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Into Africa: Going Boldly to Places Herpetologists  
Have Not Gone Before 

I grew up in the northern woods of Massachusetts, running 
riot, barefoot thought the forest. I was completely smitten by the 
natural world. I always knew that I would end up as a scientist 
of some sort (although my first love—astronomy—never 
materialized). But not in a million years could I have imagined 
that I would end up spending my career in Africa studying 
reptiles. I would catch frogs as a kid purely for the fun-factor, 
but that’s about it. Somehow, in 2001 the strange path that I 
took plopped me down in South Africa as a herpetologist. I had 
initially committed to spending one year in South Africa, but 
the herps of Africa hooked me and I have never looked back. 
I’ve had many different experiences and worked on different 
species groups, but what I find most intriguing are the surveys 
in previously unsampled areas. Perhaps this is because I am 
fascinated by the age of exploration. My blood runs fast when I 
think about expedition parties that set out into terra incognita, 
whether it be Everest, the lakes of Africa, the Northwest Passage, 
or the race to the poles. So, when I became hooked by herps and 
found myself in Africa, what else could I do but try to go where 
no herpetologists had gone before? 

Going into the unknown has led me across southern Africa 
from deserts to rainforests. In fact, I’m not sure where else on 
Earth one can so easily make this transition between extremes. 
The Namib Desert (obviously, in Namibia) is one of those most 
special places. It is small by comparison to the Sahara but is has 
stunning red-orange sands that formed into sand-seas some 
millions of years ago. The flora and fauna of the Namib are 
sustained by moisture-laden air that sweeps in from the frigid 
Benguela Current, making landfall after being fed by waters 
of the Southern Ocean. In stark contrast, tropical rainforest 
is scattered across Africa, the largest patch being the lowland 
Congo rainforest, which is drained by the Congo River. Most of 
Africa is fairly arid, but there are a multitude of small rainforest 
patches on mountains, and these are fed by orographic rainfall. 

While it would be difficult to choose which extreme I like 
better, the most gruelling experiences have been during surveys 
of rainforest. For this, I have mainly worked in Mozambique on 
the so-called “sky islands.” Mozambique does not have ranges of 

mountains, but instead has large inselbergs that emerge from the 
otherwise flat landscape. Generally, the habitat is mesic savanna, 
but the inselbergs maintain true rainforest because they generate 
clouds from moisture originating in the warm and humid Indian 
Ocean. These forests were presumably once all connected, but 
as the climate of Africa aridified throughout the Cenozoic, the 
forests became isolated relicts and as such they have built up an 
arsenal of endemic species. But there are logistical challenges 
to accessing these inselbergs. The protracted civil war in 
Mozambique (1977–1992) left a legacy of broken infrastructure 
with pot-holed roads that would swallow a vehicle, and bridges 
collapsed into rivers like the Zambezi, leaving no alternate 
way to cross. And in the aftermath of war, there were the still-
active landmines and other unexploded ordinance. Thus, most 
of these mountains had remained unexplored scientifically. As 
Mozambique shook off the mantel of war, exploration began—
first by the birders! I must say, I take my hat off to that bunch of 
pseudo-herpetologists. Wherever I manage to go, they’ve been 
there first. Fortunately, they tend to treat the real reptiles as mere 
curiosities, leaving these rich pickings to us. 

So along with a group of enthusiastic herpetological 
colleagues from South Africa, Mozambique, and Europe, I have 
managed to get into many of these rainforests to conduct their 
first herpetological surveys (e.g., Conradie et al. 2016). While 
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FIg. 1. Krystal Tolley in Malawi with a Trioceros melleri, the largest 
chameleon in mainland Africa.
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Mozambique’s infrastructure has seen improvement in the 
populated areas, these mountains are generally off the beaten 
track. Each mountain must be reconnoitered first to figure out 
the best route to the top, but more importantly to negotiate with 
the local community for permissions. This is often a drawn-out 
process, and for some mountains, the negotiations include a 
sacred ritual with a bowl of flour which is scattered about, water 
flicked into the faces of the team, and then some very serious 
handshakes all around. Many of these communities have great 
respect for the forest as a place of the ancestors, and this tends to 
protect them to a degree. Unfortunately, this is not the case for 
the majority of Mozambique’s forests, and many have undergone 
massive reductions due to slash and burn agriculture. And so 
sadly, we are now making discoveries of new species in these 
forests as they are being lost. 

And what discoveries these have been (e.g., Bittencourt-Silva 
et al. 2020; Branch et al. 2019; Branch and Tolley 2010; Conradie 
et al. 2018)! My most memorable experiences (aside from being 
covered in ticks, bitten head-to-toe by bed-bugs, and developing 
Montezuma’s Revenge) is possibly being the first person to have 
collected several new chameleon species (Nadzikambia). I admit 
that perhaps some local people might have seen these before, 
but when asked, they invariably report that there were none on 
the mountain. Often it takes a few nights of searching (or even a 
few trips) to figure out just how to find these incredibly cryptic 
animals. These Nadzikambia (“nadzikambi” means chameleon 
in the local Chichewa language) are probably the most difficult 
chameleons I have ever collected. They perch very high in the 
canopy and tuck themselves deep into the leaves, making them 

a fleeting blip on the radar, and this is probably why the local 
communities report that there are no nadzikambi in the forest. 
Well, it is possible to find them. It simply takes determination 
and much night-time walking, usually in the rain (sometimes 
getting lost), and almost always with miserable encounters with 
swarms of ants (looking for chameleons in the trees prevents one 
from looking down for the ant swarms until it is much, much too 
late!). We have found least three new Nadzikambia species, and 
each discovery was a heart-racing event. The first, slip-sliding on 
wet boulders in a stream with everyone focused on keeping their 
footing in the dark, I took a risk to not watch my feet, hoping I 
wouldn’t end up in the drink with a sprained ankle. It paid off. 
I spotted one high up in a tree. My heart nearly came out of my 
chest, and I couldn’t believe my eyes. Much to my colleagues’ 
shock, I let out a massive “AAAAAAGGGHHHHHHH! There’s 
one!” What a night that was! I had seen other species in the 
genus, but this one was NEW and we had discovered it!

