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Perspectives in Conservation: 
An Interview with Wade Sherbrooke

Dr. Wade Sherbrooke is Director Emeritus of the Southwestern Research Station of the American Museum of Natural History in 
Portal, Arizona. During his long tenure as Director of the SWRS, Wade hosted countless students and scientists, facilitated research and 
education, and continued his own research projects, with a particular focus on horned lizards, Phrynosoma. He was interviewed by 
Conservation Section Editor Jennifer Stabile during July 2017, in Rodeo, New Mexico. 

What encouraged you to start working with reptiles 
and amphibians?

As a child, I grew up on Staten Island in New York City. It 
was suburban to semi-rural in those days, before the Verrazano-
Narrows Bridge was built. Behind my house it was a little swampy. 
I could find Red-backed Salamanders under logs and rocks. 
Nearby, in wild blackberry patches, I found purple-jawed box 
turtles feeding on ripe berries. Within easy bicycling distance were 
ponds where I could see Spotted, Painted and snapping turtles. I 
really liked finding the juvenile hatchlings in the shallows. 

Nature and the out-of-doors always drew my attention and 
presented the freedom of personal adventures. A good friend had 
somewhat similar interests. I had known this son of my mother’s 
pal since I was three-years old. When the moms visited we boys 
shared our interests of roaming the “kills” [= marshes], woods, 
and ponds of Staten Island. In high school he, Michael Liversidge, 
volunteered in the reptiles house of the Staten Island Zoo for 
the summer. Mike was a little older. The next year I followed his 
example. The reptile house was the home base for Carl Kauffeld, 
reptile and rattlesnake enthusiast, who later became the zoo’s 
director. His books and stories about field collecting from South 
Carolina to Arizona and maintaining living reptiles in captivity 
were nationally an inspiration to a few generations of youthful 
herpetologists.

Kauffeld lived about a mile and a half from my house. So 
that summer, I walked to Kauffeld’s house on weekday mornings 
and rode in with him to the Staten Island Zoo. At the end of the 
workday he drove us back to his house, and I walked home. 
Thus, commuting to work became a remarkable herpetological 
education. That was my introduction to the idea that one could 
be interested in the natural world and in animals, and my interests 
could become a life career. Adulthood didn’t mean you had to 
get on the local train and the Staten Island ferryboat and go to 
Manhattan to work in an office. There were alternatives in life. 

Throughout my volunteer shift day my time was spent with the 
enthusiastic curators of the reptile house. The variety of reptiles 
was exciting, as were the jobs, including weekly cleaning of the 

alligator pool. But so were the curators of the reptiles—Charles 
Hackenbrock, William Summerville, and Carl Alimonti. Charlie 
had been a volunteer and had been mentored by Kauffeld. He was 
then head curator. That summer he was studying the development 
of pituitary glands in corn snake eggs. His remarkable behavior-
capturing photographs in “Living Reptiles of the World” were 
inspirational. People were doing very interesting things at the Zoo, 
and I was part of it for the summer.

Your research focus has been on a particular group—
horned lizards. How did that happen?

I went to Cornell as an undergraduate, graduating in the 
Department of Conservation, College of Agriculture. I had a 
good friend there, Rudolph Arndt. We went through all four years 
together. During our last semester we spent much of our time 
in embryology labs studying maps of Mexico, in secret. After 
graduation we took off for Mexico in Rudy’s old Chevy. Fortified 
with cans of food, sleeping bags, snake bags, nets, preserving 
fluids (alcohol and formalin) and containers, and a few hundred 
bucks and less Spanish, we had collecting adventures in mind. 
The summer took us from Nuevo Laredo to Mexico City, and 
southward to the Yucatan, the Gulf of Tehuántepec, and onward to 
Colima, Mazatlán, and Durango. Our collections went to Hobart 
Smith at the Illinois Natural History Survey. One specimen led 
to the description in 1967 of a new species, Enulius oligostichus, 
Smith, Arndt, and Sherbrooke.

