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There is no doubt that during the last 
several decades, Mexico has become a 
world leader in herpetological studies al-
lied with biodiversity and conservation. 

A major reason for this reflects a notable expansion of groups 
of Mexican herpetologists and their foreign collaborators, espe-
cially those from other countries in North America and Europe. 
Within Mexico, a major trend to initiate large-scale studies and 
resultant publications focused on state and regional herpetofau-
nas that have been published by a variety of sources including 
book publishers, academic institutions, professional societies, 
national and state governments, and by international organi-
zations such as The World Wildlife Fund. Since the early 2000s, 
one of the groups to publish books and large journal articles 
has been linked primarily to northern Mexico and led by Julio 
Lemos-Espinal. 

The latest state-oriented book by the Lemos-Espinal group 
is entitled Amphibians and Reptiles of the State of Durango, 
Mexico, coauthored by three experienced herpetologists. Julio is 
a Research Professor in the Laboratorio de Ecología of the Uni-
dad de Biotecnología y Prototipos, FES-Iztacala UNAM; Geoffrey 
Smith is a Professor of Biology at Denison University in Gran-
ville, Ohio; and Rosaura Valdez-Lares, who received a Master’s 
Degree in Management of Natural Resources from the Institute 
of Ecología-IN-ECOL A. C., lives in Guadalupe Victoria, Durango. 
Much of the information used in the Durango book came from 
a series of articles beginning principally with Valdez-Lares et al. 
(2013a, b) and ending with an update of the herpetofauna and 
summary of the literature by Lemos-Espinal et al. (2018). 

Amphibians and Reptiles of the State of Durango, Mexico is 
softbound and reasonably constructed for durability as a desk 
copy, but less so for use under field conditions. Unlike some of 
the other similar-themed books on Mexican states and regions, 
it is not bilingual but rather English only. I found only a few ty-
pographical errors in the text, but none caused confusion for 

the reader. After the table of contents, there are photographs 
of a lizard and a snake, the acknowledgments, and two satellite 
images, one showing topographic features of Mexico and the 
other a topographic image of Durango, although neither depict 
specified physiographic areas discussed later. Next in order is a 
short Introduction; then what the authors call a brief history of 
herpetology in Durango, but what I consider a thoroughly writ-
ten account; a listing of type localities of species and subspecies 
described from the state (table 1); and by sometimes confusing 
sections on physiographic characteristics of Durango, including 
a depiction of municipalities (map 1), a listing of four physio-
graphic provinces and subprovinces (map 2), climate (map 3), 
hydrology, vegetation types in general (map 4), and a description 
of vegetation in warm tropical and temperate regions. The most 
confusing instances in the book include occasionally imprecise 
placement of figure topics and items on maps detailing some of 
the sections identified above. In my opinion, it would have been 
much easier to follow if all topographic and other maps, figures, 
and photos of landscapes and the herpetofauna had been giv-
en separate figure numbers positioned in order of sequence as 
they appear in the book. Confusing examples of the above in-
clude: 1) unnumbered topographic map of Durango on page xii 
is referenced as fig. 1 in the text on p. 18, but the actual fig. 1 
is a picture in the anuran key on p. 40. 2) Map 2 has its legend 
and listings positioned within the map that supposedly iden-
tify physiographic provinces (enumerated as four provinces in 
the text on page 15), but the actual areas shown on the map are 
nine subprovinces with Spanish names. In addition, some of the 
subprovinces listed in the text have English spellings that may 
confuse some readers during translation. 3) In the text on pp. 18 
and 19, three climate types are listed, but on map 3, six types are 
recognized. 4) The vegetation types discussed in the text on pp. 
19, 21, and 23 do not relate well with vegetation categories listed 
on map 4.

The next section, species list compilation, recognizes insti-
tutions whose collections were used to find voucher specimens 
and localities; sources for nomenclature; sources used by three 
conservation classifications (IUCN, Environmental Vulnerabil-
ity Score [EVS]; Wilson et al. 2013a, b, and SEMARNAT), and one 
of their own recognizing global classes identified only in table 
2 in another section on pp. 25–32; and publication citations of 
records for the herpetofauna of adjacent states in Mexico used 
to compare with Durango. It seems odd that the list of institu-
tions did not include the University of Texas at El Paso (UTEP) 
and Michigan State University (MSU), where Robert G. Webb de-
posited most of his extensive Durango material. 

The next section, recent taxonomic changes, is followed 
by a unit on the currently known amphibians and reptiles of 
Durango, which is primarily composed of table 2 followed by 
a written summary. Corrections to and comments on the cur-
rent taxonomic list of species include: 1) Agalychnis dacnicolor 
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is found under Hylidae, but it is now in Phyllomedusidae (Frost 
2019). 2) Scincella lateralis is placed in Scincidae, but it should 
be in the family Sphenomorphidae based on Hedges (2014). 3) 
They recognize the often-used taxonomic Suborder Lacertilia for 
lizards in many of the tables and text sections throughout the 
book, although this is not a valid phylogenetic taxon because it 
is not monophyletic (Zheng and Wiens 2016, among others). 4) 
There is a preserved voucher specimen of Coleonyx reticulatus 
in the UTEP Biodiversity Collections (UTEP 4453) from 7 mi. SW 
of León Guzman, Durango, and is a first record for the state but 
is not included in the book. 5) The latest taxonomic study on 
the Sceloporus magister complex by Leaché and Mulcahy (2007) 
subsumed S. bimaculosus back into S. magister. 6) Aspidoscelis 
scalaris is not included, even though it is listed in Webb (2014) 
and voucher specimens are deposited in UTEP and MSU col-
lections. 7) A surprising oversight relates to the book not con-
taining Lampropeltis greeri, whose type locality is in Durango 
(Webb 1961). The book considers it a subspecies of L. mexicana 
(Table 1), but Hansen and Salmon (2017) clearly point out that it 
is allopatric (genetically separated) from the other forms of the 
L. mexicana complex and was recognized by them as a full spe-
cies. 8) O’Connell and Smith (2018) elevated Masticophis men-
tovarius striolatus to M. lineatus for populations whose ranges 
include Durango. 9) It would have been helpful if a taxonomic 
cut-off date had been designated in the introduction section to 
clear up any confusion on what literature sources were available 
for citing.

Next is table 3 and its summary recognizing numbers of 
higher taxonomic groups from the state, including suborders of 
Squamata. After that, there is a section on general distribution 
discussing spatial patterns found in table 2; a section on conser-
vation status explaining more about IUCN, EVS, and SEMARNAT 
classifications; a section on habitat types included in table 4; 
and a section comparing the herpetofauna of neighboring states 
with Durango that include tables 5, 6, and 7. Inaccuracies and 
comments about those tables are: 1) In the text on p. 35, the au-
thors state that the surface areas of states are found in table 4, 
but those values are found in table 5. 2) In the text on p. 35, the 
authors say that table 5 contains the number of shared species 
between the states, but those values are actually found in table 7. 
3) Table 6 contains the number of species in neighboring states, 
but that information is not discussed in the text. 4) Also on p. 
35, the authors briefly discuss a cluster analysis, but depend on 
Lemos-Espinal et al. (2018) for depicting the dendrogram. In my 
opinion, it would have been much easier to discuss and explain 
the results of that tree if they included the dendrogram at that 
point.

Like any book of this type, the majority of the information 
is contained in the species accounts, which include material 
on the following: title (scientific name, authority, and standard 
common name), identification, morphology, coloration, distri-
bution, habitat, natural history, diet, taxonomy, and protection 
status. Helpful support for the species accounts are the illustrat-
ed dichotomous keys positioned before each taxonomic group 
at the levels of Class (Reptilia and Amphibia), Order (compris-
ing Squamata for lizards and snakes, Testudinata for turtles, 
Caudata for salamanders, Anura for frogs and toads, Suborder 
for lizards (Lacertilia) and snakes (Serpentes), and Family. This 
is a traditional classification of amphibians and reptiles, but the 
phylogenetically based taxonomic arrangement of some groups 
of amniote vertebrates is still being refined, although as indicat-
ed earlier the taxon Lacertilia is not monophyletic and probably 

should not be used, or if it is, reasons why must be thoroughly 
discussed in a section addressing taxonomic positions of the au-
thors. The literature cited section follows the species accounts. 
While examining for inclusion of literature sources in both text 
and literature cited segments, I discovered 15 citations that are 
present in the text only and 24 citations that were found only in 
the literature cited section.  

The following four appendices also notably support species 
accounts: 1) Appendix 1 includes photos of natural areas in Du-
rango and those of included herpetofaunal species; 2) Appendix 
2 contains a map of the sites (map 5) where specimens were col-
lected, alongside a gazetteer listing municipalities and specific 
localities surveyed; 3) Appendix 3 shows distributional maps of 
Durango with small colored circles locating individual sites of 
each species; 4) Appendix 4 lists locality sites for each species by 
municipality and specific area. 

The 296 photos (all except for one salamander are in color) 
in Appendix 1 are of reasonable quality and many of the species 
have more than one photo from same or different localities. Of 
the 281 photos depicting amphibians and reptiles, only 24 rep-
resent Durango animals and 52 have no locality listed. Of the 
non-Durango images, the one with a locality furthest from the 
state is a Masticophis flagellum from Liberty County, Florida. 
One photo (photo 294) supposedly shows a Trachemys gaigeae 
from Texas, but it is obviously an image of a species belonging to 
Kinosternon. There are no photographs of four species, although 
I suspect some for each of those are available from other sources. 
It would have been most favorable to use photos representing in-
dividuals from Durango for depicting geographic variation in lo-
cal populations, but I also realize the potential difficulties locat-
ing subjects to photograph, especially rare or seldom-observed 
species.