On other inselbergs, the Nadzikambia scene has been slightly 
different. With my most-trusty colleague, Werner Conradie, we 
were walking on a steep slope trying to see into the canopy, but 
the tree foliage was so thick that we couldn’t see much at all. As 
per some unspoken agreement, Werner was desperately trying to 
keep us from getting lost while also trying to peer into the canopy, 
while I just followed his trail, only looking up. After several 
hours, I spotted a faint green “thing.” Maybe it was the underside 
of a leaf, or perhaps some sort of fruit or seed. Maybe not. 
“Wernerrrrrr, whaaat’s thaaaaaat?” I said. We both stared upward 
but couldn’t make it out. So I deployed my faithful “chameleon 
pole”—a 7-meter (21-feet) extendable fishing pole. With the pole 
out to max length, but also reaching up as far as I could, I poked 
at the spot. It moved. Once again… “AAAAAAGHHHHH!” (this 
time it was both of us though) and we proceeded to chitter and 
chatter excitedly. But now to get it down of course, which is to 
coax it onto the tip of a 7-meter pole. This took another heart-
racing, arm-cramping, neck-straining 20 minutes, playing trade-
off between us with the pole (what if it got away?) but eventually 
the little guy took to the pole. Another new species. 

Third-time lucky was at yet a different inselberg, again with 
Werner, but adding in Gabriela (“Bibi”) Bittencourt-Silva to the 
mix. We had been searching every night for nadzikambi but the 
forest was simply too dense. On the very last night of the survey, 
we had been out for hours, not wanting to go to camp without 

FIg. 2. Krystal Tolley (right) and Avelino Miguel (left) near the summit 
of Mount Inago with the small remaining patch of rainforest below. 

PH
O

TO
 B

Y 
W

ER
N

ER
 C

O
N

RA
D

IE

FIg. 3. Capturing data and processing specimens at the bush camp (left 
to right: Avelino Miguel, Krystal Tolley, Gabriela Bittencourt-Silva). 
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finding a nadzikambi. But it was hard going. We could not see 
into the canopy and we mostly just tripped on exposed roots, 
got whacked in the face with branches and slid up and down 
muddy slopes on our bums. Eventually, we started back to camp 
(Werner knew the way), feeling completely disheartened. As we 
got close to camp we crossed an area of forest that had recently 
been cleared for agriculture. The trees had been felled and brush 
was everywhere, but the area had not yet been burned. This 
destruction just added to our feeling of dejection. But I felt really 
determined so I kept scanning the few wretched standing trees 
toward the edge of the clear-cut that no longer formed a canopy. 
My heartbeat went crazy (I might one day have a heart-attack 
from all this) because there, on the very tip of a pathetic single 
branch hanging down from a tree that would soon be felled, 
was a lone nadzikambi. “Ohmygodohmygodohmygod! You 
guys… come back I think there’s one here.” We went wild, but 
I was worried that it was just the very common and widespread 
Chamaeleo dilepis. Wrong habitat of course, but I wasn’t being 
rational at this point. So I just kept saying, “it’s probably not one 
it’s probably not one it’s probably not one.” Followed by “we 
can’t lose it we have to get it down we can’t lose it.” So again, the 
chameleon pole came out (only deployed to about 3 meters this 
time) and Bibi positioned herself under the branch to catch it in 
case it shunned the pole. Bibi played semi-professional sports 
so she was clearly the one for the job. My pole went up and just 
lightly touched the chameleon and as predicted, it jumped off 
the branch. Bibi grabbed into the air but to my surprise she 
missed it. Unbeknownst to her, the chameleon had landed on 
her and grabbed ahold of her shirt. She started jumping around 
saying “where is it where is it where is it I lost it I lost it I lost it” 
and Werner and I were dancing around and shouting “it’s there 
it’s there it’s there.” (Yes, we do speak without any punctuation 
in these situations). We made quite sight! Once Bibi understood 
what was going on, we were able to extract the chameleon from 
her shirt and again, we had another new species. It was an 
incredible moment, but at the same time, this was one of the 
saddest moments in my entire career. The discovery and the 
destruction went hand in hand. 

Unfortunately, forests all over the world are being rapidly 
destroyed often in areas where sufficient biodiversity surveys 
are lacking, and thus we do not even know what we are losing. 
In the case of these three chameleon species, they are yet to be 
formally described, but that process is currently in the works. 
Given that each one is endemic to a single inselberg, this lends 
some weight to the protection of these forests. Fortunately, 
there are some very committed people and NGOs (e.g., Wildlife 
Conservation Society in partnership with International Union 
for Conservation of Nature) in Mozambique that have teamed 
up with the Mozambique government to implement a National 
Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan. These discoveries will help 
to prioritize the forests for action. I am honored to have played a 
part in that, and I sincerely hope that my contributions will make 
a difference. 
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FIg. 4. A recently discovered and as yet undescribed species of Nadzi-
kambia from the inselbergs of Mozambique. 
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