
Herpetological Review 49(1), 2018

168168

Herpetological Review, 2018, 49(1), 168–174.
© 2018 by Society for the Study of Amphibians and Reptiles

James Ray Dixon (1928–2015)

Jim Dixon, “Bwana Jim,” or mostly 

“Doc”(Fig. 1), as he was affectionately 

known by his many students and 

followers, passed away on January 

10, 2015 at the age of 86. Jim Dixon 

was a preeminent herpetologist, 

making significant contributions to 

our knowledge of the systematics and 

natural history of Texas and Neotropical 

reptiles and amphibians during a career 

spanning 60 years. The author or co-

author of more than 295 publications, 

Jim continued to contribute to 

herpetological literature until shortly 

before his passing (see McAllister and 

Forstner [2015] for a complete list). He 

directed the studies of 31 Ph.D. students, 

and at least 25 Masters students. One 

genus and several species are named 

for him: Dixonious is a genus in the 

family Gekkonidae from Southeast 

Asia; Eleutherodactylus dixoni, Rana bwana, Aspidoscelis dixoni, 
Phyllodactylus dixoni, Lampropeltis triangulum dixoni, and 

Thamnodynastes dixoni all bear his name or nickname.

Jim is remembered as a great positive influence in herpetol-

ogy, and we continue to learn of endearing stories of his inter-

actions with students and herpetologists all over the world. At 

a field camp in 2013, a young Peruvian graduate student, who 

never met Jim, overheard some of us talking about Bwana. He 

reached for his phone and retrieved an iconic image of Jim and 

his colleagues on expedition in the Sea of Cortez in the 1960s 

(Fig. 2). “Wow, I can’t believe you have a copy of that old picture!” 

He replied, “For us in Peru, everything goes back to Jim Dixon.” 

The student was referring to the classic series of monographs 

cataloguing reptiles in the Upper Amazon Basin in the Iquitos 

region from the mid-1970s by Pecca Soini and Dixon. 

During Jim’s decline following a stroke and since his passing, 

we continue to hear from numerous prestigious herpetologists 

and evolutionary biologists who recounted friendly and 

encouraging interactions with Jim during their early careers. 

Quite a few of these encounters 

resulted in spontaneous collaborations 

and publications, for example the 

publications on geckos by Dixon and 

Raymond B. Huey in 1970. A number of 

us have contributed anecdotes of our 

experiences with Bwana Jim, below. At 

Texas A&M, a placard hung above his 

office door with humorous intent, but 

it’s true—“Through This Portal Pass 

the Greatest Herpetologists Who Have 

Walked the Earth.” James R. “Bwana” 

“Doc” Dixon is greatly missed. 

Born in Houston in 1928, Jim Dixon 

grew up in the town of El Campo, where 

his parents, Carl C. and Ione Dixon, 

owned a dry cleaning business. Jim 

did tend to get his way, and his powers 

of friendly persuasion were evident 

at an early age. One of his chores was 

to keep the yard raked and clean, so 

he convinced his friends to pitch in and help, so they all could 

go car-riding afterwards. As a young teen, Jim was fond of 

hitchhiking back and forth between Houston and El Campo, and 

sometimes he’d catch alligators in the bayous along the way. On 

one occasion, he came into the house with an alligator under his 

hat, which promptly crawled out while his mother’s bridge club 

was having a tournament in the living room. 

When he was a bit older, Jim moved to Abilene. After gradu-

ating from high school there, he earned his B.S. from Howard 

Payne University in Brownwood in 1950. Shortly thereafter, upon 

returning from an expedition to Mexico, he received a military 

draft notice, and decided to enlist in the US Marine Corps. Jim 

fought with the Marines in the Korean War from 1951 to 1953, 

and like many veterans of the time he didn’t talk much about it. 

We do know that his first publication, “A large bullsnake, Pitu-
ophis catenifer Sayi, from Texas.” appeared in Copeia in 1952 

while he was on active combat duty. After his tour in Korea, he 

was stationed in California and met the woman of his dreams, 

Mary Ellen Finley, at a USO dance in Santa Ana, California. Mary 

would become Jim’s wife and soulmate. They were married in 

1953 in Costa Mesa, and remained by each other’s side for the 

next 62 years, raising five children along the way. Eventually 11 

grandchildren and 13 great-grandchildren were added to their 

family. Mary went along on many expeditions, mainly in North 

and South America, and sometimes set up her easel and painted 

while the crew was out herping. Always charming, Mary was a 

regular attendee at national herp meetings, eager to meet new 

students and see her and Jim’s lifelong friends. 

In 1954, Jim and Mary moved to Silver Springs, Florida, where 

he served as Curator of Reptiles at the Ross Allen Reptile Insti-

tute. Jim and Mary recounted how, in front of crowds of tourists, 

he would play the heroic role of an alligator wrestler, rescuing 

Mary—who believe it or not—was dressed up and playing the 
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Fig. 1. James Dixon at the Fall meeting of 

the Texas Herpetological Society, November 

1999, also the scene of a Dixon Roast.
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role of a Native American maiden! After about a year and a half 

at the Ross Allen Reptile Institute, and clearly being better suited 

for a career in research rather than acting out for tourists, Jim 

pursued graduate studies under William B. Davis at Texas A&M 

University. He earned a M.Sc. in 1957, and his Ph.D. in 1961, both 

in Zoology. During his postgraduate studies, Jim taught in the 

Texas A&M College of Veterinary Medicine. With his doctorate 

in hand, Jim accepted a position as Assistant Professor of Wild-

life Management at New Mexico State University, where he re-

mained until 1965. During this time in New Mexico, he was also 

a paid consultant for the New Mexico State Game and Fisheries 

Department (now New Mexico Department of Game and Fish). 

In 1965, Jim took the position of Curator of Herpetology for 

the Life Sciences Division of the Los Angeles County Museum, 

California (LACM) with a joint appointment as Associate Profes-

sor at the University of Southern California. Jim loved the job 

at LACM and quickly made substantial improvements to the 

herp collection. But after only two years in California, he was 

drawn back to his home state of Texas and Texas A&M Univer-

sity, where in 1967 he accepted a position in the Department of 

Wildlife and Fisheries Sciences as Associate Professor and Cura-

tor of Reptiles and Amphibians at the Texas Cooperative Wildlife 

Collection (TCWC). He remained at Texas A&M for the rest of his 

long and distinguished career, being promoted to Professor in 

1971 and serving as Chief Curator. Upon his formal retirement 

in 1994, Jim was named Professor and Curator Emeritus. After 28 

years at Texas A&M, Jim retired for bureaucratic and economic 

advantages, but retirement did not slow him down. As Professor 

and Curator Emeritus, he published 137 works! Jim continued 

to serve on the dissertation committees of a number of students 

at Texas A&M and other institutions. He remained fully engaged 

in curatorial matters, took countless field trips locally and inter-

nationally, and collaborated in dozens of research projects until 

shortly before his passing. 

Jim devoted most of his early career to taxonomic research 

on Mexican amphibians and reptiles. His MS thesis focused on 

geographic variation in the genus Tomodactylus (now Eleuthero-
dactylus). Some of these works on Tomodactylus made taxo-

nomic changes (Davis and Dixon 1955; Dixon 1957; Duellman 

and Dixon 1959), and provided an identification key to members 

of the genus (Dixon 1995). Jim described four species and three 

subspecies within Tomodactylus and all four species are still rec-

ognized today. After completing his M.Sc., he took on another 

challenging group for his doctoral dissertation research, setting 

Fig. 2. Bilge Expedition, August 1964. Back row from left to right; Donald W. Tinkle, Stanley W. Taft, Robert Clarke, Clarence J. McCoy Jr., Louis 

J. Bussjaeger, and Orlando Cuellar. Bottom row; William C. McGrew III, T. Paul Maslin, James R. Dixon, and Charles C. Carpenter. 
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out to work on the distribution and taxonomy of the leaf-toed 

geckos (Phyllodactylus), which occur mainly in the more arid 

tropical regions of North and South America. This body of work 

includes 12 papers on the genus Phyllodactylus and descriptions 

of 16 species currently recognized. As if these challenges in sort-

ing out the systematic relationships of poorly known Neotropi-

cal amphibians and reptiles were not enough, Jim embarked on 

an effort to clarify the confusing and convoluted taxonomy of 

South American snakes in the genus Liophis and related genera. 