In summary, the book includes much information on the 
herpetofauna of Durango, and even with the unfortunate short-
falls, I think it can be useful to anyone, professional or not, who is 
interested in learning about the amphibians and reptiles of Du-
rango. The US $69.00 cost is comparable to other books of this 
type. Regarding the deficits, I can only assume that there was 
a breakdown of some sort when reviewers examined the pub-
lisher’s proof copy before it went to press. Still, the book has its 
merits and can be a useful treatise on the herpetofauna of Du-
rango, Mexico. 
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Mexico harbors 4.92% and 8.72% of the 
total global diversity of amphibians and 
reptiles, respectively (CONABIO 2017). 
This high diversity is the result of the con-
fluence of the Nearctic and Neotropical 
regions, as well as the great variety of eco-

systems within the country, including an extensive semi-desert 
ecosystem that covers more than 50% of the national territory 
(González-Medrano 2012). Within this region, certain areas con-
taining habitats, fauna and flora of international importance 
stand out for their biological and landscape uniqueness. Cuatro 
Ciénegas is recognized as a biodiversity hot spot for its distinct 
taxonomic diversity, and it has been likened by some authors 
(Souza et al. 2012) to an island in the central Chihuahuan Desert. 
Indeed, its diversity has been compared with that contained in 
the Galapagos Islands. In addition, it is considered a relict of the 

Precambrian because of the existence of certain bacterial spe-
cies and other organisms whose metabolism evolved under con-
ditions similar to those on Earth 4500 million years ago under 
conditions of scarce nutrients and low oxygen concentrations. 
The richness and biological distinctiveness of Cuatro Ciénegas 
has been the subject of much research, and there is an extensive 
body of literature on the region. However, none of the existing 
works encompasses the diversity of subjects on the Basin now 
available in Animal Diversity and Biogeography of the Cuatro Cié-
negas Basin. 

This book embraces topics on the most representative taxo-
nomic groups of the Basin, among which amphibians and rep-
tiles are conspicuous, as well as invertebrates, which are distin-
guished by a series of adaptations displayed in order to survive 
the typically extreme conditions of the Chihuahuan Desert. Cu-
atro Ciénegas is a closed basin surrounded by several mountain 
ranges. As a result, resident species with limited vagility (such 
as reptiles) have evolved in isolation, which has resulted in 4.3% 
of the fauna being endemic to the Basin. Animal Diversity and 
Biogeography of the Cuatro Ciénegas Basin is an invitation to im-
merse yourself in the diversity of the animals of this place, and 
information contained within the book will surely be of great in-
terest to individuals interested in semi-desert ecosystems far be-
yond the basin’s geographic limits. Throughout 15 chapters, the 
authors help the reader to understand its intricate history and 
ecology, as well as to appreciate the interactions and threats that 
biodiversity faces.

The book is part of a series of three books (sold separately) 
from a collection entitled Cuatro Ciénegas Basin: An Endangered 
Hyperdiverse Oasis. The first volume, entitled Cuatro Ciéne-
gas Ecology, Natural History and Microbiology, consists of nine 
chapters summarizing the natural history of Cuatro Ciénegas. In 
addition, it provided a detailed description of the climate of the 
area, the mutualistic relationships between different organisms, 
and how the bacteria and microbiota created an ideal environ-
ment for development and maintenance of life millions of years 
ago that continues to the present day. Cuatro Ciénegas is located 
within an arid zone, and the diversity of animals it harbors sur-
prises researchers because of its obvious lack of nutrients. To un-
derstand its ecology, a second volume entitled Ecosystem Ecology 
and Geochemistry of Cuatro Ciénegas, with 12 chapters, explored 
hypotheses concerning the acquisition of nutrients from alter-
native primary sources, the role of fungi and stromatolites with-
in the ecological processes of the Basin, and the adaptations of 
bacteria to survive in oligotrophic environments.

The third volume of the series, Animal Diversity and Bioge-
ography of the Cuatro Ciénegas Basin, provides information on 
the faunal richness of the area in 15 chapters. The first chapter, 
entitled “The Fauna of the Cuatro Ciénegas Basin, a Unique 
Assemblage of Species, Habitats, and Evolutionary Histories,” 
summarizes the content of all subsequent chapters, highlighting 
important observations that stand out for each taxon discussed. 
Further, it contains a series of predictions regarding the fate of 
the most vulnerable species within the region. Since habitat deg-
radation and anthropogenic disturbance are high in most natu-
ral areas of México and have different impacts according to each 
taxon, some of the individual chapters of the book probe more 
extensively into these topics. As mentioned, the Cuatro Ciénegas 
region is recognized for its high species richness among taxa. As 
such, the remaining chapters of the book are devoted to the di-
versity and distinctiveness of certain groups of particular inter-
est: fish parasites (Chapter 2); soil micro-arthropods (Chapter 3); 
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a review of the arachnid groups (scorpions  – Chapter 4; spiders 
– Chapter 5); crustaceans (Chapter 6); spatial and temporal di-
versity of Lepidoptera (Chapter 7); diversity and use of resources 
by bees and flies (Chapter 8); diversity and community structure 
of odonates (Chapter 9) and ants (Chapter 10); parasitic mites 
of amphibians and reptiles (Chapter 11); fish systematics (Chap-
ter 12); diversity of amphibians and reptiles (Chapter 13); birds 
(Chapter 14); and hypotheses concerning Pleistocene mammal 
refugia (Chapter 15).

The chapters of most interest to herpetologists are chapters 
11 and 13. In Chapter 11 (“Prostigmatid Mites (Arachnida, Acari-
formes, Prostigmata) Parasitic on Amphibians and Reptiles in 
the Cuatro Ciénegas Basin” by Ricardo Paredes-León), records of 
nine taxa of parasitic mites in a sample of 10 species (involving 
25 reptiles and two amphibians) are discussed. Both new host re-
cords and new mite records within the region are reported. This 
study was the first of its kind for the Cuatro Ciénegas region and, 
with its presentation, the author hopes for a better understand-
ing of the diversity of mites within the basin and the co-evolu-
tionary relationships among mites and their hosts. The author 
presents a list of the mites found, location maps of the sampling 
areas, and several photographs of the mites and their morpho-
logical structures.

Cuatro Ciénegas continues to amaze researchers by its com-
plexity and diversity. Proof of this is the regular discovery of new 
species of both flora and fauna that are exclusive to the valley. In 
Chapter 13 (“Diversity of Amphibians and Reptiles in the Cuatro 
Ciénegas Basin” by Uri Omar García-Vázquez et al.), for example, 
the presence of four herpetofaunal taxa is described for the first 
time from the region. Of these, three are considered new species: 
a newly described lizard, Gerrhonotus mccoyi (García-Vázquez 
2018), and two other species that are in the process of being de-
scribed as new species, a frog in the genus Eleutherodactylus and 
a snake in the genus Storeria. Although this chapter contains an 
updated discussion of amphibian and reptile species richness 
compared to previous studies (McCoy 1984; Lemos-Espinal and 
Smith 2016), a general species list is not presented, an omission 
of key information necessary to a full understanding of the rich-
ness of the region.  

Throughout the chapter, the authors give clues about the 
presence or absence of some species, for example, the case of 
Gerrhonotus lugoi (McCoy 1970), thought to be a species en-
demic to the area, although years later it was reported from the 
distant state of Nuevo León (García-Vázquez et al. 2016). More 
importantly, the authors report the absence of 12 taxa that were 
previously reported by Lemos-Espinal and Smith (2016), a result 
they consider to be a reflection of the current habitat degrada-
tion within the valley. Such habitat degradation is particularly 
evident by the extensive wetland loss and by declining animal 
populations within the basin, both resulting from anthropogenic 
activities such as water extraction for agriculture, disorganized 
tourism, and exotic species introduction. 

Chapter 13 has a map of the sampling sites, information 
on the herp diversity at each sampling site, similarity analysis, 
graphs and tables on species richness, and figures of some taxa, 
all of which help readers understand the information contained 
in the text. Still, I was disappointed in this chapter because the 
authors did not provide an extensive review of or comparison 
with previously published literature, rather instead focusing 
on the results of their study conducted over only a few months. 
There is too little background information on the species and 
their biogeography, and no attempt at synthesis. I would have 

preferred a much more extensive review of the herpetological 
fauna of Cuatro Ciénegas in a volume of this nature, perhaps by 
comparing historical surveys at the same sites with an analysis 
of the changes in the basin that have affected the fauna. There’s 
very little of this within both the book and the herpetofaunal 
chapter.

If readers are interested in a comprehensive understand-
ing of the overall ecology and adaptive evolution affecting both 
amphibians and reptiles within this peculiar region, I would rec-
ommend acquiring all three volumes of the series. However, if 
readers are looking for information primarily on the most repre-
sentative groups of animals in the area, with notes on their ecol-
ogy, current status of knowledge about them, and conservation, 
acquiring the third volume is a good option. Although the book 
deals with a range of taxonomic groups rather than herpetofau-
na specifically, the two chapters on amphibians and reptiles pro-
vide current information and, more importantly, point out how 
much is still unknown about these species. Hopefully, this book 
will arouse the interest of both amateur naturalists and profes-
sional biologists in the wonders of this emblematic place and its 
fauna.
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The natural history book market has 
been flooded throughout the last decade by a number of guides 
covering the herpetofauna of Europe. Some of the guides have 
been general to the entire geographical territory of the conti-
nent, whereas others have focused on local and/or countrywide 
portions of this territory. On the whole, all of these guides are 
similar in terms of text structure, are factually sound in their sci-
ence, and are filled with many nice pictures of the various spe-
cies and their habitats. Snakes of Europe, North Africa and the 
Middle East: A Photographic Guide is the latest volume in a seem-
ingly never-ending series of books that will certainly continue to 
appear in the European book market, in this case as a translation 
from an original version in French. 

