid frogs and their skin toxins. 
Material obtained from these trips and analyzed by Daly resulted 
in numerous publications, some of which contained extensive 
material on local ecology. In their description of the highly toxic 
Phyllobates terribilis, Myers and his companions lived with the 
Emberá Indians in western Colombia and learned how blowguns 
were made and used, and how the Indians obtained the poison 
by simply rubbing their arrows on the backs of the frogs (Myers et 
al. 1978). The collaborative work with Daly resulted in 18 papers 
dealing with the systematics and skin toxins in dendrobatid 
frogs; this research and associated field work were discussed by 
Myers in his lengthy obituary of John Daly (Myers 2009).

In addition to dendrobatids, Myers had a diverse research 
program, which ran the gamut from thorough reviews of groups 
of frogs then called Eleutherodactylus (e.g., Lynch and Myers 
1983; Savage and Myers 2002), systematic studies of reptiles (e.g., 
Myers 1974; Myers and Cadle 1994), and most recently (1995–
2009) a series of papers on the herpetofaunas of the Venezuelan 
table mountains (tepuis). Several of these are coauthored with 
Maureen Donnelly who accompanied Myers and others on these 
expeditions (e.g., Myers and Donnelly 2008). The reports on the 
tepuis were done in typical Myers fashion with details about the 
expedition and the environment, accounts of all species with 
appropriate drawings and photographs. Only death kept him 
from finishing the last paper on the tepuis. 

Four papers published in this century underscore the 
diversity of Myers’ efforts. His history of herpetology at the 
AMNH (Myers 2000) is a classic. It is thorough in content and 
personal in approach. His account of the life and times of Mary 
C. Dickerson is especially noteworthy. Myers was fanatical about 
footnotes; there were so many in the history that they were 
placed at the end, 246 of them covering 25 pages! His fascination 
with Greek mythology surfaced in a publication to determine 
the origin and gender of the generic name Hyla, which is based 
on Hylas, a young squire of Hercules who was captured by the 
Naiads (water nymphs). “Hylas was never seen again despite 
persevering search and crying out his name (in Greek and Latin 
vocative case), ‘Hyla!, Hyla!, Hyla!…” (Myers and Stothers 2006). 

fig. 4. Chuck Myers in the rain at the beginning of the expedition to 
Cerro Neblina, Amazonas, Venezuela. July 28, 1984. 
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In his many papers dealing with squamates, Myers described 
and illustrated the hemipenes of many species. Following their 
systematic accounts, Myers and McDowell (2014) discussed 
in detail structural characters and usefulness of hemipenes 
in systematic studies. The fourth paper is the account of an 
ancient collection. Upon the founding of the American Museum 
of Natural History, collections of various sorts were purchased. 
Among them was the acquisition of the collection of vertebrates 
obtained in Brazil by Alexander Philipp Maximilian, Prince of 
Wied Neuwied. The amphibians and reptiles in this collection 
had been ignored for more than 100 years until Paulo Vanzolini 
joined Myers in reviewing the material in the AMNH (Vanzolini 
and Myers 2015). They were able to associate specimens with 
Maximilian’s color illustrations and determine the existence of 
many type specimens of species described by Maximilian. These 
papers are testament to the breadth of Myers’ research and his 
contribution to herpetology, which resulted in 126 publications. 

As a curator Myers was involved in a myriad of other 
kinds of activities. He was chairman of the Department of 
Herpetology (1980–1987, 1993–1999). He, Jay Cole, and Richard 
Zweifel were participating curators in the development of 
an extremely important exhibition, the Hall of Biology of 
Reptiles and Amphibians (1971–1978). Myers obtained grants 
from the National Science Foundation for equipment and 
computerization of collection data. Perhaps his most difficult 
task was being exhibition coordinator for the participation of 
the departments of Entomology, Herpetology, Ichthyology, and 
Ornithology in four multidisciplinary international expeditions 
to the rainforest and table mountains (tepuis) of Venezuela; this 
involved lengthy negotiations with Venezuelan biologists, the 
Venezuelan air force for helicopter transportation, and others 
(Fig. 4).

Myers sponsored three postdoctoral research fellows—
Frances J. Irish (1987–1989), Maureen A. Donnelly (1989–1991), 
and Linda S. Ford (1990–1992). Of these, he and Donnelly 
coauthored several publications (e.g., Myers and Donnelly 2008). 
Both Donnelly and Ford accompanied him to the tepuis. 