He probably never anticipated this would become a 30-year en-

deavor. Between 1979 and 2013 he published about 30 papers on 

the taxonomy, systematics, and natural history of this speciose 

groups of neotropical snakes.

He continued to work in Mexico for much of his professional 

life, with many of his graduate students doing projects on Mexi-

can species. He also led numerous undergraduate courses to 

Mexico where he introduced undergraduates to the diversity of 

that country. Doc was well respected among Mexican herpetolo-

gists and always quick to help out whenever he was asked. We 

often saw him making copies of hard to find papers and shipping 

them off to budding herpetologists in Mexico. In the later years 

of his life he was involved in several book projects dealing with 

the amphibians and reptiles of some Mexican states or regions, 

which were/are the first works of that kind for most of those ar-

eas (Dixon and Lemos Espinal 2010; Lemos Espinal and Dixon 

2013, 2017; Lemos Espinal et al. 2016)

Jim never stopped studying, cataloguing, and writing about 

the amphibians and reptiles of Texas. “Texas” appears 68 times in 

his list of publications, and his books, “Amphibians and Reptiles 

of Texas” (Dixon 1987, 2000, 2013) and “Texas Snakes” (Werler 

and Dixon 2000; Dixon and Werler 2005) are must-haves for her-

petologists and naturalists, and are primary resources for data 

on the distributions of our Texas amphibians and reptiles. He 

spent about 10 years working with the Concho River Water Snake 

and more than 20 years working on the Houston Toad. Both spe-

cies are of conservation concern and the work of Doc, his col-

leagues, and his students on these species have greatly aided in 

their conservation. 

As is apparent from the following testimonials by Doc’s 

former students and colleagues, he was much more than a great 

herpetologist. When researchers came to visit the TCWC it was 

common for Doc (and Mary) to open their house for them to stay, 

even for extended stays. Doc always did what he could to talk 

with people from all levels of herpetology. He was able to equally 

engage with those who were true novices with interests exclusive 

to snakes or frogs, as well as to people who had committed their 

careers to herpetology. He was great at bridging the gap between 

enthusiasts and professional herpetologists. All this was because 

Doc genuinely cared about what people thought and knew that 

including more people into what he loved would be a better way 

to inspire people to be interested in and care about amphibians 

and reptiles. Doc was unique among herpetologists in this 

regard and truly made an impact where ever he went because of 

his friendliness and inclusiveness. We will sorely miss James R. 

Dixon as a herpetologist, but we will miss him much more for the 

man that he was and what he inspired people to be. 

I suppose my colleagues think I was one of the luckiest 

herpetologists in the world to get Bwana Dixon’s old job, and of 

course they are right. But my relationship with Jim goes all the 

way back to 1978 when I was joining the Peace Corps to work on 

green iguanas and ctenosaurs in El Salvador. At the urging of my 

professors, I drove over to A&M unannounced, and found Pro-

fessor Dixon in Nagle Hall. He dropped everything, and he must 

have spent 3 hours answering my questions about everything. He 

pointed that big, crooked, finger at me and said, “Why yes in two 

years down there you could get more than enough for a masters 

degree and publish some research on those iguanas!” He asked if 

I had the publications by Fitch, and he went to his reprint collec-

tion, walked up to the Xerox machine to make a copy, then care-

fully stapled it together and applied some special book binding 

tape to make it look like a real reprint. Down in El Salvador I must 

have read that thing a hundred times and thought about Bwana’s 

advice every day. We reconnected again in the mid-80s when I 

was studying caimans in Venezuela in grad school. By this time, I 

knew how to use literature and had already poured over the works 

by Staton and Dixon on caimans in Venezuela. He always came to 

my presentations at meetings and showed such genuine interest 

in the work. All through the 80s and 90s I looked forward to see-

ing Jim and Mary at every meeting. Finally, Jim came along on a 

field course I was teaching in Paraguay in 1995, shortly after his 

retirement and during the search for his replacement at A&M. We 

had a good time in the field during and after the course catching 

a bunch of species that were new for Jim. We also had a couple of 

the worst nights for mosquitos either one of us could remember 

in all our years of tropical fieldwork. Regarding the job search, he 

pointed that big finger at me again and said, “I told them we need 

a young person who is going to have a good career. We don’t need 

some 40-year old getting in there.” I gulped and managed not to 

give away the fact I had just turned 40. When I started at A&M, 

Jim and Mary visited and gave me a welcome card, and a picture 

of themselves in front of a billboard from Fitzgerald, Georgia 

that said “Welcome to Fitzgerald!” Having Jim as an active Cura-

tor Emeritus was such a boon—he did everything he could to be 

supportive and helpful. Looking back, I guess this all started the 

first day I met him in 1978.

—Lee A. Fitzgerald (Professor, Dept. of Wildlife and Fisheries 

Sciences, Texas A&M University)

One of the things that I remember most about Doc was his 

infectious enthusiasm for fieldwork, taxonomy, and biology in 

general. He always seemed to keep biology fun and interesting, 

Fig. 3. Jim and Mary Dixon at their home in College Station, just prior 

to the start of serious volleyball season, early Spring 1978.
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especially in the field. One instance that stands out is an 

encounter with an alligator in a small pond south of San Antonio. 

We saw the gator in the pond and Doc decided we needed to catch 

it in a seine. Since the water was only about knee deep I thought 

that once we got it in the net all hell would break loose but we 

pulled the seine across the pond with no resistance or splashing 

whatsoever. How could we have missed an adult alligator in 

a shallow pond that small? I was perplexed until we lifted the 

net out of the water and then all hell really did break loose. The 

creature thrashed, hissed, splashed, and snapped viciously at 

anything within reach. As planned, we turned our seine poles 

in opposite directions and wrapped the gator in the net like a 

giant jolly rancher. We then covered her head with a herp bag and 

put a herp band around her snout so that we could measure her 

and determine her sex. After that we released her and she swam 

away with only her pride damaged. Doc taught me to follow my 

passions in my career and that lesson has turned out very well for 

me as I embark on another semester teaching herpetology and 

continue fieldwork in Ecuador. 

—Jeff Camper (PhD 1990)

In the spring of 1988, I had the good fortune to join Jim 

Dixon’s lab to work on his recently funded Concho Watersnake 

study. Unfortunately, the timing was not ideal because the de-

fense of my master’s thesis delayed my arrival to Texas A&M until 

about a month after the first watersnake field season had started. 

That situation required that I hit the ground running to avoid 

further delays in data collection. Although Jim and I were barely 

acquainted at that point, having communicated only by phone 

and during a weekend interview visit a few weeks earlier, I rapidly 

discovered that he had proactively invested considerable effort to 

simplify my assimilation to campus. The moment I arrived, Jim 

and Mary welcomed me into their home and spent the evening 

helping me get oriented. Amazingly, I was able to move into an 

apartment, register for fall classes, and complete all essential pa-

perwork within 24 hours of arriving in College Station, largely be-

cause of Jim’s facilitation efforts. He even volunteered to co-sign 

my utility contract so that I could avoid paying a hefty security 

deposit. When the utility company customer service represen-

tative mentioned that Jim was signing an agreement obligating 

him to cover any unpaid balance, he looked at me and responded 

“don’t worry, if he wants a degree he won’t forget to pay his bill.” 

We had a good laugh and continued on to the next task. Those 

initial experiences with Jim reflected his sincere interest in the 

welfare of his students, which was appreciated by all of us. 

Phase two of my Texas orientation involved being intro-

duced to a study organism that I had never laid eyes on in a land-

scape that was also unfamiliar. Concho Watersnakes are endemic 

to the central portion of the Colorado River, which was about 400 

km west of the Texas A&M campus. We spent the first week in 

the field surveying the river to identify sites for mark-recapture 

and radiotelemetry studies. River access was very limited so we 

travelled mostly by Jon boat, which was great for traversing pools 

but problematic in long riffles where the boat needed to be car-

ried. The hard work was compounded by scorching temperatures 

that reached 42°C on our first day in the field. I had never expe-

rienced that kind of heat, and was surprised that it did not seem 

to bother Jim at all. My field notes from that first day posed two 

questions. First, was Texas always that hot in the summer? And, 

would my 60-year old advisor always outperform me in the field? 