If a reader has in mind the typical structure of a European 
herpetological guide, then Geniez’s book will not surprise you. 
As is common, this is a small-sized, compact but quite heavy 
book (581 g!), rich and wonderfully illustrated, with a general 
introductory section (pp. 5–35) including short paragraphs on 
snake venoms, habitats, enemies, conservation, and captivity. 
Then, there is a species-by-species list of all the snake taxa 
inhabiting Europe, North Africa, and the Middle East (pp. 
37–365), with notes on identification characteristics, venom (if 
present), habitat, habits, diet, reproduction, distribution, and 
geographic variation. For each species, the text is also illustrated 
by a nice distribution map (quite accurate in all cases for the 
species of which I know sufficiently well to make a reliable 
judgment) and some high-quality photos of the animal itself. 
Most of the species are summarized in 2–3 pages, making the text 
exceedingly succinct. However, I found no scientific mistakes in 
the text, which is quite accurate. Unfortunately, photos of the 
natural habitat of the species are not included in the text and 
thus it is impossible for the reader to really understand the often-
subtle differences in habitat types by ecologically similar species 
(an example: Coronella austriaca with C. girondica, pp. 183–189). 
Exotic and introduced species are also included in the text, for 
instance Lampropeltis californiae (pp. 190 –191). 

The book ends with a series of synoptic tables listing all of 
the snake species of the Western Palaearctic region by country 
of occurrence and with a short list of references. In comparison 
with previous books on European herps (or snakes, in this case), 

Geniez’s book also includes the North African species, which is a 
useful addition.

So, what to say after having read the text and examined this 
book? Certainly it is a sound book that can be very useful for field 
identification of species and hence a good companion of any 
European and North African field herpetologist. I think that the 
inclusion of the North African species in this regard is extremely 
useful. The text is scientifically accurate, although very succinct. 
Last but not least, the price is very affordable and the layout is 
elegant and fully colored. Nevertheless, this book really does not 
fill a niche in the herpetological book market; just superficially 
looking at it, a reader has a strong sense of déjà vu. Therefore, I 
doubt that Snakes of Europe, North Africa and the Middle East: 
A Photographic Guide will be a primary reference source in the 
years to come.
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 This is the long awaited, first field guide 
to the reptiles of Victoria and a fitting tribute 
to author John Coventry, who died in 2007, 
some 12 years before its publication. John 
Coventry was Senior Curator of Herpetology 
at the National Museum of Victoria, now 
Museums Victoria, for nearly 50 years. 
He is remembered for his major contributions to herpetology in 
Australia and support for a generation of herpetologists. Two of the 
species in this guide were named after John in recognition of his 
lifetime of work. Peter Robertson led survey and research teams 
for more than a decade for the Victorian government’s biodiversity 
research institute, forging a reputation as an outstanding ecologist, 
before starting a business as a consulting ecologist. Peter and John 
met in 1976 “quickly forming an enduring friendship based on 
their shared passion for herpetology,” and recognized the need for 
a field guide for Victorian species during the thousands of hours 
they spent together in the field documenting the reptile fauna of 
Victoria. Peter has done an extraordinary job finishing the work 
that they started together. Their collective expertise makes for an 
authoritative and generously illustrated field guide with carefully 
detailed and reliable contents.

Reptiles of Victoria: A Guide to Identification and Ecology is 
informative for both the expert and layperson and is intended 
for use in the office or lab, in the field, or at home. The book is 
the right size and weight (under a kilo) to fit into a backpack for 
bushwalking or field work and is modestly priced for a field guide 
of this level of detail and expertise.
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The field guide starts with a short Introduction and an 
overview of the Biology of Reptiles. There is a detailed section 
on Biogeography, Victorian Habitats and Distribution (20 pp.) 
that describes all 16 habitat types within Victoria, from Alpine to 
Coastal Scrub and Mallee to Grassland, with a distribution map 
and photograph of each ecosystem. A short section explaining 
the hierarchical system of taxonomic Classification follows, 
then a complete indexed list of all the Reptile Fauna of Victoria 
included in the field guide before moving on to the species 
descriptions, which are organized within a taxonomic hierarchy. 

There are excellent accounts of each taxonomic group, starting 
with a general description of each order, then further detail at 
each level: family, genus, and species. Defining characters are in 
bold text throughout the field guide and at each taxonomic level 
for ease of use. There are a number of clearly labelled diagnostic 
line drawings with all scale and pattern forms referred to within 
the text. These are extremely useful for those who are unfamiliar 
with the terminology or in need of a reminder.

The clear, interesting writing and detail about reptile ecology 
and evolution makes it an excellent read for an enthusiastic 
amateur. The information is not referenced within the text; 
instead, there is a Selected Bibliography at the end of the book 
with alphabetically listed references under four subheadings 
(General, Turtles, Lizards, and Snakes). This makes the text 
more accessible for amateur enthusiasts and wildlife managers 
but perhaps less useful for academic research. Happily, there 
are dichotomous keys at each hierarchical juncture, starting 
with Key 1 The Orders of Victorian Reptiles (p. 32), dividing 
the Testudines from the Squamata by body covering (hard or 
leathery shell, or scaly skin) with a page number for the key to 
each Order. Each result, all the way to subspecies level, gives a 
page number of either another key or a species description, thus 
facilitating easy movement around the field guide between keys 
and species descriptions. The keys will prove especially useful to 
researchers who, with specimen in hand, are able to count mid-
body scale rows or femoral pores.

The field guide describes all 123 native and introduced 
species that have been recorded in Victoria since European 
settlement. Each species account is 2–3 pages long and includes 
information on identification, with major distinguishing 
features in bold. There are sections on distribution, biology, 
recent synonyms, and status, which includes threatened species 
listings. Species are illustrated with multiple images, including 
examples of adults, juveniles, and regional variants, as well as 
close-up images of defining characters such as mouth coloration 
or scalation patterns. For example, in the highly variable 
Burton’s Legless Lizard (Lialis burtoni), there are eight images 
for the species; five illustrating alternate color forms, one of 
hatchlings with eggshells, and two images of feeding behaviors. 
Species names and location are indicated on each image. The 
majority of these photographs were taken by Peter Robertson, 
which is quite a feat! There are distributional maps for each 
species within Victoria based on “records of the occurrence of 
each species…obtained from museums and other databases. A 
species’ occurrence is indicated by a colored rectangle on the 
map, encompassing the site of the record, with the rectangle 
measuring 10 minutes of longitude by 10 minutes of latitude” (p. 
24). The maps also indicate public land, major roads, cities and 
towns, and have a latitude and longitude grid superimposed on 
them. The resulting maps are somewhat pixelated and blocky 
but are certainly an improvement on hand-drawn blobs often 
found in field guides, and are more indicative of the scattered 

nature of many species’ distributions, or at least what we know 
of them. The maps just show the distribution records of each 
species within the state of Victoria, not the entire distributional 
range of species, although there is a written description of the 
broad extent of the species as well as the ecological zone in which 
it lives. For example, under “Distribution and habitat” in the 
species description of Ctenotus inornatus (p. 114), the text says 
the species is found “…only in the semi-arid Mallee ecosystem 
in Victoria” and that “…outside Victoria, the species occurs in all 
mainland states in a wide variety of habitats.”

There is a short section at the back on Victorian Wildlife 
Regulations detailing the legal protections for all Australian 
native wildlife. I think this section would be better placed towards 
the front of the field guide, as the guide is directed at not only the 
professional herpetologist, but also the amateur enthusiast who 
may be unaware of legal restrictions on catching or holding any 
reptile from the wild.

The field guide has an Index of common names and general 
terms and a separate Index of scientific names and terms. There 
is also a Glossary of scientific terminology. The reptile diversity 
in Victoria may not be as abundant as in other areas of Australia, 
but this has allowed the authors space to cover each species 
comprehensively, while still producing a book that is small 
enough to stick in a backpack and take in the field. It will become 
a must-have item for local herpers and visitors alike.

Herpetological Review, 2019, 50(4), 825–826.
© 2019 by Society for the Study of Amphibians and Reptiles

Lizards and Snakes of Alabama
Craig Guyer, Mark A. Bailey, and Robert H. Mount. 2018. University 
of Alabama Press, Tuscaloosa, Alabama (www.uapress.ua.edu). xvii + 
397 pp. Softcover. US $39.95. ISBN: 978-0-8173-5916-4.

WILLIAM B. SUTTON
Department of Agricultural and 
Environmental Sciences
Tennessee State University
3500 John A. Merritt Boulevard 
Nashville, Tennessee 37209, USA
e-mail: wsutton@tnstate.edu

The Lizards and Snakes of Alabama 
by Guyer, Bailey, and Mount is the second 
publication of a multi-part natural history 
series on the herpetofauna of Alabama. 
This volume focuses specifically on the 
lizards and snake fauna and provides key 
updates to the original The Reptiles & Amphibians of Alabama 
by Mount (1975). The book opens by describing the primary 
differences between the new publication and Mount’s original 
printing. The authors describe the taxonomic revisions that have 
occurred since the 1975 publication and place these changes 
in the larger context of natural barriers to speciation within the 
state. 

Alabama has exceptional topographic, ecoregion, and 
riverine diversity and the authors do an excellent job of 
describing the importance of these features for regulating 
species diversity patterns. In this section, the authors highlight 
the specific landscape features and inform the readers how these 
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features played roles for regulating distribution and/or speciation 
of specific taxa. This section is presented very well, and the 
ecoregion and river basin maps have exceptional detail and aid in 
the understanding of these features in the state. 