Although Myers never was the mentor of a doctoral 
student in the graduate program in the AMNH, he interacted 
extensively with two students working under Darrel R. Frost. 
Myers and Taran Grant (Colombia) had a common interest in 
dendrobatid frogs and they collaborated on several publications 
(e.g., Grant and Myers 2013). While a student at the AMNH 
and subsequently, Julián Faivovich (Argentina) coauthored a 
lengthy paper (Faivovich et al. 2005) on hylid frog taxonomy, in 

which they named a new genus, Myersiohyla, from the Guyana 
highlands. Faivovich was instrumental in a subsequent paper 
in collaboration with Myers and Roy McDiarmid on the genus 
and the description of two new species of Myersiohyla and its 
tadpoles having more tooth rows than ever known before (or 
since). Faivovich, in a letter to Duellman dated 22 January 2019, 
provided a student/junior colleague assessment of Myers:

cHuck Was soMeWHat introverted and extreMely focused on 
His Work. WHen retired He Would coMe to tHe MuseuM once or 
tWice a Week, early in tHe Morning, very rarely staying Beyond 2 
pM (fig. 5). if unexpectedly i Would step in His office, His Body 
language Would iMMediately express if tHere Was rooM for soMe 
cHat or if i Better Wait for anotHer day. if tHe test Was passed, 
a pleasant cHat Will folloW, WHere He May sHoW Me interesting 
speciMens under study (one of tHe last tHings He sHoWed Me Was 
a BracHycepHaloid WitH Bilateral vocal sacs tHat reMains unpuB-
lisHed!), or ansWer My douBts aBout speciMens tHat He collected, 
WitH tHe Help of His very inforMative field notes and slides. He 
Would rarely talk aBout personal tHings otHer tHan HealtH issues.

Myers seldom mentioned his family or talked about himself 
to his associates. He oversaw renovations in the Department of 
Herpetology in the AMNH that included an office for himself that 
was removed from the other personnel in the department; he 
occupied this office when he retired on 1 January 1999; perhaps 
this was because of his penchant for producing loud rock-and-
roll music with his stereo equipment. He seldom attended 
meetings of professional societies. But sometimes Chuck Myers 
appeared unexpectedly. Herpetologists who were watching Super 
Bowl VII on 17 January 1973, witnessed a colleague in a halftime 
commercial by Gillette Corporation; there was Chuck Myers as 
an example of one using the “dry look” hairspray. Every time that 
commercial was shown, Myers received an honorarium; within a 
short time, these financed a field trip to South America. 

Memories of the trips to the “back country” were cherished 
by Chuck, who wrote to Duellman on 11 August 2011:

i got linda’s pipa myersi in pools in tHe saMe sWaMp forest 
[río ucurgaMti], in tHe saMe indians’ [cHocó] territory. tHey 
Had never seen tHe frog and Marveled over it and its odd digit 
tips. tHose tHings and My casual sHarp-sHooting of lizards WitH a 
pistol (tHey didn’t knoW aBout dust sHot!) left tHeM WitH stories 
to tell. Wonderful people, But soMe of My coloMBian Blacks ac-
tually Were Better WoodsMen and seeMed unfazed no Matter WHat 
Happened. i recall sHaring a sMall overnigHt lean-to WitH a feW 
ColoMBiAnS (on A MountAin Side in dArién) wHen A FierCe wind-
storM started BloWing doWn trees all around us. We Woke and 
Jerked uprigHt and tHey graBBed guns and started firing into tHe 
nigHt. “WHat are you doing!” i yelled; “parting tHe Wind” caMe 
tHeir translated ansWer! i did not scoff even later—only tHougHt 
soMetHing like “By god i Was Just Waiting My fate, But tHese guys 
Were not going doWn WitHout doing soMetHing!” (not too Many 
years later i seeM to recall a science cover sHoWing an aerial vieW 
oF one oF tHoSe MontAne Blow-downS in dArién—iMPreSSiVe to See 
in a pHotograpH, frigHtening to live tHrougH)…

it also Was a coloMBian Black WHo May Have saved pack-Heavy 
Me froM droWning in a flasHflood at tHe Base of cerro Baudó in 
coloMBia, But tHat Was MucH later; at tHe saMe tiMe one of our 
indians dove otter-like into really fierce rapids and saved our 
load of speciMens WHen anotHer packer Was sWept doWnstreaM. 

fig. 5. Chuck Myers in his office in the AMNH. 2011. 
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sucH MeMories May stand out only Because tHey are rare in Well-
conducted fieldWork.