That fall I came to Tucson and the Sonoran Desert for graduate 
school, a Master’s degree in zoology/herpetology in Charles H. 
Lowe’s laboratory at the University of Arizona. For my thesis I 
worked on the north rim of the Grand Canyon on elevational 
distributions of amphibians and reptiles, including Phrynosoma 
platyrhinos. Subsequently, I joined the Peace Corps (1966–1968) 
and went to Amazonian Peru, where I taught at the Universidad 
Agraria de la Selva in Tingo María and worked on the reproductive 
cycle of a tropical micro-teiid, Neusticurus ecpleopus.

It was 13 years after I had come to Arizona that I said, “Oh, 
horned lizards. Not much is known about them, maybe I can 
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find out something new. They certainly are appealing, cute and 
prehistoric.”

So, in 1976, I applied for a little grant from the Roy Chapman 
Andrews Fund at the Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum. I got the 
$200. That got me into horned lizards (it covered some film and 
gas). The first summer was a bonanza of insights that are still 
playing out in my life.

I worked on them on my own for five years. Then I wrote 
“Horned Lizards: Unique Reptiles of Western North America,” 
published by Southwest Parks and Monuments Association 
(1981). This blossoming fascination with horned lizards’ lives 
led me back to graduate school for a Ph.D. in “horny toads.”

After you graduated with your PhD from the Uni-
versity of Arizona, is that when you took on the 
role as the Director of the Southwestern Research 
Station?

Yes, but, I had not quite graduated yet. I got the job in 1985. 
But, I had not written my dissertation yet. I was very occupied 
with learning how to run the Research Station for several years, 
so I didn’t actually get my degree until 1988. I was director for 
18 years until 2003.

During this time, did you have any mentors? 

I had a lot of people introducing me to herpetology, ecology, 
and the Southwest. The guy I went to Mexico with, Rudy Arndt, 
mentored me for four years at Cornell. When I came to the 
University of Arizona I found a lot of great fellow graduate 
students working on diverse projects in Lowe’s lab. Robert 
Bezy was there and we became very good friends, driving and 
collecting the Baja Peninsula in 1964 in search of Xantusia. (Fig. 
1). Jay Cole (Charles J. Cole) was there as a graduate student. 
Parthenogenetic lizards were a hot topic of study in the field 
and lab. They’re both outstanding people, and outstanding 
herpetologists—true mentors for me. But there have been 
hundreds or thousands of hints, suggestions, discussions, 
observations, ideas, and encouragements along the way from 
professional biologists, acquaintances, and good friends that 
have all mentored my paths.

You have been dedicated to the conservation 
and research of horned lizards for a long time, 41 
years. What keeps you going? 

It’s a way to explore. It’s a way to expand what I know. 
But more than that, I can expand our knowledge. I can make 
a contribution to science. You don’t see it on publications 
very much anymore, but in the olden days it was always a 
“contribution to science.” That’s what it’s all about. It’s making 
our understanding and appreciation of the natural world richer. 
If I can give some insights into things that are going on around 
us all the time, that people are unaware of, we all have a greater 
appreciation for it.

Mostly my funding comes out of my back pocket. And so, 
I can do and ask questions that are of sole interest to me. It 
doesn’t have to be of interest to anybody else. If it fails, as it 
often does, that’s not a problem. I just say, “All right, it’s not 
what I thought. I learned something and I’ll try for another 
insight. I’ll move on.”

Any upcoming projects you can share with us?

I’ve been trying to better understand some mating and 
nesting behaviors of horned lizards. You have to catch them in 
the right mood at the right time of year. I’m also trying to follow 
up on stone mimicry studies with round-tailed horned lizards. 
What factors seem to elicit the behavior?

Fig. 2. Adam D. Leaché (holding new species) and Wade C. Sher-
brooke at the type locality, Tenexatlajco, Guerrero, México, of the 
new horned lizard, Phrynosoma sherbrookei, on 18 June 2012. 
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Fig. 1. Robert L. Bezy (left) and Wade C. Sherbrooke photographing 
a live Xantusia sherbrookei in Baja California Sur, 25 April 2017, near 
where the holotype was collected by them in 1965. 
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You recently had a horned lizard named after you. 
What did that feel like, after a lifetime of studying 
horned lizards? And how did you find out? 