The taxonomic keys are well developed and are relatively easy 
to follow. The authors have included useful sketches within the 
keys to simplify explanation of potentially confusing physical and/
or morphological characteristics. The authors chose to place keys 
separately at the beginning of the species accounts for each genus. 
This is useful if the reader has a general idea of which lizard or 
snake that he/she is trying to identify. If this is not known, it makes 
the keys a little more difficult to use. I personally would prefer if 
the keys were grouped together prior to the species accounts. 

The species accounts are well written and have good 
information regarding the species’ taxonomy, description, 
distribution in Alabama, habits, and conservation and 
management. Overall, the accounts are quite informative, but 
I found them to be a bit lacking in terms of the content, such 
as field data and personal observations that were included in 
Mount (1975). Each species account in the current volume is 
accompanied by multiple, high-quality color photographs. Those 
familiar with Mount (1975) will consider the photographs in the 
current volume a considerable improvement. Mount’s original 
contribution lacked color photography, which made it rather 
difficult to use for in-field species identification. The distribution 
maps in the current volume are also presented in great detail. 
The authors made a great decision to overlay the range maps and 
locality points over the primary ecoregions. This is a great idea 
given that many species’ distributions occur along ecoregion 
boundaries. The known localities are (mostly) provided on each 
map and easy to see. The suspected range is presented with cross 
hatching, which can be a little difficult to see on some of the maps.  

Strangely, the authors seem to have omitted a considerable 
amount of recent Alabama-focused herpetofaunal research from 
this volume. A majority of these omissions are related to long-term 
research efforts that have occurred in northern Alabama, which 
include the primary research areas of the William B. Bankhead 
National Forest (Lawrence, Winston, and Franklin Counties) and 
Skyline Wildlife Management Area (Jackson County). In addition 
to omitting the citations, it appears that species occurrences 
(many of which were county records) were not included on the 
distribution maps. Upon reviewing the literature cited, only 
sources prior to 2015 were used as supporting material. This is 
very surprising given that the volume was published in 2018, 
which means that 4 years of recent herpetofaunal research and 
observations were not included. Some examples of relevant 
literature that were excluded include: Sutton et al. (2010; 2013; 
2014a, b; 2017) and Felix (2007). I am unaware of other omissions 
from the locality data, but it is likely given the omissions listed 
above and exclusion of literature after 2014. 

The appendices included at the end of the book are helpful 
additions and provide useful summaries of species that are 
restricted to particular ecoregions, species considered non-
indigenous to Alabama, and subspecies no longer recognized 
that originally were included in Mount (1975). The authors also 
included a synoptic key to better describe morphological character 
differences among colubrid snake subfamilies in Alabama. 

Overall, the Lizards of Snakes of Alabama is a good addition to 
the herpetology literature of the southeastern United States. The 
color photographs and detailed distribution maps are marked 
improvements from Mount (1975); however, the current volume 
is a bit lacking in information included in the species accounts. 

In addition, the exclusion of published locality data detracts 
from a larger understanding of species distributions in the state. 
The field guide is packable and easy to use in the field, but given 
that the authors have published a separate guide on the Turtles of 
Alabama (Guyer et al. 2015) and will likely publish separate field 
guides for the anurans and salamanders, transport of the multiple 
books in the field would be cumbersome. Collectively, the authors 
have done a good job with the guide and have clearly put a lot of 
work into the series. 
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South Carolina has a rich tradition of 
natural history. Naturalists such as Mark 
Catesby (1683–1749), John James Audubon 
(1785–1851), and John E. Holbrook (1796–
1871) all studied within the state and laid 
the foundations for generations of natural-
ists to come. Jeffrey D. Camper recognizes 
some of these individuals and additional 
founding members of South Carolina her-
petology in his Introduction to The Reptiles 
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of South Carolina. He also acknowledges others who have made 
more recent contributions to our understanding of reptiles in the 
state, such as J. Whitfield Gibbons, whose work is cited heavily and 
who provides a Foreword. I found the historical context compel-
ling for two reasons. First, it brings awareness to just how promi-
nent South Carolina (especially Charleston) was in providing a 
platform for naturalists within the newly formed United States. 
Second, despite the contributions made by Gibbons and others 
working out of the Savannah River Ecology Lab, this section forced 
me to reflect that we need to do more in South Carolina to con-
tinue honoring our prestigious legacy. 

Camper’s book is a step in the right direction as South Carolina 
has lagged other states in the Southeast, many of which have their 
own recently published, state-specific treatments of reptiles and/
or amphibians. His Preface indicates that he intends the book to 
be “useful to both the professional biologist and amateur natural-
ists” alike, and he has largely accomplished this goal. In addition 
to the historical context described above, the Introduction gives 
information on the organization of species accounts and the 
physio-geographic regions of South Carolina. This section is fol-
lowed by Major Habitats of South Carolina. Habitats are divided 
into forested and aquatic areas and a cursory overview is provided 
for each. For many readers this will be enough, but those that want 
a more extensive understanding of habitat structure, associated 
climates, or conservation challenges to these areas will need to 
look elsewhere. 

The bulk of the book is comprised of the individual species ac-
counts. Each of these follows a format that includes the following 
subsections: Description, Taxonomy and Geographic Variation, 
Natural History, Conservation Status, and South Carolina Litera-
ture. Species accounts are accompanied by at least one photo-
graph of an adult individual and distribution maps. The photo-
graphs were well-selected and offer an excellent representation 
for nearly all species. Distributions are represented by a state map 
with county boundaries and symbols to indicate localities sup-
ported by voucher specimens as well as those related to unvouch-
ered observations or literature records. An inset with shading rep-
resents the species’ range throughout the United States. 

The species accounts provide a useful tool for a range 
of audiences, as Camper intended. The writing is easy to 
understand, and readers who want more information on a given 
topic can pursue it thanks to in-line citations. Additional citations 
on each species from studies within South Carolina are listed at 
the end of the account. This feature was particularly welcome; 
however, I did have two issues with it. First, the citations are 
grouped by topic, but the topic headings are not set apart from 
the citations in any meaningful way. This makes the section less 
efficient to use than it could have been. Second, I did note that 
the research omits recent publications for several species. While 
I have no knowledge of when Camper’s manuscript was sent 
to press, it seems reasonable to expect that citations through 
2016 (three years prior to the publication date) were available to 
the author as he edited the final draft. Nevertheless, a cursory 
search revealed surprisingly uncited works for Yellow-Bellied 
Sliders (DeGregorio et al. 2012), Bog Turtles (Stratmann et al. 
2016), Ground Skinks (Parker 2014), and Coachwhips (Steen et 
al. 2012). It could be reasonably argued that Steen et al. (2012) is 
not a problematic omission, since the paper on Coachwhips is 
about interspecific competition, and is not critical to a species 
account. Nevertheless, a substantial portion of the samples for 
that paper came from South Carolina so a case can be made 
for its inclusion. I perceived the others as more of an issue, and 

Stratmann et al. (2016) particularly so. I will confess some bias 
in this assessment, since Stratmann et al. (2016) was based on 
work from my lab; however, the paper describes on-the-ground 
surveys for Bog Turtles in what we modeled to be the best-
available habitats in South Carolina. We concluded Bog Turtles 
are likely extirpated from public lands in the state; however, 
this information goes unmentioned and instead a personal 
communication is referenced to support the statement that Bog 
Turtle status within the state is unknown. 

The book has several aspects that increase its value to readers. 
A dichotomous key is available at the beginning of each major 
taxonomic grouping (except for the Crocodilia, as only American 
Alligators are found in South Carolina). The key should be easy 
to follow for readers with some degree of morphological training, 
and each of the keys is accompanied by figures that highlight key 
morphological features that may be unfamiliar to beginners. 
Additionally, the book contains two Appendices; the first offers 
a checklist for reptiles in the state and the second provides an 
account of all museum specimens examined for the book. 
Finally, a Glossary is present to further aid the novice reader. 

On balance, I recommend this book to those interested 
in learning more about the reptiles of South Carolina. The 
paperback version I reviewed is small enough to fit into a 
backpack, but it contains enough information to also be a useful 
desk reference. The distribution map and state-specific literature 
review provide a feature not available in other texts on reptiles 
in the region (e.g., Buhlmann et al. 2008). Hopefully these maps 
and associated species accounts will raise awareness of just how 
much remains to be learned about reptiles in South Carolina. 
Camper’s accounts make clear that many species have not been 
thoroughly studied in the state for decades and, as a result, 
management and conservation are made more challenging. 
South Carolina has a rich tradition of natural history, and a 
tremendous number of reptile species for such a small state. The 
Reptiles of South Carolina reminds me that there is work to be 
done to honor those traditions and the landscapes and species 
that inspired their origins. 
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This book represents the culmination 
of a five-year project to establish updated 
distributional records for the amphib-
ian and reptile species of Maryland. The 
editors, program and county coordinators, 
contributors, and citizen scientists should 

all be commended on this tremendous survey effort. The editors 
state that a major goal of the atlas was to raise public awareness 
of the state’s herpetofauna. Although to my knowledge neither 
the book nor the MARA program evaluates the success in meet-
ing this goal, the book could help accomplish the objective. It 
contains high quality photographs of each species along with 
short, 1-2 page, descriptions of each species. They are accompa-
nied by maps showing the areas where each species was found 
during the surveys, as well as in historic records. This combined 
information can help people determine which species occur in 
their area and may help them better appreciate these tradition-
ally misunderstood organisms.