Unfortunately, the answer to both questions was often yes. Jim 

was in very good physical condition and had a tremendous work 

ethic. At a conference where I witnessed Jim receive an award, he 

credited his successful career to his graduate students and com-

mented that he spent a lot of time watching them work. Noth-

ing could have been further from the truth. Jim always worked as 

hard as we did and never took it easy. 

Whether in the field or on campus, Jim was a very social 

person who took the time to get to know people and cultivate re-

lationships. On campus Jim used his time very efficiently, but his 

door was always open. Even on the busiest of days I could always 

count on him to take a break and pop into the lab with a cup of 

coffee to visit for a few minutes and see how things were going. 

Jim was also probably the most generous person I have ever met. 

I lost count of the number of times he bought me lunch or had 

the entire lab over to his house for dinner. On a professional level 

Jim’s generosity was exemplified by providing his graduate stu-

dents with keys to his office so that they could have access to his 

personal library, which had more extensive herpetology holdings 

than the campus library. Jim was a person of great character and 

integrity. I feel very fortunate to have known him and will always 

fondly remember our interactions.

—Brian Greene (PhD 1993)

Much has been written about James R. Dixon, the scientist. 

I chose Texas A&M for graduate work because Jim was there. He 

was a splendid advisor, mentor, protector, and role model. You 

can’t eulogize Jim Dixon without discussing the personal aspects 

of the man. He was a family man, and included his students and 

colleagues in that aspect of his life. Most weekends, there was a 

competitive volleyball game in his spacious backyard (Fig. 3). The 

game was serious, but everyone shared personal joy in the non-

academic association. Jim and his beloved Mary were co-depen-

dent. Mary often accompanied Jim on field trips, and was simply 

part of the gang. She cooked, cleaned, engaged in fun conversa-

tions, and otherwise looked out for us—we were her children by 

extension. Jim’s children were always present, and adopted all the 

students.

Jim was a great field biologist—hard working and very fo-

cused. In the 1970s, he always had a cigar perched in the center of 

his mouth, and we often described his mood by saying, “He really 

chewed on his cigar during that discussion!” Jim was the quintes-

sential collector, driven by his desire to chronicle the herpetofau-

nas of exotic areas. During my time with him, Querétaro, Mexico, 

was a principal target, as was the Iquitos region of Amazonian 

Peru. Each evening we would regroup and discuss our findings, 

frequently followed by quests to answer hypotheses based on 

the previous day’s fieldwork, often resulting in an unanticipated 

published paper. His driven attitude in the field earned him the 

affectionate appellation Bwana Jim. He was always happy when 

his students outperformed his fieldwork, and frustrated when we 

were not performing to his standards. We did our best to keep 

him happy, and this made us better biologists. 

Jim Dixon was our inspiration, and the fact that he was 

an even-tempered, superior observer and interpreter of na-

ture, made time spent together very special and meaningful. 

The marks of a wonderful professor are the ability to make the 

complex appear simple, to stimulate wonder and excitement in 

students, to spark a deep and abiding career orientation, and the 

realization of the value of human elements in life—family, col-

leagues, students, and more. Bwana lives on in his students—

gone but never forgotten—serving as a prime example of the 

happiest path through life.

—Robert A. Thomas (PhD 1976)
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I met Jim and Mary in 1967 as he joined our faculty; we be-

came life-long friends and shared in many endeavors. Jim and I 

co-taught Natural History of the Vertebrates for the Texas Parks 

and Wildlife Game Warden School until the program was moved 

elsewhere. The biggest influence Jim had on me, however, was 

the love of taking students into the field where we could teach 

them in ways that we could not teach on campus. Together, we 

took students to many parts of Texas, the southwestern U.S., and 

to Mexico. Jim and Mary even joined me one spring on our study 

abroad program on Dominica. I could not ask for a better com-

panion in these endeavors.

—Keith Arnold (Professor Emeritus,  

Dept. Wildlife & Fisheries Sciences, TAMU)

I never studied with Jim Dixon or ever took a class that 

he taught. My memories and experiences were as a faculty col-

league, a mentor, and a good friend. For reasons that I explain 

below he had a huge impact on my life and career. I met Jim in 

1971 when I joined the faculty of the WFSC Department as a new 

Assistant Professor hired to teach mammalogy, curate the mam-

mal component of the Texas Cooperative Wildlife Collection, and 

conduct research on Texas mammals. After arriving on campus 

I met with the Department Head, Jim Teer, who advised me to 

get to know Professor Dixon and to emulate his work ethic and 

positive attitude toward students. I very quickly arranged a meet-

ing with Jim and found him to be both friendly and welcoming. 

I asked if he would serve as my faculty mentor and he said he 

would be honored to do so. His advice to me was very simple 

and straightforward—keep your head down and stay out of the 

fray until you achieve tenure, be a good teacher and mentor for 

undergraduate students, begin a research program that involves 

graduate students and produces good, quality publications. Like 

any faculty member, I had some struggles along the way and Jim 

was always there to offer steady, sound advice and keep my ex-

pectations realistic.

As we got to know each other better, Jim and Mary began 

to invite my wife and I over for the volleyball games and picnics 

held at their home on most Sunday afternoons. There we be-

came acquainted with undergraduate and graduate students and 

other faculty members. These events were great for faculty and 

student moral. Jim and I shared a love for fieldwork in Mexico 

and we took many collecting trips there together. One of my fa-

vorite memories was our first field trip together to the Mexican 

state of Queretaro where Jim had worked for several years. After 

a 24-hour marathon car trip we pulled over in the middle of the 

night to camp. Since it was our first night to collect, we set out a 

few traps and one mist net before climbing in the sleeping bags. 

The next morning I checked the traps and Jim the mist net. When 

I returned to the camp he was sitting down and drinking a cup 

of coffee. I joined him and after a few minutes I said, “Was any-

thing in the bat net?” Jim didn’t show any excitement and simply 

smiled and said, “Oh yes, I believe there was a spotted bat!” I said 

“don’t BS me; there is no way that bat would be here. It occurs in 

pine forests at high elevations, and we are here in the desert.” He 

then proceeded to pull a live spotted bat out of his shirt pocket 

and I almost passed out. This resulted in one of the first papers 

we published together. Over the next dozen years or so, Jim and I 

regularly took undergraduate and graduate students on field trips 

to various places in Mexico. Jim was such a wonderful mentor 

and example for the students. They respected him and to this day 

many of these students maintain that these trips were a highlight 

in their A&M education.

In 1986 I was named Department Head and Jim came to see 

me right away, again with some advice. He explained to me that 

my role as Department Head was to do the lion’s share of the ad-

ministrative work and not to pawn it off on the faculty!! He also told 

me, “don’t forget the most important people around here are the 

students, faculty, and staff. Your job is to help us all out so that we 

can accomplish our work!” Like a good soldier, I heartedly agreed.

As I reflect about Jim, the following traits stand out. He was 

one of the warmest and most sincere people that I have ever 

known. He had an infectious smile and non-stop good humor, 

especially in the field, that endeared him to everyone and espe-

cially students. He was approachable, ever optimistic and kind-

hearted. He was a pioneer in many respects, a gifted naturalist 

and herpetologist who touched the lives of many people who will 

never forget him. For me, he also was a trusted friend, colleague, 

and a valued faculty mentor. My life and career were made far 

better through my association with Jim Dixon.