It was like I can imagine that some scientists feel when they get 
the Nobel Prize. In my life, for me, it was as big as that. It was just 
mind blowing. Adam Leaché, at the University of Washington in 
Seattle, had been working on the DNA-based phylogeny of horned 
lizards (Fig. 2). I knew him from the Research Station when he was 
a graduate student. I had been working with a number of Mexican 
biologists on horned lizards in southern Mexico for several years. 
Adam got in touch with me about a project he planned with 
Adrián Nieto-Montes de Oca, at Universidad Nacional Autónoma 
de México. They planned to expand the DNA work on southern 
species of horned lizards, and Adam invited me to join them in 
the field (Fig. 3). They had a grant and permits. I had experience 
and connections about where to go, especially with Elizabeth 
Beltrán-Sánchez at the Universidad Autónoma de Guerrero and 
her students. The goal was to collect tissue samples of known 
species—asio, taurus, braconnieri, orbiculare.

So we went to Mexico City and drove south through Puebla 
and Guerrero. When we reached Chilpancingo we connected with 
Elizabeth Beltrán and her students who had been working with 
horned lizards for several years. We went out in the field with a 
possibility that they had found some horned lizard, taurus-like, that 
was different (Fig. 4). We collected some and brought them back to 
the lab in order to inspect them carefully. Then, we all sat around 
and said, “Yeah, it’s a different species.” The thought was it might be 
related to taurus, which it is (the DNA work), but it’s very distinct. It’s 
a completely new species. And so I told them, “This is great, we all 
agree. You guys do it, because I’m not a taxonomist. You all have the 
skills for the DNA analysis, etc. I don’t have anything to contribute.”

Later that summer I returned to Mexico for another horned 
lizard project with a student from the Universidad Nacional 
Autónoma de México, Alfonso Hernández Ríos. We went to Oaxaca 
to work on thermoregulation in Phrynosoma braconnieri, part of 
his thesis. Then, I don’t know, a year later or something like that, 
Adam sent me this manuscript and said, “We just had this accepted 
in Herpetologica and your name is on it, Phrynosoma sherbrookei.”

I can’t imagine anything like that, of that magnitude, happening 
again in my lifetime.

What does the future hold for horned lizard 
conservation?

There’s a Horned Lizard Conservation Society. It’s a small 
group. They’re trying to do surveys and reintroductions for 
conservation, mainly in Texas. A few zoos have breeding 
programs. Many states have taken measures to legally protect 
horned lizards. But the trouble is you can’t isolate horned lizard 
conservation from conservation of the planet. If you try to do 
that, you’re putting big blinders on your eyes. What we need 
to do, as horned lizard enthusiasts, as reptile enthusiasts, as 
herpetologists, as anybody who’s interested in any kind of life 
on this planet, is to address the basic things that are going on 
that contribute to the long-losing battle for conservation on our 
planet. These issues have to do with our species.

The major problem is that our population on the planet is 
completely out of control. It is many times what it should be. 
We consume 40% of the bio-productivity of the planet, for one 
species. I would like to know why we need 10 more people on 
the planet. I would like to hear a rational justification that goes 
beyond someone’s religious beliefs and concerns for profits. We 
don’t need any more people on our planet. Why are we getting 
more people on the planet? It’s because there are social forces 
and social structures in place that allow, cause, and promote 
population growth.

We need to recognize that every single living thing on this 
planet is a biological relative of ours. DNA has confirmed that. 
People haven’t taken that into account and incorporated it 
into our social structures yet. We need to do so quickly. If we’re 
going to save horned lizards, that’s what we need to do. We can 
use horned lizards to bring the message to people, that, “Hey, 
they’re our relatives. They are a product of the same biological 
evolutionary origin that we all came from.” That’s what we need 
to do.

I understand that you also have a strong interest in 
anthropology. How does this relate to the work you 
do with horned lizards? 

I’ve gone through all of the major archaeological collections 
in the Southwest looking for horned lizard designs. Also, I’ve 

Fig. 4. Phrynosoma sherbrookei, recently described species named in 
honor of Wade Sherbrooke.

Fig. 3. Field collecting crew at the type locality, Tenexatlajco, Guerre-
ro, México, of the not-yet-described new horned lizard, Phrynosoma 
sherbrookei, on 18 June 2012.
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been collecting ethnographic materials and listening to lots of 
people’s childhood recollections of horned lizards. In Mexico I’ve 
been out just talking to local people about their beliefs about 
horned lizards, camaleones.