The book is organized into sections, including the Introduc-
tion, History of Herpetofauna Distributions in Maryland, Mary-
land’s Environment, Conservation of Maryland’s Herpetofauna, 
Designing and Implementing the Atlas Project, Results of the 
Atlas Project, Species Accounts, and Appendices. In the table of 
contents, these sections are detailed with subheadings and page 
numbers with the exception of the species accounts. Amphib-
ians are listed starting on page 55 and Reptiles on page 131. This 
is unfortunate and particularly surprising given the level of detail 
in the rest of the table of contents. I think most readers of this 
book are likely to read the other sections once but spend most of 
their time using this book referring back to the species accounts 
and associated maps. Readers can use the index to find specific 
species, but there is a lot of other information in the index. It 
would be useful to have family or other taxonomic unit break-
downs in the table of contents for ease of use.

I appreciated the nice history of Atlas projects and that the 
authors acknowledge the limitations of low herpetofaunal detec-
tion. I also felt that the background on the state’s environment 
was a very good overview for people, like me, who are relatively 
new to the state or people only familiar with particular regions of 
the state. Similarly, the background on the conservation of am-
phibians and reptiles within Maryland was excellent. It provides 
a very readable introduction and history of state and federal 
regulations, conservation efforts, and challenges faced by her-
petofauna. Charles Davis should be commended for his chapter 
on the History of Herpetofauna in Maryland. This chapter is a 
true gem for anyone interested in the history of natural history in 
Maryland. As a quantitative ecologist who spends an inordinate 

amount of time thinking about separating observation (detect-
ability/catchability) from true occurrence and abundance, I 
greatly appreciated the discussion of challenges of gathering 
distributional data in the historical context of this chapter.

The chapter describing the design and implementation of 
the atlas is also thorough and well written. It contains enough 
information to be reproducible, including copies of blank data-
sheets. It also describes a detailed system of verifications to 
prevent false positives. Each of Maryland’s 7.5-minute USGS 
quadrangles was actively searched for a minimum of 25 hours 
and a minimum target of 10 species was sought in most blocks 
(6 blocks per quadrangle). This is followed by a nice descriptive 
summary of the results of the atlas project with maps of species 
richness at various taxonomic levels and comparisons to historic 
records. 

The rest of the main text of the book is comprised of a series 
of species accounts for each native species observed during the 
atlas project. I would have also liked to see accounts for the Mud-
puppy (Necturus maculosus) and Mountain Chorus Frog (Pseud-
acris brachyphona) since they have historic records in the state, 
but these are the only missing accounts. The accounts are orga-
nized alphabetically by scientific name within their family, but 
there are no family-level descriptions or family headings in the 
accounts to give this taxonomic category context or importance 
of use. This absence, along with the lack of detail in the table of 
contents, makes it challenging to quickly find and use the spe-
cies accounts or understand them in a broader context. 

The information for each species is organized to include a 
description, geographic range, habitat requirements, life history, 
ecology, and discussion of distributional changes and associ-
ated conservation needs. However, there are no subheadings or 
inserts/boxes to quickly find specific information. To serve the 
public, it would have benefited from a structure similar to Lan-
noo (2005) or the herpetofauna of the southeast series books 
(e.g., Gibbons and Dorcas 2005). Each account has just one pho-
tograph per species. The photographs are generally of very high 
quality, but they do not show variation among individuals, ages, 
stages, or perspective (dorsal vs. ventral sides). Both the physical 
size of the book, along with this lack of photographic variation or 
diagrams, prevents the book from being used as a field guide or 
for challenging identifications. This was not the purpose of the 
book, but it limits its versatility. 

Each account generally has three small Maryland distribution-
al maps, one at the quadrangle level, one at the block level, and 
one point-based map of historical locations from Harris (1975). 
I do not understand what use the quad-level maps have when 
there are more detailed block-level maps. Quads might be use-
ful for comparison to other Atlas projects, but direct comparison 
would require the data rather than a small visual map for direct 
comparison, so these quad maps by species seem to take up un-
necessary space. There is also approximately one-third of a page 
of whitespace adjacent to the maps, which adds greatly to the 
volume of the book without benefit. There are no full range maps 
for the species, only difficult to envision descriptions, which are 
common in books and guides. However, given the size of the book 
and amount of whitespace, it seems like a full range map would 
be much more useful than the quad-level maps. The historical 
location points are approximately the same size as the blocks. If 
obfuscating the species locations was the goal, it would be more 
consistent to put the historic points into the blocks or quads. If 
fact, a single map could be used instead of three, saving a tre-
mendous amount of space in the book or allowing for full range 
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maps or additional illustrative pictures. Additionally, the maps are 
relatively small and do not have any place markers beyond county 
borders. This makes me think that this information would be bet-
ter served as a website where the distributions could be overlaid 
on street or satellite maps for better interactive use.

Given the choice to have maps at multiple scales, I was sur-
prised that as an attractive, state-endangered snake (only 18 doc-
umented sightings), the Rainbow Snake (Farancia erytrogramma) 
account included the block-level map. The author of this account, 
Lance Benedict, gives an excellent description of the observational 
challenges and importance of reporting observations to the Mary-
land Department of Natural Resources. However, it seems like this 
species would be at least as at risk of collecting, and thus harming 
the population, as other species only reported at the quad level. 
The Scarletsnake (Cemophora coccinea) also has only four records 
in the state since 2000 but has a block-level map in the account, 
possibly because of its fossorial and nocturnal behaviors. Similar-
ly, there is a block-level map for the Coal Skink (Plestiodon anthra-
cinus), the rarest lizard in the state. This is in contrast with other 
species, such as Timber Rattlesnakes (Crotalus horridus), which 
are heavily persecuted but more common in the state than the 
Rainbow Snake and other species reported at the block level. The 
choice of including block-level observation maps seemed more in 
regard to perceived collection/persecution risks than rarity, but it 
also felt arbitrary at times.

Overall, the book falls short for the serious researcher in its 
depth, and is a bit large, expensive, and overly focused on the sur-
vey methods and results for the casual naturalist. It may best serve 
state biologists as an introductory reference, along with profes-
sional and serious amateur naturalists as a desk reference com-
panion to their portable field guide. Although this book provides 
much useful information for biologists and naturalists alike, there 
are too many limitations to highly recommend it. The Maryland 
Amphibian and Reptile Atlas may be useful to people extremely 
focused on the amphibians and reptiles of Maryland, but I would 
not add this book to my library at a $75 price. For most people in-
terested in Maryland’s herpetology, I am unsure that it adds a tre-
mendous amount of information beyond what is freely available 
in A Key to the Amphibians and Reptiles of Maryland (Stranko et al. 
2010). That being said, a few of my herpetology students own the 
book and have been excited to look for some rare species based on 
the block locations and the habitat requirements of the species.
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For much of sub-Saharan Africa, and 
especially for central Africa, the herpe-
tological literature consists of primary 
sources, dating back to the colonial peri-
od, scattered across many journals (often 
ones which are now defunct and/or hard 
to obtain), and in various European lan-
guages reflecting Africa’s colonial history. Relatively few works 
synthesizing this primary literature (field guides, taxonomic 
works for particular regions and taxonomic groups) exist, so it 
is always exciting to see a new one become available. A new syn-
thetic work of this kind for Angola is especially welcome. Located 
in the southern part of central Africa, Angola’s colonial language 
is Portuguese in contrast to the predominantly French of cen-
tral African and English of southern African countries which 
surround it. This leaves the herpetological literature of Angola 
somewhat isolated from that of surrounding countries. 

Marques et al., authors of the recently published, Diversity 
and Distribution of the Amphibians and Reptiles of Angola: Atlas of 
Historical and Bibliographic Records (1840–2017), point out that 
Angola is one of the largest countries in Africa (almost 1,250,000 
km2) as well as one of the most diverse in terms of biomes, with 
coast, forest, savannah, desert, and mountain habitats. Angola 
ended a long period of civil war in 2002, and since that time, the 
country has seen social and economic development that has 
made it possible for scientific research to flourish again. The 
book opens with a knowledgeable and appreciative foreword by 
Her Excellency Minister of the Environment for the Republic of 
Angola, Paula Cristina Francisco Coelho.

The first 50 pages or so of this 500-page monograph, are de-
voted to a thorough and detailed description of the geography of 
Angola, from the social and political to the physical and biologi-
cal landscape, generously illustrated with detailed maps describ-
ing geological history and composition, river systems, ecological 
zones, etc. This section also includes a section on the history of 
herpetological research in Angola.

The bulk of this book (350 pages or so) consists of geographic 
records. The authors have meticulously tracked down every 
locality record for amphibians and reptiles in what is now Angola 
from 1840 to 2017. The qualifier “terrestrial” in the title is to 
indicate that the five species of marine turtles in the coastal waters 
of Angola are not included in the geographical references (as these 
would really be an entirely separate body of literature from the 
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work of herpetologists on land), but freshwater aquatic and semi-
aquatic reptiles such as aquatic turtles (families Pelomedusidae 
and Trionychidae) and semi-aquatic snakes (e.g., the Water Cobra, 
Naja annulata, semi-aquatic snakes of the genus Grayia and 
various natricines) absolutely are included. The year 1840 is chosen 
as a starting point because this period represents the beginning of 
work by José Vicente Barbosa du Bocage, the forefather of Angolan 
herpetology to whom the book is dedicated. For each species, 
a map is provided with a dot to indicate each locality record. In 
addition, the accompanying text for each species provides the 
name of the locality and decimal coordinates for each dot, with 
the source cited in the text so that an individual dot can be tracked 
back to its source in the primary literature, listed in the 44-page 
Literature Cited section at the end of the book.