 —David J. Schmidly (Professor, Wildlife & Fisheries  

Sciences, Texas A&M University; 1971–1992)

When contemplating PhD programs after reading papers 

by Archie Carr (Florida), Don Tinkle (Michigan), Frank Blair (UT-

Austin), Bob Mount (Auburn), Roy McDiarmid (U. South FL), 

Henry Fitch/Bill Duellman (KU), and David Wake (UC-Berkeley), 

I talked things over with my MS thesis advisor David Snyder (Bi-

ology, Austin Peay State Univ.), and he suggested that I also look 

at Jim Dixon at Texas A&M. So I checked out Dr. Dixon and was 

pleasantly surprised by the breadth of his research, and the fact 

that he worked in the southwestern deserts and tropical regions 

of North and South America. I wrote to Jim’s PhD student Bob 

Thomas in February to get his take on the program there; Bob’s 

reply was very positive, so Joanne and I arranged to drive to Col-

lege Station in May 1976 to check things out and meet/talk with 

Jim (we stayed with Bob and his family). When I met Jim, we 

discussed some possible thesis projects, and at that time I was 

focused heavily on some kind of ecological or life history study, 

preferably on lizards, so that my dissertation work would be 

heavily field-oriented and address a question of broad concep-

tual significance (Don Tinkle style evolutionary-ecology). Dixon 

was not so conceptually oriented as Tinkle, but rather closer to a 

Henry Fitch-type of “natural historian,” albeit with a very strong 

taxonomic slant, and with a major field focus on desert and tropi-

cal regions of the southwestern US and Latin America. 

Meeting Jim personally assured me that, despite the finan-

cial uncertainties, I had made the right decision about graduate 

school. In this first term I also met Dr. John Bickham, who had 

been hired in a “vertebrate genetics” position that same semester. 

John introduced me to cytogenetics and conceptual approaches 

to testing evolutionary hypotheses, and he loaned me a copy 

of Dr. Bill Hall’s unpublished Harvard PhD thesis (1973), which 

focused on evolutionary studies in the lizard genus Sceloporus, 

and in particular the extensive chromosomal polytypy in the 

Sceloporus grammicus complex. I mentioned this to Jim and he 

knew about these lizards—where they occurred and how to col-

lect them—and he was very supportive despite the fact that this 

kind of study was a bit outside of his comfort zone. I arranged for 

Jim and John to co-chair my thesis committee, and then added 

mammalogist David Schmidly, and geneticist John Gold (TAMU 

Dept. of Genetics). 

Jim and John had arranged to teach a tropical biology field 

course at a field station in the Mexican state of Veracruz, which 

would be offered in early January 1977. Sixteen undergraduate 
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students registered, while I and 5 other grad students (Dixon stu-

dents Eric Grosmaire & Okla Thornton; Bickham student Mike 

Haiduk; and Schmidly mammalogy students Duke Rogers & Ken 

Wilkins) joined as assistants, and along with Jim and John, Mary 

and Toby Dixon rounded out the group. 

Jim handed out sections of a paper on the “Ecology of the 

Vegetation of Veracruz”, with descriptions of regional vegetation 

types, annual rainfall patterns, the altitudinal zonation of plant 

communities from sea level to ~ 1500 m along the slopes of Vol-

can San Martin. Jim had typed a summary of the dominant tree 

species and understory trees/shrubs, for the six forest types char-

acteristic of the region we would be working in, as well as a tenta-

tive list of the amphibians (n = 41: one caecilian, 6 salamanders 

[all plethodontids], and 34 anurans [7 families]) and reptiles (n = 

95; one crocodilian, 11 turtles [3 families], 30 lizards [8 families], 

and 43 snakes [6 families]). I had left my Tennessee roots to gain 

new experiences in Texas, and given the richness and novelty of 

the Mexican herpetofauna, coupled with having never been out-

side of the United States or in a tropical forest, this trip for me 

would be several adventures in one; I was beyond excited.

Jim & John had organized the 16 undergrads so that each 

was provisionally assigned to one of three “data collection/man-

agement” teams: a “Herp Team”, “Mammal Team”, and “Chromo-

some Team”. Similarly, all of us grad students were initially as-

signed in pairs to co-lead each of these three groups, but all of 

us would rotate among them. In the first round of assignments, 

Eric and I were part of the cytogenetics group, a research focus 

with which I already had some experience with John. Equally for 

the UGs, these categories not fixed; initial UG group assignments 

were based on self-identified fields of interest, but all would have 

field and specimen preparation experience in their non-focal 

taxonomic focal group, as well as in the cytogenetics work.

The group departed in six vehicles at 0315 h on 2 January 

1977, and arrived at the Los Tuxtlas Field Station (near the town of 

Catemaco, Veracruz) at 1645 h on 4 January. After we made camp 

and had dinner, we broke up into several groups to walk a nearby 

stream bank or set up mist-nets for bats. I noted the care and pa-

tience with which “naturalist Jim” described to the students the 

ecology/life history of each species we encountered, and brought 

in larger lessons too, such as niche partitioning among the anoles.

The day and night fieldwork continued for the next 10 days, 

with students rotating among the herp crew transect studies. 

Meanwhile bat crews were running mist nights in shifts (nets 

were open all night, checked every 2 hrs, and closed at daybreak), 

and “small mammal” crews running transects of live-catch Sher-

man traps. Smaller groups rotated through the cytogenetics lab 

to make chromosome slides, all students gained experience in 

preparing voucher specimens of amphibians, reptiles, and small 

mammals, and we all of rotated through kitchen duty.

All of this ended too soon, but on our last night in Mexico, 

camped on the bank of the Rio Carrizal (state of Tamaulipas) with 

all of us sitting around our last campfire together, Jim asked each 

of us to briefly summarize our experience. All of us had set Sher-

man traps and mist-net stations, walked transects to quantify liz-

ard and frog abundance via mark-recapture methods, collected 

autecological details of selected species of lizards and frogs, and 

noticed the difficulty of finding most species of tropical snakes. 

We had all prepared mammal “skins and skulls,” fixed amphib-

ians and reptiles in formalin, sampled/saved tissues in LN
2
, made 

karyotypes via colchicine injection, and harvest/fixation of bone 

marrow cells on microscope slides, and stained, scanned, and 

scored karyotypes (by diploid number) with a light microscope. 

Students learned to record all observations in field notes, and to 

register specimens in field catalogs for later cataloguing into the 

TCWC collections.

The overriding group lesson was the arduous nature of 

tropical field work; it is exciting, exotic, and beautiful, but one 

must endure intense heat, sweat in the eyes, insect bites, sched-

ules that sometimes require missing meals, then eating the same 

basic foods repeatedly, wearing the same clothes often for several 

days, sleeping in tents, getting up in mud during a tropical down-

pour, and routinely getting up before sunrise and going to bed in 

the midnight/early morning hours, among other things. NO ONE 

COMPLAINED!

On a personal level, I was deeply grateful to Jim for the in-

vite to join his group, and then to add John to my dissertation 

committee as a co-advisor. Their combined mentorship enabled 

me to complete a strong dissertation, and I am reminded now 

that I had made the right choice of graduate programs. Jim co-

organized with me two more field trips to Mexico, a short one in 

the summer of 1978 to target Sceloporus grammicus, in northern 

Mexico, and this solidified my understanding of these lizards to 

the point that I could go on my own and collect them in numbers. 

Jim would go with me on one more trip to the remote Sierra de 

Tamaulipas range (summer 1979) to sample the isolated S. gram-

micus population there, which we would later describe as a dis-

tinct subspecies (Sites and Dixon 1981). 

So Bwana Jim, the knowledge and advice you gave freely, 

your passion for the natural world and compassion for others, 

and the laughs we shared in the field, lab, the TCWC herp range, 

and your home, will remain with me forever.

 —Jack W. Sites, Jr. (PhD 1980)

Two new species of geckos opened and closed the teacher-

student relationship between Jim Dixon and me over a 45-year 

period. The first was Phyllodactylus dixoni, which I named after 

him in 1967, with Abdem Lancini, because of Jim’s excellent work 

on the genus for northern South America in 1962. The second 

one, Gonatodes dixoni, is the next species I am about to name 

honoring Jim, with assistance from my Venezuelan colleague Dr. 

Walter Schargel. In 1972, Jim and I met personally while looking 

at some captive boas (Corallus) at a facility at Iquitos, Perú, while 

attending the Third Symposium de Biología Tropical Amazónica, 

and Third Congreso Nacional de Biología. While Jim and his Pe-

ruvian/Finnish colleague Pekka Soini were commenting on the 

snakes, I jumped into the conversation suspecting that the senior 

man could be Dixon, and was pleased to find out I was right! We 

finally were able to meet in person and enjoy an interesting and 

productive meeting.