 Unfortunately, Myers’ postretirement plans were restricted 
by various health issues. There was the lingering labyrinthitis 
resulting from the avian encephalitis that placed him in a coma 
for several days in Panama. He collapsed in a heart attack in an 
exhibit hall in the AMNH, where an unknown woman alerted 
guards who called the medics; Margaret Arnold of the Department 
of Herpetology accompanied Chuck in an ambulance to a 
hospital, where he received a pacemaker. He had operations 
on both knees, neither of which was successful, so he entered a 
lifetime in a wheelchair, which didn’t keep him from driving into 
the AMNH once or twice a week. However, increasing seriousness 
of Parkinson’s disease curtailed his abilities. Nonetheless, I had a 
good chat with him by phone in May 2017 when he told me that 
he was trying to finish the last paper on the tepuis. Inasmuch as 
both he and his wife, Joan, were invalids needing care, in June 
2017 they moved to Alpharetta, Georgia, to be close to their 
daughter Tracy. However, the various maladies took their toll on 
Chuck, and he passed away on 4 September 2018 at the age of 
82. He is survived by his wife, Joan E. Myers, son Charles Myers, 
daughter Tracy Hogan, and four grandchildren.

I wonder if his passage placed him on a log in cloud forest 
where he cupped his ear, smiled, and strode into the mists in 
search of the pipes of Pan.

Acknowledgments.—I am indebted to Margaret G. Arnold of the 
Department of Herpetology at the AMNH for important bits of data 
and two photographs from the departmental archives. Likewise, 
Julián Faivovich provided a photograph and useful information. 
Luke Welton helped by delving into the archives in the Biodiversity 
Institute at the University of Kansas. The manuscript was greatly 
improved by Margaret G. Arnold, Darrel R. Frost, and Linda Trueb, to 
all of whom I extend my sincere thanks.
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William Roy Branch (1946–2018): 
Celebration of a Life in African Herpetology

On 14 October 2018, Bill Branch, 
South Africa’s most well-known 
herpetologist, passed away at the 
age of 72 after a year-long battle with 
motor neuron disease. Although it 
gradually stole his physical strength 
and capacities, he kept his wry sense 
of humor and remained intellectually 
engaged until the end.

William Roy Branch was born 
on 12 May 1946 in London. He grew 
up and was educated in Crawley, 
West Sussex, where he explored the 
local countryside and became an 
avid fisherman (Fig. 1), a passion 
he retained throughout life. Bill 
later attended the University of 
Southampton (1965–1968), receiving 
his B.Sc. (Honours) in 1968 and his 
Ph.D. in 1971. His thesis topic was unlikely for a herpetologist: 
“Studies on foetal-specific alpha-globulin (AFP) in the rabbit.” 
Bill caught the “Africa bug” while at university and travelled to 
Uganda in 1969, funding his trip (and an engagement ring for 
his first wife, Tess) by collecting and shipping live Polypterus to 
researchers in America. He also contracted bilharzia on this trip, 
the first of several tropical diseases he experienced in a life of 
field work (Branch in Li Vigni 2013). 

Taking the chance to return to Africa, Bill accepted a 
postdoctoral position with the South African Atomic Energy 
Board in Pretoria to study AFP synthesis and its relationship to 
liver cancer in humans. Always the naturalist, Bill began to work 
on venoms and the reproductive biology of reptiles in his spare 
time, taking advantage of both the herpetofaunal diversity of 
Pretoria and the surrounding countryside and the availability of 
expertise in the person of Wulf Haacke, curator at the Transvaal 
Museum (now Ditsong National Museum of Natural History). 
Bill’s “hobby” studies even netted him a Royal Society grant to 
study the cytosystematics of reptiles.

Bill returned briefly to the UK in 1976 for a second medically-
related postdoc at his alma mater, but in 1979, alerted to a job 
opening in the Eastern Cape by another mentor and ex-pat, 
the late Don Broadley, he left Britain for good and permanently 
abandoned his original career to accept the position of curator of 
herpetology at the Port Elizabeth Museum in the Eastern Cape, 
where he remained for the rest of his professional career. The 
laid-back atmosphere of Port Elizabeth suited his personality 
and the relatively small collection provided a starting point for 
Bill to establish his legacy as a “museum man.”