I received a physical copy of this book to review, a 501-page 
monograph bound as a single paperback volume, printed on 
glossy, good-quality journal paper. There is some color in the 
introductory sections (first 50 pages or so) used for descriptive 
maps (e.g., ecoregions, geology, precipitation, river basins), 
habitat shots, and some charts and figures. It is unclear what the 
price of this volume would be or to what extent it is even available 
for sale in this format (Ed.: hard copies are listed at €68.00 [ca. 
US $74.00] from www.chimaira.de). However, like all California 
Academy Proceedings, it is available for free download at: http://
researcharchive.calacademy.org/research/izg/SciPubs2.html.

This book is not a field guide to the herpetofauna of Angola, and 
readers obtaining it in the hope of using it to identify amphibians 
and reptiles in the field in Angola will be disappointed because it 
will not be useful for that purpose. However, it is actually a rather 
greater and more ambitious scholarly contribution to the field 
than a field guide, and it provides a solid and rigorous foundation 
that will greatly facilitate the work of whoever writes the next 
field guide to Angolan amphibians and/or reptiles. Marques et al. 
(2018) represents an important and much-needed contribution 
to African herpetology. Any university library and any scholar 
working on African amphibians or reptiles will want a copy.
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Giant Snakes fascinate us, and by us I 
don’t just mean herpetologists. They fasci-
nate the general public, and movies about 
snakes that are so large they might be able 
to swallow someone whole have been 

considerable box office successes. According to Wikipedia, Ana-
conda (1997) cost $45 million to make and grossed $136.8 million 

worldwide. Now I am no movie buff, but that seems like a healthy 
profit to me. I should definitely have invoiced Columbia Tristar for 
more when they hired me to talk about anacondas on British chat 
shows in the run-up to its release.

I am inclined to think that the public’s fear and, by default, 
also its fascination, for giant snakes is different from that felt for 
other man-eating predators, the tigers, lions, bears, crocodiles 
and sharks, the big difference being that giant pythons (as far as 
I am aware, no anaconda has been confirmed as having eaten a 
human) devour their victims whole. They are not reduced to easily 
swallowable mouthfuls of dehumanized meat—what goes down 
the python’s throat is still recognizably human. And when such 
snakes are killed and opened up, their guilt is writ large; there are 
no anonymous body parts, but an entire clothed member of our 
own species.

I am certain that the idea that there are snakes that can swal-
low a human whole is what will initially draw some general read-
ers to Giant Snakes: A Natural History, and the authors have not 
missed a trick. The cover illustration is of a young Asian girl wash-
ing dishes (or panning for gold?) in a tropical stream, seemingly 
unaware of the sly Reticulated Python that is approaching from 
behind. You just want to shout, in the old English pantomime 
tradition “It’s behind you!” And this theme continues. Chapter 1, 
Anxiety, Vision, and Snakes, is headed by a color version of a fa-
miliar old print, a python constricting a turbaned man in a small 
boat. It then plunges in and tells the tragic story of 54-year-old Wa 
Tiba of Sulawesi, Indonesia, and how she succumbed to the fate I 
have mentioned above. 

Giant Snakes: A Natural History does indeed investigate the ca-
pabilities of large snakes to consume humans, but having hooked 
the reader with the possibility of some gory details, it goes on to 
immerse them in science. This is not John Murphy’s first book 
on giant snakes; over 20 years ago he co-authored Tales of Giant 
Snakes: A Historical Natural History of Anacondas and Pythons 
(henderson and Murphy 1997).

Chapter 2, Size and Shape, explains how snakes in different 
environments, with different ecological requirements, vary in 
their shapes and sizes. In the section on Sexual Size Dimorphism, 
I discovered something that answered a question of mine. We ac-
cept that female boas and pythons usually grew larger than their 
male counterparts, something that makes perfect sense given 
their large potential clutch or litter sizes. The authors explain that 
the Scrub Python (Simalia kinghorni) reverses this trend, the male 
being much larger than the female. This interested me a great deal 
because we maintain a pair of sibling Amethystine Pythons (S. 
amethistina) at the West Midland Safari Park. The female is 2.5 m 
and the male is 3.9 m in total length. He truly dwarfs her, so this re-
versed trend may be a more common pattern in the genus Sima-
lia, but this observation leaves me wondering why! The chapter 
also includes interesting discussions of gigantism—how it occurs 
and what conditions it requires, including 13-m Titanoboa, prob-
ably the largest snake that ever lived, and Pritchard’s Rule, which 
states that the maximum size of an adult will be 1.5–2.5 times the 
minimum adult size of the smallest mature female (presumably 
the smallest mature male in Simalia).

The authors have drawn from books by Clifford Pope, Colonel 
Percy Fawcett, and others as they searched the earlier literature for 
evidence of giant snakes. They consider the true giants to be those 
species that may exceed 6.1 m, and their list includes six species: 
Green Anaconda (Eunectes murinus), Reticulated Python (Malay-
opython reticulatus), North African Python (Python sebae), South 
African Python (P. natalensis), Burmese Python (P. bivittatus), and 
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the aforementioned Australian Scrub Python. Apart from the fact 
I would call the two African species the Central and Southern Afri-
can Pythons respectively, I cannot disagree with this list. A second 
list of six “near giants” that do not quite break the 6.1 m threshold 
is also provided: Indian Python (P. molurus), Western Olive Python 
(Liasis olivaceous barroni), Oenpelli Python (Morelia oenpellien-
sis), Papuan Python (L. papuana), Yellow Anaconda (E. notaeus), 
and Cuban Boa (Chilabothrus angulifer). My only quibbles here 
are that the Oenpelli Python is now Simalia oenpelliensis (fide 
Reynolds et al. 2014), and I prefer to retain Apodora for the Papuan 
Python. I chuckled at the comment that the Boa Constrictor (Boa 
constrictor) is only “a giant in the mind of the public.” How true!

The authors also debunk the use of snake skins (whole skins, 
not sloughs) as an accurate tool for the estimation of the owner’s 
original length, and I concur with their thoughts. In the past, it has 
been suggested that the snake was longer than the skin because 
the skin will have shrunk over time, but this is not the case. Around 
20 years ago, we lost a Python natalensis to an internal soft-tissue 
tumor. With the cadaver in front of me, I decided to conduct an ex-
periment. I would measure the dead snake, then skin it, taking ev-
ery care not to stretch the skin, and I would then measure the skin. 
It took a long time. The connective tissue of a python is remark-
ably tough, but I got there eventually and I discovered the care-
fully removed skin was 20% longer than the original python. I then 
wondered how much would a skin stretch if removed with more 
force by pulling rather than gentle scalpel cutting to sever the con-
nective tissue. Murphy and Crutchfield also came up with a 20% 
stretch rate for skins. They also quoted values from other authors 
conducting the same experiment, which ranged from 19.3% for a 
B. constrictor to more than 40% for a E. murinus. Presumably, the 
larger the snake, the stronger the connective tissue and the greater 
the opportunity for stretching.

Many giant snake stories found their way into this tome, in-
cluding one I personally like and to which I have some connec-
tion. Do you remember Fragrant Flower in 2004, a Reticulated 
Python captured and transported to an Indonesian zoo where she 
excited the interest of the world’s newspapers and the internet? 
She was reported to be 14.85 m in length, weigh 447 kg, and be 
150 years old. The Guardian newspaper in the UK contacted me 
and asked me what I thought, sending a photograph of the python 
coiled but with its head clearly visible. Many of us who have seen 
numerous individual snakes of a particular species, especially the 
larger ones, can come up with a good estimate for total length 
based on a head photograph because the rough ratio of eye to 
head, and head to body, tends to be similar between conspecifics. 
I estimated Fragrant Flower to be between 6.1–7.6 m. The Guard-
ian reporter sent to investigate the snake measured her and came 
up with a length of 6.5–7.0 m. Murphy and Crutchfield include 
this story, along with the information that Fragrant Flower was 
fed several dogs every month, but they did not include a couple 
of other titbits I picked up from my discussions with The Guard-
ian. When confronted with the actual length of their prize exhibit, 
the zoo authorities countered “Ah, yes, but she grows and shrinks 
depending on whether it is a sunny day and she is happy.” And 
then they dropped the real bombshell. “When we got her, she had 
a decomposing pig inside her….so we had to cut four metres off 
her”! There is something about snakes that enables some people 
to believe, and by default expect you to believe, the most incredu-
lous and impossible stories.

I did find some sections where I scribbled objections in the 
margin and one such was where the authors suggested that Si-
malia kinghorni occurs in New Guinea. Until its elevation to 

specific status by Harvey et al. (2000), S. kinghorni was the Aus-
tralian subspecies of S. amethistina, which is the older name and 
occurs throughout New Guinea (but may itself be a complex). So 
far, the geographical point where kinghorni stops and amethistina 
starts has not been defined. It may be somewhere in the Torres 
Strait or in southern New Guinea. We don’t know, but extending 
the range of S. kinghorni right up into Chimbu (correctly Simbu) 
Province in the Papuan Highlands, as indicated by the map on p. 
93, is overstating its known distribution. I am currently unaware 
of any taxonomic evidence proposing this scenario and limiting S. 
amethistina to northern New Guinea. 