Three years later I was looking at graduate programs to pur-

sue a PhD, and chose Texas A&M. I had two good choices with 

strong programs and good mentors: my old friend and Venezu-

elan mentor Dr. Janis A. Roze at New York University, or Jim Dixon 

at TAMU; I considered the College Station area to be a more at-

tractive place to live with my wife and two small children, so early 

in 1975 we left Venezuela for new adventures in the U.S. Jim and 

his wife Mary were wonderful hosts, and Jim’s students provided 

a stimulating academic environment. Five great years passed 

quickly, but I thoroughly enjoyed everything about my time at 

TAMU, including new relationships with the many students and 

teachers with whom I interacted, and I completed both MS and 

PhD degrees by 1979.

Once back in Venezuela, while working with the National 

Parks system, I was able to host Mary, Jim, and their youngest 
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son Toby in Guatopo National Park for Jim’s sabbatical year. We 

enjoyed chasing herps in a Venezuelan tropical wet forest; Jim 

gained a lot from this experience, and helped develop a public 

museum exhibit for park visitors at the park rangers’ house.

After the Dixons returned to Texas, Jim and I continued our 

relationship, and I was pleased to return to Texas A&M for a spe-

cial gathering of colleagues and former students to celebrate his 

“retirement” in 1999; it was a joy for all of us to be with Jim again 

and tell him how much his former students appreciated him. 

Now, 45 years after we met in person in Iquitos I cannot eas-

ily comprehend why so much time has gone by so fast, and it’s 

hard to believe that personal time with my mentor and friend is 

over. Although for us still alive there is more road to walk before 

we meet him again and have another chat, Jim would insist that 

I first describe Gonatodes dixoni, and then contemplate our past 

adventures before we meet again and rejoice! 

—Carlos Rivero-Blanco (Ph.D. 1979)

I got to know Jim beginning in 1976 when I came to Texas 

A&M as a new Assistant Professor, just out of graduate school. 

We had a lot in common, especially our interest in herps, and we 

quickly developed a collaboration in which we co-chaired several 

graduate students and conducted joint fieldwork. Jim’s outstand-

ing talents as a naturalist and classical systematist dovetailed 

nicely with my interest in cytogenetics and cytosystematics. We 

became close friends, as did our wives, and I had the great honor 

of spending months in the tropics with Jim. He knew so much 

about tropical ecology and could identify seemingly every plant 

and animal we found. We would develop a good daily schedule 

where he and his students rose early and went out collecting 

herps, and me and my students stayed out late collecting bats. 

No matter how late we got in it didn’t stop him from waking us up 

early yelling “Listo, Listo!” I can still hear it.

Jim was a veteran of the marines and served in Korea. I re-

ally loved hearing his stories of Korea; he spent some time there 

collecting herps, not surprisingly. I remember he told me how 

cold it was, with icicles forming over his bed from his breath and 

weapons not firing and vehicles not running, because the oil and 

grease were too thick. This was when not much fighting was done 

and they could go out and find the land mines and booby traps 

which couldn’t detonate because of the cold. I spent lots of time 

listening to his stories, and I have such great memories of him 

and those moments!

I went to visit Jim a few times when he was ill. The last time 

I saw him he was in a coma, just before he died. Ira Greenbaum 

and I went to his house to pay our respects to Mary and see him. 

I talked to him and thanked him for all he did for me. Who knows, 

maybe he heard me. But I think of him often and miss him very 

much. Wish I could have done more trips with him, but what a 

fabulous situation it was to be a new Assistant Professor and get 

to work with Jim and have students like Jack Sites, Mike Haiduk, 

and so many of the others. My trips with Jim to Mexico, Cen-

tral America, Venezuela, and French Guyana were so much fun. 

Those were the days!

—John W. Bickham (Professor Emeritus,  

Dept. of Wildlife & Fisheries Sciences, TAMU)
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Malcolm Largen (1941–2017): Zoologist and Documenter of the Ethiopian Fauna

Malcolm John Largen passed away 

at his home in Formby, near Liver-

pool, UK, on 30 September 2017, after 

a short battle with liver cancer (Fig. 1). 

He was 76. Those who study the fauna 

of the Horn of Africa are in his debt; no 

zoologist has done more to document 

and disseminate information on the 

mammals, reptiles, and amphibians of 

Ethiopia and Eritrea, north-eastern Af-

rica. His many publications include a 

meticulous catalogue of the mammals 

of Ethiopia (Largen et al. 1974; Yalden 

et al. 1976, et seq.), a checklist of the 

snakes (Largen and Rasmussen 1993), 

the lizards (Largen and Spawls 2006), 

and the amphibians (Largen 2001) of 

Ethiopia, a checklist of the Eritrean 

herpetofauna (Largen 1997), and a 

major book on the amphibians and 

reptiles of Ethiopia and Eritrea (Largen 

and Spawls 2010). He also described, 

inter alia, twelve new species of am-

phibians from the region, most of which he personally collected, 

and illustrated by his own technically excellent color slides of the 

living animal (Largen 1974, et seq.). One new species, Leptopelis 
susanae, a beautiful tree frog from a remote isolated mountain 

range, he named for his wife, Susan (also a zoologist), remarking 

one Christmas, just before departing on a field trip, “I think you 

might like this” as he dropped the published paper on her lap 

(Fig. 2). 

 Born in Dumfries, in Scotland on 26 September 1941, Mal-

colm spent his early years at the opposite end of the country, 

in Cornwall, finishing at the prestigious Truro School, where he 

avoided all organized games except swimming. After reading 

zoology at University College London, where he specialized in 

Marine Biology, he completed his Ph.D. on the carnivorous Dog 

Whelk, Nucella lapillus, at Queen Mary College (now Queen 

Mary University) in London, in the record-breaking time of two 

years. He then spent a year working on ageing in Nucella as a 

post-doctoral student with the Wellcome Foundation, before 

taking up the post of lecturer in Zoology at Addis Ababa Univer-

sity (then Haile Selassie I University) in Ethiopia, in 1966. Here 

Malcolm found himself over 500 km from the sea; a tough propo-

sition for a marine biologist. Nothing daunted, he got to work on 

the terrestrial vertebrate fauna, and for twelve years, he collected 

assiduously. After his return to UK in 1977 he continued to work 

on his Ethiopian collections until he retired from his post at Liv-

erpool Museum. 

 Ethiopia is fertile country for any biologist. Within the last 35 

million years, a massive mantle plume has elevated a huge area 

of northeast Africa, mostly under central Ethiopia. This dome has 

fractured across the heart of the country, forming the Ethiopian 

Rift System. It is a unique landscape, 

a mixture of semi-desert and savanna 

surrounding a deeply divided moun-

tainous central plateau. On the African 

continent, 50% of all the land over 2000 

m and 80% of all land over 3000 m lie 

within Ethiopia and Eritrea. The high-

lands attract orographic rainfall, result-

ing in an extensive forest in the south, 

particularly in the southwest, but these 

forests have shrunk and expanded with 

periods of glaciation and were never in 

faunal contact with the great forests of 

central Africa. Consequently, they con-

tain a mixture of savanna invaders and 

a strange, impoverished and largely 

endemic fauna; out of Ethiopia’s 70 

amphibian species over 40% are en-

demic, and 90% of these are confined 

to the highlands. Not a single species of 

central African forest snake occurs in 

the Ethiopian rain forest, but there are 

two huge endemic vipers and four en-

demic mountain snakes of the genus Pseudoboodon (Largen and 

Spawls 2010). And complicating matters is Ethiopia’s burgeon-

ing population, the second largest in Africa, and growing by 2.5% 

annually, and concentrated in the fertile highlands. The Kenyan 

ornithologist Leslie Brown once opined that no African country 

has been more ravaged by man than Ethiopia (Nicol 1972) and 

there is little natural habitat left in the highlands. 