Bill’s career moved across the her-
petological landscape as his skills and 
opportunities grew. Until the mid-
1980s his research focus was mostly 
on hemipeneal morphology, repro-
duction, chromosome morphology, 
and venoms, with numerous addi-
tional contributions to natural history 
and distribution. By the late 1980s he 
had embarked on a series of faunal 
surveys across South Africa that fa-
miliarized him with the diverse her-
petofauna of the country as a whole 
(Fig. 2). Much of the field work took 
place in the national parks of the 
then Cape Province, facilitated by 
Harold Braack, whose tenure as war-
den, sequentially in Addo Elephant 
Park, Karoo National Park, and the 

Richtersveld National Park, smoothed the way. These experi-
ences provided the impetus for both the South African Red Data 
Book — Reptiles and Amphibians (1988) and the first edition of 
Bill Branch’s Field Guide to Snakes and other Reptiles of Southern 
Africa (1988), affectionately known as “Bill’s Bible,” the first and 
still the only book to include complete species coverage for the 
entire southern African reptile fauna. 

Through the 1990s Bill began his first serious forays into 
systematics, often teaming up with molecular phylogeneticists. 
In this period Bill and Aaron Bauer carried out surveys in the 
Little Karoo, the Richtersveld, and across Namibia. Bill also 
collaborated with Rick Shine and colleagues on projects in snake 
ecology, and with Steve Spawls he wrote The Dangerous Snakes 
of Africa (1995). During this period, he also published on two of 
his herpetological loves, tortoises and the small species of Bitis.

The third edition of Bill’s Bible (the second was really more 
of a corrected version of the first rather than a new edition) 
appeared in 1998. By this time Bill had truly become the face 
of South African herpetology. He was in wide demand around 
the world to give seminars featuring his excellent photos of 
amphibians and reptiles. Bill’s aesthetic was often the butt of 
jokes as he had a tendency to include flowers, fruit, or other 
objects in his shots, but he devoted much time to this aspect of 
his work, carefully arranging miniature sets on which to stage 
his shots. Bill could often be found for hours, belly-down on the 
ground taking photos, his position disturbed only to place a new 
subject on the set or to scramble after an escapee. 

Bill published extensively on tortoises in the 2000s, including 
his book Tortoises, Terrapins and Turtles of Africa (2008) and 
expanded his participation in molecular work, establishing a 
truly global network of colleagues. He also extended his surveys 
to East and West Africa, often taking advantage of environmental 
impact assessments to get into places he could only dream of 
earlier. Bill joined colleagues on expeditions to the Côte d’Ivoire 
(with Mark-Oliver Rödel) and Gabon (with Olivier Pauwels and 
Marius Burger), and he was among the first herpetologists to do 
field work in Angola and Mozambique after the devastating civil 
wars in those countries. Later his involvement as a tour leader 
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MARK-OLIVER RÖDEL
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Science, Invalidenstr. 43, D-10115 Berlin, Germany
e-mail: mo.roedel@mfn.berlin

fig. 1. Bill Branch at 18 years old with a 13 lb. 10 
oz. (6.18 kg) pike, Esox lucius, caught at Stopham 
on the River Arun, West Sussex, England on 27 
February 1965. Fishing played a critical role in 
Bill’s development as a naturalist. 
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for National Geographic would regularly take him to some of the 
finest lodges across the continent and provide him with more 
opportunities to collect and photograph. 

Bill’s knowledge of the sub-Saharan herpetofauna, 
especially reptiles, was exceptional and he brought it to bear for 
conservation purposes, most notably threat assessments. He 
was an author and editor of the Atlas and Red List of the Reptiles 
of South Africa, Lesotho and Swaziland (Bates et al. 2014) and 
participated in the Red List Assessments for East and West 
African reptiles in Tanzania and Togo, respectively.  

On top of his curatorial work and research, Bill was an 
accredited lecturer at the University of Port Elizabeth (later 
Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University), and supervised 
numerous Honours, M.Sc., and Ph.D. theses and was in demand 
as an external examiner in South Africa and abroad. 

After retirement Bill continued to work as hard as he ever 
had, starting various new projects and returning to old ones (Fig. 
3). In his last years he was particularly active in Angola. With 
support from the National Geographic Society he participated 
in the Okavango Wilderness project along with his successor at 
the Port Elizabeth Museum, Werner Conradie, and numerous 
Angolan colleagues, especially Ninda Baptista and Pedro Vaz 
Pinto. 