I was just down in Sonora looking for Ditmars’ Horned Lizard. 
It was the last species named before sherbrookei. The local people 
there said, “If you have a molar that’s gone bad in your jaw, and it’s 
really hurting, you get a horned lizard. You rub it on your cheek 
and it makes the pain go away.” When I was in Oaxaca we did a 
little survey. My friend Tania Vianney Gutiérrez Santillán, who’s 
an ethnobiologist, created a questionnaire we used in going 
around to interview people. We learned, if they have a headache, 
a bad migraine headache, they take a horned lizard and put it on 
top of their head. Then they put a hat on top until the headache 
goes away. I think this belief comes from the fact that horned 
lizards inflate sometimes, defensively. And, headaches usually 
go away. The people think they kind of pull out the “bad spirits 
or bad airs” that cause the headache. The original placebo, no?

Considering your diverse experience, what advice 
would you give up-and-coming conservationists?

Stay active. I would say that’s the first one. Find something that 
you personally can get excited about. If it’s listening to frogs, and 
hearing their call differences, go with it. Don’t look for something 
that’s going to make a lot of money, because then what you’re 
interested in is money. It can be a trap. So, go with something that 
reaches deep into you. I was lucky. I immensely enjoyed running 
a research station. And there I was in great horned lizard country, 
too. Go for excitement because life’s short and you want to be 
excited for as much of it as you can during the one life you get.

Then, in terms of conservation the big thing is that you have 
to reach other people’s minds. You have to get into other people’s 
feelings. It’s nice to have your own enthusiasm. They may not 
get enthusiastic about the same thing, but if you’re enthusiastic, 
and it’s coming from deep inside of you, they pick up something 
special coming from you. That grabs their attention. And so, you 
can take that to other people and that engages them. They really 
listen to you.

Okay, so how do you get to them? You can do it through 
speech. You can do it through writing. You can do it through 
photography. Think about it. If you need to practice speaking, 
practice. Get a comfort zone for yourself. The comfort zone is 
to be very comfortable with what you’re talking about. Your own 
enthusiasm should get you there, by reading, and learning in 
different ways, looking at videos, field experiences, whatever. But 
you need to get comfortable in mastery of the topic, and then 
just let your enthusiasm carry the message of the subject’s value 
to you. 

What makes working with horned lizards a personal 
experience for you? 

I love the animals and my experiences in the field with them. 
I’m out-of-doors, in nature, where we all came from. But it’s also 
the people. When people hear that I work on horned lizards they 
want to share their horned lizard stories with me (Fig. 5). 

People have a passion for sharing, so I bring those stories 
out of them, and that’s fun. That opens up things for us to have 
a relationship, and thoughts, and for me to share with them. It 
opens them up to what I’m trying to say about conserving our 
brotherhood/sisterhood of life. My research findings open new 
views of an animal they already know and enjoy, but never 
imagined these lizards could recognize the difference between 
rattlesnakes and whipsnakes, or use their backs to catch a drink 
during a desert rain.

My interactions with interested people have been great. 
Can you imagine how many people have helped me over 40 
years in many, many different ways? I have coauthors on a lot 
of studies and papers. They were research collaborators in fun 
explorations. Just the overwhelming support I’ve always received 
from so many people, professional and amateur, as I’ve tried to 
address different ideas, has been uplifting.

“Where did you see this?” “What did you see?” Sharing that 
part of science is a collective activity. It’s a social activity. It’s a 
social endeavor. That’s where we make contributions to science, 
because things change, because there are new insights all the 
time. People are so willing to help you out. I have a great deal 
of respect for that. What one gets out of the participation is 
something special. It is the personal relationships. Even if the 
events are momentary they can lead to lifelong relationships. But 
even momentary things that happen enrich your life. They make 
you a happier person, and you feel good about it.

Fig. 5. Wake Sherbrooke at a table created by Kit Schweitzer (sculp-
tor), with horned lizard and two horned lizard predators—roadrun-
ner and coyote—all contemplating life in Tucson's Sonoran Desert 
(2014).
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