Chapter 3, Snake Origins & Biology, delves into the ancient his-
tory of snakes and their anguimorph or mosasaur origins, which 
might be summed up as representing terrestrial, fossorial, or ma-
rine ancestries. The chapter continues with discussions of how 
pythons and boas hunt and obtain food, kill and consume it, and 
subsequently grow larger. Reproduction is also included in this 
chapter, along with facultative parthenogenesis (FP), an area of 
growing interest as more and more taxa become members of the 
elite parthenogenetic club (Booth and Schuett 2015). And again 
I have a personal investment in the story—we reported the first 
instance of FP in E. murinus (O’Shea et al. 2016). So many sub-
jects are covered in this chapter that is not possible to comment 
on all of them in any depth—multiple paternity, mating systems, 
relative clutch mass, and the effects of climate and geography on 
body size.

Chapters 4–7 are devoted to the pythonid snakes while chap-
ters 8–10 are given over to the boids. These chapters are not just 
concerned with the six giants and six near-giants, but all pythons 
and boas down to the smallest representatives, the Anthill Python 
(Antaresia perthensis) and Oaxacan Dwarf Boa (Exiliboa placata), 
both of which achieve little more than 500 mm in total length. 
Each chapter is headed by a photograph of a representative spe-
cies, and the most impressive is the photograph at the start of 
Chapter 5, Giant Constrictors of Australasia. Now that is a very 
impressive S. kinghorni! 

As I read through the pythonid and boid chapters, I made nu-
merous pencil notations in the margins of the book, and going 
back through as I write this review, I realize it would be impos-
sible to include them all here. Sometimes they were about small 
controversial statements, whereas at other times they concerned 
interesting facts that I highlighted for my future benefit. On other 
occasions, it was because the text reminded me of an amusing 
anecdote or personal experience. One such was the section on 
Sexual Cannibalism in E. murinus on p. 207. In 1993, I was in Guy-
ana investigating stories of a large horned anaconda. I now know 
the truth behind that story, but that is not what I will relate here. 
I only caught one anaconda on that trip, a female of 1.94 m SVL 
and 2.34 m TTL. It was late in the afternoon, so I thought I would 
process and release the snake the following morning, and I looked 
around for somewhere to keep it overnight. I settled on using my 
sheet sleeping bag, as it was very hot and I wasn’t using it myself. 
I bagged the anaconda, left it in the science area and went to bed. 
In the morning, I got up and in the science area was haunted by 
a rather unpleasant smell. I opened my sleeping bag and tipped 
out a now slimline anaconda, followed by the contents of its stom-
ach—a small conspecific. I reported this discovery (O’Shea 1994), 
but have not used the sleeping bag for its original purpose since.

Chapter 11, Giant Snakes in Captivity, begins with an unusual 
photograph, an elderly lady sitting in her garden with two giant 
Burmese Pythons stretched out in front of her, the tail of one run-
ning off her lap. This is obviously a chapter that will attract a great 
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many herpetoculturists. It looks at the reasons why people keep 
and breed pythons and boas, goes into the cultivars and morphs 
(which I freely admit hold little allure for me but that I do see as 
important conservation tools because, while the snake-keeping 
public wants fancy snakes, it takes the pressure off wild popula-
tions). This chapter also deals with something few giant snake 
keepers probably consider, that they might be killed by their pet. 
The chapter includes several accounts where keepers have been 
killed or had to fight for their lives, and even with help from expe-
rienced snake handler friends have struggled to escape the coils. 
Reticulated Pythons especially, are powerful, and smart, and a 
species demanding great respect; Tom Crutchfield relates how a 
large captive specimen was observed stalking his wife.

Chapter 12 is entitled Invasive Giant Snakes in Florida. This is 
a subject that has received a great deal of attention, including sev-
eral books (Dorcas and Willson 2011; Perez 2012), numerous pa-
pers, and a documentary presented by Nigel Marven. It is a serious 
issue but one that may now be impossible to resolve—the python 
genie is well out of the bottle and after eating an alligator or two, 
there is no way we can jam it back into that bottle. Ecologically, 
the pythons in southern Florida are altering the entire balance of 
the ecosystem, preying on Raccoons (Procyon lotor), which means 
more turtle eggs hatch, knocking gators off the climax carnivore 
spot, and potentially pushing the already endangered Key Largo 
Woodrat (Neotoma floridana) and threatened water birds over the 
brink into extinction. It is Guam on a grand scale.

The final chapter, Chapter 13, Extinct Giant Snakes, goes back 
to Chapter 3 and provides a who’s who of extinct boids, madtsoi-
ids, paleophids, and pythonids. There are also four Appendices. 
The first includes some basics of DNA. The second is on how the 
anaconda got its name, explaining its origins as a Sinhalese name 
applied to the pimbura python in Ceylon. Sri Lanka was the Brit-
ish colony of Ceylon during the 19th century, but before that it 
had been a Portuguese colony since the 16th century. The name 
anaconda may have come to Brazil with sailors or colonists who 
had visited Ceylon. There are of course other names used for ana-
condas within that natural range, e.g., water camoudi (Guyana), 
sucuri (Amazonian Brazil), or aboma (northeast Brazil). It is my 
understanding that aboma was the name applied to the Central 
African python in West Africa, and it was brought to Brazil by 
slaves transported to Bahia to work in sugarcane fields, so once 
again the snake E. murinus bears the common name of a python. 
The authors also provide the story of how the anaconda got its 
scientific binomial name. It is interesting how human movements 
around the world have also resulted in names being transported 
and relocated, i.e., the Alligator River of Arnhem Land, North-
ern Territory, where presumably someone saw a crocodile in the 
river; the names applied to monitor lizards in Australia (goanna) 
or South Africa (leguaan), which are derived from iguana; and the 
relocation of the name tarantula, from a southern European lyco-
sid spider to the mygalomorphs of the Americas and beyond. The 
third and fourth appendices deal with giant snakes in oral tradi-
tions, and attacks and deaths caused by giant snakes, something I 
have already touched upon.

Do I have any criticisms, well yes, but nothing major. I some-
times felt the narrative jumped about a bit, and occasionally there 
was some repetition where the text mirrored something discussed 
in an earlier chapter. And there are a few careless typos, some of 
which may be due to “the curse of spell-checker”—Egernia rugose 
instead of rugosa (p. 86), or “thick fingers” (also on p. 86), Pogona 
barbata is written as “barabata” (p. 91), Python regius is “regiusa”, 
and “Apadora” appears in place of Apodora (p. 104). There are 

others, including scientific names that were not italicized, but I 
won’t dwell on them since they did not distract from the very read-
able narrative of this book. Overall, I am certain Giant Snakes: A 
Natural History will find a place on many herpetological book 
shelves and be delved into on a regular basis, especially as the go-
to source for the settling of arguments about out-sized snakes.

For myself, I carried Giant Snakes around with me everywhere 
I went, taking every opportunity to read and analyze each section 
as I read it from cover to cover and scribbled pencil notes in the 
margins. As a result, my softback copy is now rather dog-eared 
and beaten up from continual removal and replacement in my 
bag enroute the university or the safari park. What I really need 
now is a pristine hardback copy for my personal herp library—au-
thors’ signatures optional but preferred!
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Mesoclemmys: Distribution, Natural History, 
Husbandry
Stephan Ettmar. 2019. Edition Chimaira, Frankfurt am Main, Germany 
(www.chimaira.de). 204 pp., 200 color photographs + maps. Hardcover. 
€44.80 (ca. US $49.35). ISBN: 978-3-89973-442-3. 
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Toad-headed Turtles of the Genus Me-
soclemmys is a book that will interest 
turtle breeders, amateur naturalists, and 
professional scientists. With color photos 
and figures, this is the first book that com-
pletely reviews the genus Mesoclemmys. It 
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addresses a variety of issues related to captive breeding and turtle 
management, and it provides a thorough review of the taxonomy 
and available biological information for each species of Mesoclem-
mys, as well as the only member of the genus Rhinemys, R. rufipes. 
The relatively few books available on chelonians, especially South 
American chelonians, makes this little 204-page book a rarity. It 
highlights a group of turtles that is among the least biologically 
known of South American freshwater chelonians because of their 
rarity and inconspicuous behavior as well as the minimal number 
of scientists studying these turtles in hard-to-reach places such as 
the Amazon Basin. The freshwater turtles treated herein occur in 
Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Paraguay, Peru, and 
Venezuela. The book includes excellent photos of the species—
Mesoclemmys nasuta, M. heliostemma, M. raniceps, M. dahli, M. 
zuliae, M. tuberculata, M. vanderhaegei, M. gibba, M. hogei, and R. 
rufipes—and of their habitats in natural environments.

This is a hardcover book that consists of good quality paper 
with beautiful illustrations. Because it summarizes a large amount 
of biological research and is up-to-date in its coverage on Meso-
clemmys, the book is a sure bet to be popular with persons inter-
ested in turtles. The book is divided into an introductory section 
(consisting of a historical review of Mesoclemmys, a taxonomic 
summary, identification keys, and general husbandry) followed 
by species accounts, each containing a general description, dis-
tribution with maps and points of occurrence for each species 
mentioned, and characteristics of the habitats and natural his-
tory. Presentation of this information is entirely in English, which 
is unfortunate. Bilingual or even trilingual text (English/Spanish/
Portuguese), that is, in the native languages of the South American 
countries where these species occur, would have been much more 
useful to non-English speaking South Americans. 

The identification key is quite complete, presenting charac-
teristics of the species discussed in the book (i.e., for both Meso-
clemmys and Rhinemys). In addition to the key, a complete list of 
synonymies of all Mesoclemmys species is presented to aid the 
reader’s familiarity with current and former names. Since there are 
seven genera in the Chelidae (Acanthochelys, Chelus, Mesoclem-
mys, Phrynops, Platemys, Rhinemys, and Hydromedusa), it would 
have been useful to include all chelid genera within the key to help 
readers understand the differences among genera and to subse-
quently place an unidentified turtle into the correct genus. As it 
stands, a person would have to consult another key prior to deter-
mining if a turtle is either a Mesoclemmys or R. rufipes.