Throughout his career, Bill was active in the Herpetological 
Association of Africa (H.A.A.), which had been founded by Don 
Broadley. He served as editor of the Journal of the Herpetological 
Association of Africa for a decade between 1983 and 1993, and 
later on the editorial board of its successor, the African Journal of 
Herpetology (1994–2003). More than 250 of his papers appeared 
in these journals and in the H.A.A.’s African Herp News. He 
also served several terms as a Committee (Board) Member and 

in 2004 he hosted the biannual meeting in Port Elizabeth and 
was given the Association’s highest honor, The Exceptional 
Contribution to African Herpetology Award. Bill was a fixture 
at H.A.A. meetings, where in later years he ran the auction, 
modeled on the SSAR event. As one of the elder statesmen of 
South African herpetology, Bill was widely called “Uncle Bill” by 
his friends and colleagues and was always on a first name basis 
with students. These meetings gave Bill the opportunity to “hold 
court.” Always prepared to discuss ongoing research, he relished 
the camaraderie of the meetings and of field work with friends 
(Fig. 4). 

Bill was also active in international organizations like 
the IUCN and AAZPA. He attended the World Congress of 
Herpetology several times, including the 3rd congress in Prague, 
where he organized a symposium on African herpetology, 
and the 5th in Stellenbosch, South Africa. He also attended the 
International Congress of Chelonian Conservation and was 
several times a participant in North American herpetological 
meetings, first in 1982 at the SSAR 25th Anniversary meeting in 
Raleigh, then in 2001 in Indianapolis, when he received The 
Herpetologists’ League Distinguished Herpetologist Award, and 
again in Portland, Oregon in 2009 when he participated in an epic 
cross-country van ride from Pennsylvania, with stops at national 
parks and points of herpetological interest from coast to coast. 
He often used what opportunities he could to join colleagues in 
the field. Among the most memorable were a trip to Peruvian 
Amazonia with Bill Duellman and one to Kiawah Island, South 
Carolina with Whit Gibbons and others just days after Hurricane 
Hugo had devastated the region. 

fig. 2. Bill Branch in 1989 at Storms River, Tsitsikamma National Park, 
Eastern Cape Province, South Africa. 
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fig. 3. Bill Branch in early retirement in his home office in Linkside, 
Port Elizabeth, South Africa, 6 October 2012. 
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Bill described 42 new species of reptiles and four frogs (with 
more to come in some of the many posthumous papers currently 
being brought to completion by his colleagues). In addition to 
individual descriptions, he carried out major revisionary work on 
vipers, geckos, cordylids, and chameleons, among other groups, 
teaming up with Krystal Tolley and Colin Tilbury for work in the 
last of these groups, which was one of his favorites. Through 
this work he participated in the description of more than 20 
new genera of squamates. The gecko genus Ramigekko (rami 
from ramus = branch) Heinicke, Daza, Greenbaum, Jackman & 
Bauer 2014, and the species Breviceps branchi Channing, 2012, 

Acanthocercus branchi Wagner, Greenbaum & Bauer, 2012, 
and Atractaspis branchi Rödel, Kucharzewski, Mahlow, Chirio, 
Pauwels, Carlino, Sambolah & Glos, 2019 were named in his 
honor.

In total, Bill authored more than 600 publications. Many were 
aimed at a popular audience and he wrote extensively for African 
Geographic and a diversity of herpetological, ornithological, and 
even botanical magazines, as well as for Carp Fisher. In addition 
to his “big” books, Bill also published Everyone’s Guide to Snakes 
of Southern Africa (1991, 2001), Southern African Snakes and 
Other Reptiles. A Photographic Guide (1993, 2001, 2016), and A 
Photographic Guide to Snakes and Other Reptiles and Amphibians 
of East Africa (2005, 2014). 

Several of Bill’s books were translated into Afrikaans editions, 
although Bill himself never learned the language. Indeed, he 
joked that command of the English language was enough of a 
challenge for him. He spoke softly and with a bit of rhoticism 
(pronouncing “r” like “w”). His is friends often jokingly asked 
“what are you mumbling about, Bill?” when he would start a 
lecture. But Bill could dish it out as well. Whatever problems 
arose were always the direct result of the actions (or inaction) of 
whoever Bill was with at the time. But his chiding, even if totally 
undeserved, was done in such an impish way that one could not 
get mad. Indeed, he often relied on his charm to get him out of 
hot water. 