 Prior to Malcolm’s arrival, little systematic zoological work 

had been done in Ethiopia. Malcolm threw himself with gusto into 

field research in this fascinating landscape during his holidays, 

and made regular expeditions to wild areas of the country, 

including the remote Dahlac Islands off the Eritrean coast. These 

expeditions are reminiscent of the grand collecting trips of the 

19th and early 20th centuries. Many of the local people had not 

seen foreigners before, and were amused by their activities. On 

one occasion, out in the remote forest west of Gore in western 

Ethiopia, Malcolm and Derek Yalden managed to locate some 

specimens of the rare caecilian Sylvacaecilia grandisonae, and 

began digging them up around the margins of a nearby spring, 

leaving it a turgid muddy mess. The spring turned out to be the 

local water supply for a little village, but the villagers were not 

angered, merely bemused by the activities of the foreigners. 

Malcolm was one of the zoologists on the Great Abbai Expedition 

(the Abbai is the local name for that section of the Blue Nile that 

flows within Ethiopia), an exciting and often harrowing venture. 

Staffed by the British Army and led by Colonel John Blashford-

Snell, a larger-than-life adventurer, the team lost a soldier, who 

drowned, and were ambushed and involved in exchanges of 

fire with Ethiopian bandits (Snailham 1970). The zoologists 

attached to the expedition, Malcolm Largen, Pat Morris, Hilary 

King, and Derek Yalden, initially accompanied the Army in the 

four assault boats on the lower stretches of the river, collecting 

all the way, but found it quite impractical to work with the boat 

crews on the upper part of the river, and so moved elsewhere 

(Figs. 3–5). The paper on the natural history of the gorge (Morris 

Fig. 1. Malcolm Largen, 2007.
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et al. 1976) documented a unique fauna, an intrusion of low 

altitude savanna animals that had penetrated up the deep gorge 

into the heart of the Ethiopian massif. On another expedition to 

the remote and supposedly empty lowlands of eastern Ethiopia, 

Malcolm was driving at night while Pat Morris and Derek Yalden 

were shooting desert rodents, and suddenly in the headlights 

appeared a frightened detachment of Ethiopian soldiers, 

with guns raised; they thought they were the only people with 

weapons in that region. Fortunately nobody fired and friendly 

relations were established. In a similar incident, while collecting 

mammals at night in the forests of the southwest, the zoologists 

were apprehended by soldiers of Haile Selassie’s army. Pat Morris, 

the team leader, was escorted at gunpoint to the commanding 

officer, who, upon hearing their explanation, (“collecting frogs 

and mice”), laughed, said “You British do some strange things” 

and ordered them immediately released.

 Malcolm’s lectures at the University of Addis Ababa were 

characterized by his customary precision, caution, and com-

pleteness. A number of his students rose to prominence, not just 

in the biological field, but elsewhere. One of them, Professor Seb-

sebe Demissew, is arguably Africa’s leading botanist, and in 2017 

received the Kew International Medal. Stimulated by Malcolm, 

who taught him entomology and herpetology, Professor Sebsebe 

actually began researching on frogs, but then botany drew him 

away. Another of Malcolm’s students, Professor Afework Bekele, 

a leading zoologist, with over 200 peer-reviewed papers, resisted 

the brain drain (Ethiopia can be a difficult country to work in, 

many academics leave) and has remained for 40 years at Addis 

Ababa University, supervising more than 100 M.Sc. and Ph.D. 

students. Afework remembers Malcolm with affection. “We re-

ally wanted to socialise with him, he knew so much, but he was 

such a shy man. He didn’t mix socially with us students.” 

 When I worked in Ethiopia during the 1990s, I met many of 

Malcolm’s ex-students, often risen to high office. Invariably, as 

soon as I mentioned that I was interested in herpetology, they 

asked, “Do you know Malcolm Largen?” His professionalism, 

and the high regard with which he was remembered, smoothed 

my path on several occasions. At one point I was struggling to 

get my permits extended and spoke with Dr. Beyene Petros, who 

is both a professor of zoology at Addis Ababa University and a 

prominent and highly principled politician. When I started to ex-

plain what I wanted to do, Dr. Beyene laughed. “You don’t need 

to tell me the importance of zoological collecting,” he said, “I was 

tutored by Malcolm Largen.” With a signature from him and Dr. 

Afework Bekelle, my permit was granted. Another of Malcolm’s 

students, Yalemtsehay Mekonnen, became Ethiopia’s first female 

professor, and in 2015 received the African Union Kwame Nk-

rumah Scientific Award. 

 In 1974, the Emperor Haile Selassie was overthrown and ex-

ecuted by a revolutionary government. It was the beginning of a 

terrible time in Ethiopia, with purges, civil war, repression, and 

xenophobia, lasting 17 years. Under the iron hand of General 

Mengistu Haile Mariam, the country began to close in on itself. 

It was divided into regions in a socialist system. A permit was 

required to travel from one region to another, and these were vir-

tually never given to foreigners. For Malcolm, this meant that he 

and his colleagues could not travel out to the interesting areas, 

and were restricted to Shoa, the region around the capital. Awash 

National Park, a fascinating lowland area, lay within Shoa, and 

Malcolm made a number of trips there and obtained an excellent 

representative collection. But in the end the lack of freedom, and 

the xenophobic attitude of the government, prompted Malcolm 

and his family to leave. Before returning to UK, he spent a year at 

Juba, in the Sudan (now the South Sudan), setting up a university 

with European funding. While there he made several field trips 

and amassed a significant collection. One of his trips was to the 

Imatongs, an outlier of ancient crystalline mountains near the 

Ugandan border. Malcolm’s expedition revealed that the fauna 

in the high isolated forests there contains a significant compo-

nent of Central African Forest species, such as Bitis nasicornis, 

the Rhinoceros Viper, an indicator of the original extent of the 

great forests. This was the only major collection Malcolm made 

that he did not write up, although the specimens remain in the 

Natural History Museum in London.

 After his return to U.K., Malcolm became Curator of Verte-

brates (excluding fish) at Liverpool Museum, where he put the 

collections into order and continued to publish relentlessly. He 

returned to Ethiopia, and other African countries, on expedi-

tions; one of these, in 1986, was to the bewitching high-altitude 

landscape of the Bale Mountains in southeast Ethiopia. This was 

a remarkably successful undertaking. Among the new species 

discovered and named from up there in the dripping cloud for-

est, among the giant heather trees, were two frogs that required 

the erection of new genera; Ericabatrachus baleensis, the Bale 

Mountains Heather Frog, and Balebreviceps hillmani, the Bale 

Mountains Rain Frog; this second species was named for Chris 

Fig. 2. Leptopelis susanae, named by Malcolm in 1977 for his wife.
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Hillman, the prominent Kenyan zoologist who had organized 

the expedition (not the Byrds’ frontman!).

 I went to work in Ethiopia in 1991, and called Malcolm before 

my departure, to ask for advice. With characteristic generosity, he 

sent me a draft of his forthcoming paper, with Jens Rasmussen, 

on Ethiopian snakes (it was published in 1993). We subsequently 

liaised at the Liverpool Museum or the Natural History Museum 

in London when I returned to UK on annual leave. Invariably, we 

talked reptiles and amphibians. Malcolm was a reserved, private 

man, and never spoke of his home life, or of anything much be-

yond herpetology and fieldwork. It was only after he died that I 

learned he had three daughters. On one occasion Malcolm and I, 

along with Jens Rasmussen, the Danish herpetologist, went to a 

pub in South Kensington after our day at the museum, and Jens 

and I were swapping stories, which gradually became taller, Mal-

colm laughed at our tales but told none himself. He was rarely 

rude about anyone, although according to his wife he did some-

times complain about management at the Liverpool museum.