An important point to mention is that the author brings up 
taxonomic questions and issues that may not be resolved within 
the book, such as the taxonomic complex that includes three spe-
cies of Mesoclemmys, M. heliostemma, M. raniceps and M. nasuta. 
Thus, the book revives the discussion of the taxonomic relation-
ships between M. raniceps and M. heliostemma, the latter be-
ing described from a juvenile individual by McCord et al. (2001) 
that has not been recognized as valid by some scientists in South 
America (Vogt 2008). According to the author, these three spe-
cies (M. raniceps, M. nasuta and M. heliostemma) are frequently 
misidentified or confused, mainly because of marked ontoge-
netic changes in coloration. It is really difficult to distinguish M. 
heliostemma from M. raniceps, mainly because we have no adult 
type specimen for M. heliostemma and both species theoreti-
cally occur in sympatry. Ettmar points out other questions about 
this taxonomic problem and possible areas of occurrence, and it 
is possible that these species do not occur sympatrically. I note 
that M. heliostemma was considered valid by Molina et al. (2012), 
although other scientists consider that M. heliostemma may be 

synonymous with M. raniceps (Rueda-Almonacid et al. 2007; Fer-
rara et al. 2017). Even if the taxonomic issues between some spe-
cies are not resolved within the book, the author objectively pres-
ents the differing opinions, which hopefully will motivate further 
investigation using morphophogical and genetic data. The author 
is quite adept at stating different taxonomic viewpoints, thus lead-
ing the reader to a better understanding of the taxonomic history 
and identification problems that researchers working on the ge-
nus Mesoclemmys have been grappling with in recent decades.

Overall, I think the book’s best features are the individual spe-
cies accounts. These accounts are easy to read, accurate, and pres-
ent data that will lead to a better understanding of the still little-
known species of the genus Mesoclemmys. The book summarizes 
much previously published information about Mesoclemmys and 
Rhinemys, making it easy for the reader to quickly review the group 
without wasting time looking for old manuscripts or journals that 
are difficult to access. High-quality color photos and identifica-
tion keys help in identfying the species within the genus that are 
often difficult to diagnose. I recommend Toad-headed Turtles of 
the Genus Mesoclemmys to anyone, professional or amateur, who 
is interested in chelonians. In this book, the reader will find a rich 
source of information about South American turtles. 
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The Last Snake Man 
John Cann, with Jimmy Thomson. 2018. Allen & Unwin, Crows Nest, 
New South Wales, Australia (www.allenandunwin.com). 306 pp. 
Softcover. AU $32.99 (ca. US $23.25). ISBN: 978-1-76063-051-5.

The Last Snake Man is the remarkable 
autobiography of John Cann, well known 
in Australia as one of the last “snakeys,” 
but perhaps better known throughout 
the herpetological world as an authority 
on the freshwater turtles of Australia (see 
Cann’s Freshwater Turtles of Australia, 
CSIRO Publishing, 2017). Cann came from 
a long line of snakeys, men and women 
who performed snake acts throughout 
Australia that featured the handling of 
dangerous snakes that, let’s face it, no one 
in their right mind would even think of 
(see Cann’s book Historical Snakeys, ECO 

Publishing, 2014). John’s father, George, likely was introduced to 
the wonders of snake handling by his uncle Frank, and George 
involved young John and his brother (also named George) ear-
ly on in the snake shows held Sundays at La Perouse, a suburb 
of Sydney. Even John’s mother Essie (“Cleopatra, Queen of the 
Snakes”) performed in snake shows until she and George were 
married in 1925. More than 300 highly venomous snakes were 
kept in a pit in their backyard! John and his brother took over the 
snake shows in 1965 after his father’s death, and John continued 
them until he retired in 2010. But John Cann, now in his early 80s, 
is much more than a snakey and turtle enthusiast. He competed 
in the 1956 Olympics as a sprinter and member of the decathlon 
team; became a state champion boxer and top state rugby team 
footballer; was invested with the Order of Australia for his work 
on conservation and the environment; and survived a serious-
ly broken neck, five venomous snakebites, and cancer. All this 
without much of a formal education and working a never-end-
ing series of blue-collar labor jobs. Naturally, most of the book 
is devoted to tales of snakeys (a great many of whom did not, 
ahem, live long), snake shows, snake and turtle catching, and his 
efforts to make ends meet in order to pursue his obsession. He 
also is not shy about what he calls the “Turtle Wars” and his take 
on whether certain turtles should be classified as species or sub-
species. To say that John Cann has lived an extraordinary life is 
an understatement. The Last Snake Man is an incredibly fun read 
for its colorful language and its recounting of an astonishing life 
and times that simply could not be duplicated. 

A Year with Nature. An Almanac
Marty Crump. Illustrations by Bronwyn McIvor. 2018. University of 
Chicago Press, Chicago, Illinois (www.press.uchicago.edu). 384 pp. 
150 halftones. Hardcover. US $30.00. ISBN: 978-0-226-44970-8.

A Year with Nature. An Almanac is the 
latest natural history book by SSAR Presi-
dent Marty Crump. In it, Marty takes the 
reader on a 366-day journey (yes, even 
leap year) through an annual cycle of short 
essays focusing on singular topics ranging 
from the animals in Alice and Wonderland 
through worm grunting in Sopchoppy, 
Florida (yes, it’s a real festival), from World 
Naked Gardening Day through the return 
of cliff swallows to Capistrano, and from 
horseshoe crab mating to World Turtle Day 
to Bastet, the Egyptian cat goddess. The 
topic for the day frequently corresponds to 
actual events. Thus, on August 3 the essay covers Lis Hartel, the 
first woman to win a silver medal at the Olympics in competitive 
riding, and her horse, Jubilee. Hartel was also the first woman to 
win any medal in the Olympics when in direct competition with 
men. This feat was all the more amazing since she was paralyzed 
from the knees down due to polio, and both she and Jubilee had 
to learn how to control the horse’s movement by standing in the 
saddle and shifting her weight during the competition. August 3 
marked the close of the Olympics that year, 1952. The topic for 
November 24 is Charles Darwin and Alfred Wallace’s correspon-
dence on natural selection; The Origin of Species was published 
on 24 November 1859. All of the essays are short, several para-
graphs or less, and many are accompanied by black and white 
drawings by McIvor. Naturally, there are numerous essays in-
volving amphibians and reptiles (e.g., Darwin’s Frog, Lonesome 
George [on June 24, the day George died], symbolic snakes [on 
March 17, St. Patrick’s Day, naturally]). The book concludes with 
a bibliography with 1–3 references for each of the 366-day top-
ics. Readers will certainly learn new tidbits of information about 
natural history subjects, individuals, and events throughout the 
year. In her preface, Marty states that she hopes the book will 
take readers on a journey to celebrate the beauty and wonder of 
our natural world. She dedicates the book to all those who work 
to protect the Earth’s environment and biodiversity, and to Pa-
chamama, Incan Earth Mother Goddess, who “as life itself, pro-
tects and sustains us all.” Considering current events, we can all 
hope She is listening.
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Joan Procter, Dragon Doctor
Patricia Valdez. Illustrated by Felicita Sala. 2018. Alfred A. Knopf Books 
for Young Readers, New York, New York (www.randomhousekids.
com). 40 pp. Hardcover. US $17.99. ISBN: 978-0-399-55725-5, e-book 
978-0-399-55727-9.

Joan Procter, Dragon Doctor tells the 
remarkable story of Dr. Joan Beauchamp 
Procter (1897–1931) who loved reptiles 
even as a young girl, and became one of 
the most well-known herpetological sci-
entists of the early 20th Century. Although 
unable to attend a university because of 
poor health, she became temporary cura-
tor (1920–1923) of reptiles at the Natural 
History Museum in London after the re-
tirement of George Boulenger, and later 
the first woman Curator of Reptiles at the 

London Zoo (1923–1931). There, she introduced naturalistic dis-
play techniques and became an expert surgeon in the treatment 
of tumors and other maladies affecting reptiles. In addition to 
her daily museum activities, she developed a scientific research 
program, publishing 25 papers involving morphology and sys-
tematics. She was well-known around the zoo, and frequently in 

the press, for walking her large adult Komodo Dragon (named 
Sumbawa) around the zoological gardens directing his move-
ments by holding his tail! Just before her death at the age of 34, 
she received an honorary DSc. from the Intercollegiate Univer-
sity in Chicago. Additional details of Procter’s life are in Adler 
(2007. Contributions to the History of Herpetology, Vol. 2, SSAR, 
pp. 148–149).

In this young reader’s book (recommended for ages 4–8), 
Valdez follows Joan’s life from a young girl fascinated by reptiles 
through the Natural History Museum to the London Zoo. Joan’s 
particular affection for Sumbawa is covered throughout and of-
fers the reader insights into aspects of Joan’s career, from exhibit 
specialist to incipient veterinarian, from scientist to educator. 
The story is accompanied by beautiful whole-page illustrations 
that lend artistic quality to an exciting story. There is a brief two-
page biography of Procter at the end of the book (including a 
photo of 16-year old Joan), and a bibliography of newspaper ar-
ticles and other obscure references that might interest science 
historians. Today.com includes the book in its “21 girl power pic-
ture books to help inspire strong girls.” It is more than that—it 
should be on the “must have” books for parents of both girls and 
boys as an inspiration for budding young scientists everywhere. 
Patricia Valdez is a molecular biologist with the National Insti-
tutes of Health in Washington, DC. Felicita Sala is a free-lance 
artist who lives in Rome, Italy.