Despite his active schedule and productivity, Bill found the 
time to engage in his many outside interests, including music 
(Pink Floyd and Enya were among his favorites), succulent 
plants, fishing, and birding. Bill would often become distracted 
by “twitching,” wandering off in search of an uncommon bird just 
when the field party needed to move on. He was an avid sports 
fan, rooting for his native England in soccer and his adopted 
South Africa in rugby. He also cherished time with his sons, 
Robbie, Matthew, and Tom, and with his second wife Donvé 
(Dove to Bill), an accomplished potter, with whom he shared a 
love of art. Bill often said that he had “fallen with his bum in the 
butter” in that he enjoyed a privileged life that allowed him to 
spend time with his friends and family, travel to wild places, and 
photograph and collect the animals he loved. His was a life well-
lived and it was a joy and a privilege to have known him.
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fig. 4. Bill Branch holding a freshly caught Cape Cobra, Naja nivea, in 
southern Namibia, 25 September 2006. 
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Jabson Franco da Costa (1984–2018):  
Brazilian Cheloniologist

Jabson Franco da Costa (Fig. 1) 
was born on 22 May 1984, in a small 
community in the interior of the State 
of Amazonas, São Paulo de Olivença, 
Brazil. In 2002 at the age of 17, he 
left his parents’ house to study in 
the Instituto Federal de Educação, 
Ciência e Tecnologia do Amazonas 
(IFAM), to become an agricultural 
technician. He had always been a 
curious boy, fascinated by nature. He 
decided to study agriculture because 
that was his roots, the occupation of 
his grandparents. His mother was a 
widow. When he was young, he worked 
to help the family. After finishing his 
coursework in agriculture in 2012, 
he moved to Manaus and decided 
to study biology because he did not 
want to work within walls but outside 
them in nature. Halfway through his 
studies he had medical problems 
but continued studying. In 2013, 
he became a collaborator with the 
Center for the Study of Amazonian 
Turtles (CEQUA) where he helped in 
the organization of the activities with 
students and turtles. 

Jabson studied egg incubation in the turtle Mesoclemmys 
raniceps and the feeding behavior of Podocnemis unifilis in 
captivity. He was curious about the osteology of turtles and 
meticulously compared the skulls of Chelus fimbriata from 
different localities. When he collected data from turtle nests 
on the beach adjacent to the CEQUA building, he documented 
for the first time that the Agouti (Dasyprocta agouti), a large 
rodent, preyed upon live hatchling Giant South American River 
Turtles (Podocnemis expansa) as they emerged from the nest. 
He later reported that female Agouti excavated P. expansa nests 
and preyed on their eggs as well. He also observed the Purple 
Gallinule (Porphyrio martinicus) preying upon turtle eggs and 

hatchlings. Both of these observations 
were new for these species as 
predators of turtle eggs or hatchlings. 
One of us (RCV) helped him prepare 
notes to publish in Herpetological 
Review. One note has been published 
(cited below) and three more are in 
press. Upon his arrival in the lab, 
Jabson was a little undisciplined, but 
he curtailed these habits and was 
becoming a conscientious researcher 
and member of our lab. 

On 31 July 2018, he was standing 
at the bus stop in front of the Instituto 
Nacional de Pesquisas da Amazonia 
(INPA), waiting for a bus during rush 
hour with dozens of people around 
him. The road was filled with car traffic. 
Bandits on a motorcycle stopped and 
demanded his cell phone. When he 
reached into his backpack for the 
phone they panicked and shot him; 
he took three bullets in his heart and 
died at the scene. The ambulance was 
there within ten minutes, but it was 
too late. 

Jabson had captured large venom-
ous snakes—Bushmaster and Fer-de-

lance—in the field and manhandled the large Black Caimans at 
INPA so that we could clean their tanks. He was once gored by a 
bull. But he left this world at the hands of petty thieves who have 
now been captured and will perhaps never see sunlight again. 
What a waste. We spend our time training students, and when we 
find a good, fascinated student we lose them to the whim of fel-
ons in search of a few dollars. Jabson will long be remembered for 
his wit and good humor playing dominos on Friday afternoons 
at CEQUA, deliberately making errors to irritate his partner.  We 
have named the turtle nesting beach adjacent to CEQUA where 
he made his observations in his honor. His first publication was 
published after his death (Franco da Costa et al. 2018).
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fig. 1. Jabson Franco da Costa with an adult 
male Bigheaded Sideneck (Peltocephalus 
dumerilianus), 2018. 
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