  In 2003, six of us started an ambitious project to produce a 

guide to the reptiles of north-east Africa. Our publishers, Aca-

demic Press, were initially keen, but they were then taken over 

by Reed Elsevier, who sold their forthcoming natural titles, in-

cluding ours; the new publishers were not interested. Malcolm 

and I were reluctant to waste our preparatory work, particularly 

on Ethiopia and Eritrea, and Chimaira Publishing expressed an 

interest that eventually resulted in a book (Largen and Spawls 

2010). It became Malcolm’s magnum opus, and I took a back 

seat. I had worked with Malcolm before on a lizard checklist, but 

our work on the book was exhausting. Malcolm’s precision and 

insistence on absolute accuracy tested me at times. Some indica-

tion of his thoroughness can be gleaned from his checklists; all 

of which contain keys to all species, exhaustive bibliographies, 

and a gazetteer. Early on, I gently suggested that our maps, for 

the better-known species, might be extended beyond point re-

cords if the overall distribution seemed clear. Malcolm was hav-

ing none of it. “Our lack of knowledge,” he told me, “renders such 

an approach totally unjustified.” I bowed to his expertise, but 

it made the mapwork so laborious, having to plot every record 

as a dot. Occasionally, faced with a species with 30 or 40 Ethio-

pian records, I reverted to putting some dots on the map by eye, 

rather than using a grid. The draft maps invariably came back 

from Malcolm with a short arrow drawn on the offending locali-

ties, indicating where the dot should really be. “I struggle with 

the concept of limited accuracy,” he told me. Nor would Malcolm 

countenance any specific status that had not been confirmed in 

a peer-reviewed paper. In the late 1990s, Don Broadley informal-

ly suggested that the East African subspecies of the snake Psam-
mophylax variabilis, P. v. multisquamis, was probably worthy of 

specific status, being essentially isolated. Many African herpe-

tologists thus began calling it Psammophylax multisquamis, but 

when I suggested to Malcolm we should use this name, he said 

no. Until they are formally renamed in a peer-reviewed journal, 

he told me, we will stick with the original name. In addition, he 

wasn’t satisfied with my writing style. I used some sections from 

a previous field guide (Spawls et al. 2002), modified for use in 

Ethiopia, but when Malcolm returned draft text to me, virtually 

every single sentence had been changed. 

 Malcolm retired from the museum in 2006, although he con-

tinued to work on projects that interested him. He also took up 

gardening, dog walking, and continued his hate-hate relation-

ship with Microsoft and the electronic world. He died as he had 

wished, at home with his family, an intensely private man. He 

leaves a wife of 54 years, three daughters, three grandchildren, 

and a legacy of precise documentation of the Ethiopian fauna. 

Read any herpetological checklist of the area and his name ap-

pears regularly. African herpetology is the poorer for his passing. 

Acknowledgments.—I am most grateful to those who shared 

their memories of Malcolm, including Sebsebe Demissew, Afework 

Bekele, Susan Largen, and Pat Morris; Pat also kindly loaned a 

number of photographs.
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Kenneth Lee Williams 1934–2017:  
My Fast Friend and Herpetological Colleague of More than Half a Century

Kenneth Lee Williams left this Earth on No-

vember 1, 2017, in Natchitoches, Louisiana, 

his home for 51 years, a home he shared with 

his wife of 63 years, Viola Stoehr Williams. Ken 

bravely suffered a lengthy battle with urinary 

bladder cancer in the same stoic way he lived his 

life. He was born on September 4, 1934, and so 

had celebrated his 83rd birthday almost a month 

prior to his demise. He was born to Louis and 

Dorothy Williams in Saybrook, Illinois, a village 

of fewer than 700 people located about 25 miles 

E of Bloomington and about the same distance 

NNW of Champaign, the location of the Univer-

sity of Illinois, where Ken obtained both his BS 

and MS degrees. Ken was one of three brothers; 

the other two, Roger and David, predeceased 

him, as well as his parents, a daughter, Kimber-

ly Self, and a great grandson, Hudson Boyd. He 

is survived by his wife, two of his three daughters, Michele Lutz 

and Christine Pipes, six grandchildren, and three great grand-

children. He is buried in the 250-year-old American Cemetery 

in Natchitoches, which was featured in the comedy-drama Steel 
Magnolias, filmed entirely in this small northwestern Louisiana 

city and released in 1989. The home in this city in which Ken 

and Vi raised their three daughters lies alongside the Cane River, 

which river provided many contented hours of fishing for Ken.

After high school and two years at the University of Illinois, 

Ken enlisted in the U.S. Army, serving one tour of duty from 1954 

to 1956 in the guided missile division of the artillery at Fort Bliss 

near El Paso, Texas. Ken married Vi during this period of his life. It 

was also at this time that he found a copy of Hobart Smith’s text-

book on comparative vertebrate anatomy and recognized the 

name as that of one of his undergraduate instructors during the 

first half of his undergraduate career, which he had interrupted 

to serve in the military. Ken wrote to Dr. Smith, who suggested 

that he collect lizards in the southwestern U.S. and northern 

Mexico, using materials and equipment supplied by the U of I 

herpetologist. After his release from the Army, 

he returned to Illinois and formed a professor-

student relationship with Dr. Smith. Ken secured 

the first two of his three academic degrees in zo-

ology in 1959 (B.S.) and 1961 (M.S.). For his M.S. 

thesis, he used material he had collected while 

in the service and assessed the geographic varia-

tion in the teiid lizard Cnemidophorus inornatus 

(now Aspidoscelis inornata). It was at this time 

that I met and became friends with him, after my 

transfer from Millikin University in Decatur, Illi-

nois, in 1960. During my two years at the U of I, 

I also came under the influence of H. M. Smith, 

who enthused me also to pursue a career in her-

petology. From that point onward to the present, 

Ken and I forged a strong friendship that would 

continue to bear fruit through our respective 

graduate, teaching, and research careers, as well 

as the years of our respective retirements.

By 1963, I had had the great good fortune to be invited to be-

come Doug Rossman’s first graduate student, as he took up his 

new position in the Department of Zoology and the Museum of 

Natural Science (then the Museum of Zoology) at Louisiana State 

University. I was to complete my graduate work at LSU in 1968. 

Prior to this period, Ken had taken up a teaching position at my 

old school in Decatur, Millikin University, where he served on the 

faculty from 1962 to 1964. At the end of that period, he spent a 

short stint at Tulane University in New Orleans during the 1964 

academic year. Around that time, Ken and I began to talk about 

him joining me to also work under Rossman on a doctoral de-

gree. In fact, I recommended Ken to Doug and fairly soon there-

after, Ken moved his family to Baton Rouge and began to work on 

that third academic degree (a Ph.D. in zoology), which he would 

complete in 1970. While still a graduate student at LSU, in 1966 

Ken began what would be his most important and lengthy aca-

demic position in the Department of Biology at Northwestern 

State University in Natchitoches, Louisiana. He was to hold that 

position for 35 years until his retirement in 2001.

When Ken joined the Rossman crew, he already had a sizable 

reputation as a herpetological publishing phenomenon. On the 

other hand, I just was beginning a publishing career. Interest-

ingly, I find that the second of my own papers was a four-page 

Fig. 1. Kenneth L. Williams, 

2011, outside a restaurant in 

Baton Rouge, Louisiana, on 

the occasion of a reunion to 

honor Douglas A. Rossman.
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effort coauthored with Ken entitled “Noteworthy Mexican rep-

tiles in the Louisiana State University Museum of Zoology” that 

appeared in the Proceedings of the Louisiana Academy of Science 

in 1965. That short publication, however, was Ken’s 29th.

Once Ken left the army and headed to the U of I, he was in-

vited to join a collecting expedition to southern Arizona during 

the summer of 1957 under the auspices of the well-known mam-

malogist Donald F. Hoffmeister. Although the purpose of the 

fieldtrip was the collection of mammals, Ken had time to “ride 

the roads” in the company of his friend Pete Chrapliwy and the 

two of them located the first records of Pternohyla fodiens (now 

Smilisca fodiens) in Pima County, Arizona, at the time a new 

country record. Their paper reporting this hylid frog for the Unit-

ed States was Ken’s third paper. The following year, Ken and Pete 

headed to northern Mexico and collected in the sand dunes in 

the northern portions of the states of Chihuahua and Coahuila. 

It was in southeastern Chihuahua that they located material of a 

new species, Uma paraphygas, which the two of them described 

with Hobart Smith; this was Ken’s seventh paper. As might be 

expected, most of the work Ken published in and around the 

time (1961) he was finishing his master’s thesis on the system-

atics of Cnemidophorus inornatus (now Aspidoscelis inornata) 

dealt with the results of the fieldwork conducted in Arizona and 

Mexico, including a trip made along the Río Conchos in Chihua-

hua. One notable exception was an anatomical atlas of the sheep 

brain intended for use in comparative vertebrate anatomy lab 

courses and coauthored with Glenn Northcutt and R. P. Barber 

(1964).

After relocating to Baton Rouge, Ken continued to work with 

H. M. Smith on a number of projects, including the naming as 

new species some snakes from the Bay Islands of Honduras. 

These papers appeared in 1966, the year prior to my own first 

trip to that country. Around this time, Ken and I began to work 

on the monotypic genus Cemophora, which work resulted in the 

description of a new subspecies of C. coccinea, named after our 

good friend Ernest A. Liner, with whom I would make my first 

trip to Latin America (Mexico) during the summer of 1966, and 

a review of the genus, which appeared in 1967. That subspecific 

taxon, C. c. lineri, has since been elevated to species level by Wei-

nell and Austin (2017).

During this period, as noted above, Ken took a position at 

Northwestern State University, four years prior to receiving his 

doctoral degree, an unusual feat then and even more so today. 

Thus, while taking up what would be his three and a half-de-

cade-long teaching position, he was finishing up his work on the 

systematics of Lampropeltis triangulum, which work would ap-

pear published in a first edition in 1978 and in a second edition a 

decade later, both published by Milwaukee Public Museum. This 

seminal piece of work, in which Ken recognized 25 subspecies, 

set the stage for the ultimate breakup of this hemispherically dis-

tributed snake (southern Canada to northern South America) by 

Ruane and her coauthors (2014) into a number of species-level 

taxa. Interestingly, it is almost unheard of that a taxonomic piece 

of work should appear in more than one edition, but that Ken’s 

work did is testimony to both the value of that work and the pop-

ularity of the milksnakes.

In the years after his doctorate (1971–1984), Ken published 

an eclectic series of papers consisting of some snake anatomi-

cal work, book reviews, and species inventories in Louisiana. 

These inventories, coauthored with his former masters’ student 

Keith Mullin, appeared in 1982 and 1987, and involved surveys 

of amphibians, reptiles, and mammals of pine forests in central 

Louisiana. Keith Mullin was one of six master’s students whose 

work Ken oversaw before the master’s program in Northwestern’s 

biological science department was terminated in 1990. Thus, 

other than this relatively brief foray into graduate education, 

Ken’s teaching activity at Northwestern was at the undergradu-

ate level. One of the undergraduate courses that Ken wrangled 

was comparative vertebrate anatomy, the same course taught by 

H. M. Smith at the U of I and for which the latter had written the 

textbook that Ken had spotted in the Fort Bliss library that led 

him to contact the former all those many years ago. It was this 

textbook that I also used when I took this course from Smith dur-

ing my own U of I tenure.

With the advent of the 1980s, however, the work Ken and I 

were doing began to overlap again, this time based on fieldwork 

in which the two of us were involved in Honduras (Fig. 2). Ken’s 

CV notes that he made ten trips each of about 21–25 days in 

length to this country, always in my company, from the years 

1980–1997. We collaborated on a fairly long string of papers 

beginning in 1983 with a paper reporting additional material 

and a new locality for the Honduran endemic lizard Anolis (now 

Norops) johnmeyeri, which was named after John R. Meyer, 

with whom I had begun my work in the country in 1967. In 

the years that followed, Ken coauthored several papers that 

continued with the documentation of the herpetofauna of the 

Fig. 2. Ken Williams feeding a friend made while conducting field-

work in Mexico, ca. 1957.

Fig. 3. Ken L. Williams (left) and Larry David Wilson (right) in front of 

dwelling built to house agricultural workers near La Fortuna in the 

Refugio de Vida Silvestre Texíguat, Department of Yoro, Honduras, 

close to the type localities of several endemic species described in 

the years from 1993 to 1998. For example, the type locality of Isth-
mohyla insolita lies in the stream at the base of the hill behind the 

house. 
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country, especially the description of new taxa still known to 

be endemic to Honduras or, in a few cases, to northern Central 

America. These taxa consist of the following, in the order of 

their description: Hyla (now Ecnomiohyla) minera (1985), Hyla 

(now Ecnomiohyla) salvaje (1985), Atelophryniscus chrysophorus 

(now Rhinella chrysophora) (1989), Anolis (now Norops) 

amplisquamosus (1992), Oedipina gephyra (1993), Hyla (now 

Isthmohyla) insolita (1993), Norops pijolense (now N. pijolensis) 

(1993), and Geophis damiani (1998). Ken also helped with the 

work on a number of other papers on Honduran herpetology, 

including, most importantly, ones on the identity of the Lago 

de Yojoa crocodile (1986), the description of the tadpole of the 

Honduran endemics Leptodactylus silvanimbus (1986) and 

Exerodonta catracha (1993), and the reproductive biology of the 

Honduran endemic Isthmohyla insolita (1994).

During the almost two-decade “Honduran period” of Ken’s 

professional life, he also began a collaboration with Van Wallach 

that first produced an initial volume of Snakes of the World pre-

senting a synopsis of snake generic names (1989). If my memory 

serves me, this book resulted from data Ken began to gather on 

3 × 5 cards while he and I were still in graduate school at LSU. 

This work would morph into what would become Ken’s magnum 
opus published a quarter of a century later (see below). He also 

undertook to write a long series of reviews of professional books 

for Choice Reviews beginning in 1984 and continuing until the 

end of his publishing career in 2014 or 2015. During this same 

period (1986–2000), Ken coauthored a number of nomenclatural 

notes with his old mentor H. M. Smith and others in the pages of 

the Bulletin of the Maryland Herpetological Society and the Bul-
letin of Zoological Nomenclature.

I believe that Ken retired from herpetological fieldwork with 

his last trip to Honduras in 1997 when he was 63 years old. In the 

years thereafter leading up to shortly before his death, he made 

trips annually to various “birding spots” with his wife Vi to view 

migrating species, just as have our herpetological colleagues like 

Julian Lee and Donald Hahn in their retirements. Speaking of 

Don Hahn, he was the one who would refer to our publications 

ranging in size from one-pagers to books of several hundred pag-

es in length as “noteworthy notes.” Ken and I would always get a 

kick out of Don’s humor.

Ken entered retirement in 2000, which allowed him to focus 

his research energy on the completion of his most significant 

publication, Snakes of the World, which appeared in 2014. That 

work was coauthored by Van Wallach and Jeff Boundy, although 

I have never understood why Ken was not the senior author of 

that monumental piece of work that he had worked on since he 

was still in graduate school. That book is a huge compendium of 

information about the taxonomy and distribution of what was 

known up to the cutoff date about the snakes of planet Earth, not 

only the ones still here with us, but all the fossil species known 

to us as well. This book contains 1,237 pages, about 400 pages 

of which comprises the Literature Cited. The kind of detail that 

goes into a work like this is destined to keep a person up at night 

and drive him/her to drink, which I guess means a lot of drink-

ing in the middle of the night. Ken managed to accomplish this 

work without resorting to either approach. Since this work has 

appeared I find that I have to drag it off the shelves (it weighs 

6.2 pounds) several times a week to check some fact about snake 

taxonomy or distribution. I will be doing this, I am sure, for the 

rest of my own career, as will all other herpetologists interested 

in snake biology for decades to come.

At the time of his death, Ken was working on an extensive 

update of information that had accumulated since the publi-

cation of Snakes of the World. That work remained unfinished, 

given that his health problems became overwhelming. Happily, 

that work will be completed by his coauthor on the big book, Jeff 

Boundy. I have a fundamental sense that an era is passing for me 

in that a fast friend of mine for 55+ years is no longer with us, just 

as I was beginning to feel when I was faced with writing the obit-

uary for my former major professor Douglas A. Rossman, after he 

succumbed to the effects of muscular dystrophy two years ago 

(Wilson and Boundy 2015). Friends like Ken Williams are what 

help us to find life worth living. I hope I do not find it necessary 

to write more of these remembrances before I, too, head to the 

great herping ground located, as my friend David Lazcano would 

say, on another planet where we and our colleagues live in har-

mony with the creatures found there.

Acknowledgments.—I was helped a great deal by Ken’s wife Viola 
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his military career and his early introduction to herpetology under 

the tutelage of H. M. Smith. Vicente Mata-Silva helped with a litera-
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to two fellow herpetologists, Donald Hahn and Edmund Keiser, with 
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