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Jorge Luis Borges wrote in “This Craft of 
Verse” that men did not need many stories, 
since people have been telling and retell-
ing the same stories over and over again. 
For many centuries, three, “the tale of Troy, 

the tale of Ulysses, and the tale of Jesus” (that is, war, travel, and 
divinity, or love, if you wish) have been sufficient for mankind. 
These three universal topics are condensed in Herpetology at 
Kansas. A Centennial History, the most recent book by William 
E. Duellman. 

As the title reflects, the book synthesizes the making of the 
Division of Herpetology at the University of Kansas in Lawrence, 
one of the most important centers in the world for training grad-
uate students in herpetology and whose museum holds one of 
the world’s most valuable collections of amphibians and reptiles. 
It adds to other considerably shorter and clearly more imperson-
al contributions (i.e., Flores-Villela 1993; Gallardo 1994; Ergueta 
1995; Myers 2000; Ardila-Robayo 2003; Rodríguez-Robles et al. 
2003; Ananjeva 2005; Lovich et al. 2012; Jofré et al. 2013, just to 
cite a few), and to another having a certain autobiographic touch 
(Böhme 2014), reflecting the history of herpetology at other in-
stitutions in other geographical areas. As such, it also supple-
ments the four volumes that Kraig Adler has published on the 
many people who have made important contributions to her-
petology (Adler 1989, 2007, 2012, 2014). This welcome trend of 
science review and reminiscence contributes to understanding 
the foundations of a discipline that, until not long ago, was the 
Cinderella of zoology. In reality, who in his/her right mind would 
be devoted to studying these wicked and despicable animals, as 
they were defined by old Linnaeus?

In its formal aspects, this is a richly and profusely illustrat-
ed volume (few are the pages that do not contain at least one 
photo) that maintains the quality standards to which we are ac-
customed from SSAR publications. The narrative is divided into 

30 chapters that can be grouped into four topics: two sections 
on herpetology in Lawrence before (Ch. 1–4) and after Bill (Ch. 
25–27, 29); one that occupies the bulk of volume, reflecting the 
Duellman era in the broad sense (Ch. 5–24, 28); and a fourth (Ch. 
30), which contains a profile of the alumni who went through the 
town that, metaphorically at least, is the geographical center the 
United States (people in Lebanon, Kansas, take credit, but the 
Jayhawk knows where to nest).

The reporting period extends from the beginning of the 
University in 1863 until sometime in 2014. For almost 40 (1959–
1997) of these 151 years, the Division of Herpetology at KU was 
directed by the author of this volume, and it was, undoubtedly, 
the period of greatest productivity in shaping the collection, in 
developing human resources (i.e., by training graduate students 
and establishing worldwide collaboration), and in generating 
knowledge. This is reflected in the text, where those four decades 
occupy almost 60% of the printed space, excluding the intro-
ductory pages and those dedicated to bibliography and index. 
In contrast, the early formative period of the Division is told in 
53 pages (17%; with a valuable recitation of the works of E. H. 
Taylor, H. S. Fitch, and J. M. Legler), with the post-Duellman era 
comprising 36 pages (11.5%; with respectful consideration of 
Rafe Brown and Richard Glor). The last section of the book (pp. 
279–315) is devoted to 138 alumni, wisely organized to include 
the same types of information, texts of equivalent extent, and 
virtually no value judgments.

In the book, the narrator (William E. Duellman) talks about 
the history of the “Herp Division” and about various actors, the 
principal of whom, without doubt, is Bill Duellman himself. Bill 
narrator and Bill protagonist are two different characters, but 
the second is under the benevolent and sometimes repetitious 
gaze of the first. The impersonal narrative intends to isolate the 
author from the context, but this is an impossible task to ac-
complish because, on purpose or unwittingly, Duellman and 
the main history of herpetology at KU (including also the time 
elapsed since his “retirement” in 1997) are one and indivisible. 
From the beginning, the text oozes an autobiographical content, 
a fact that is made explicit towards the end of the book (p. 286) 
where Bill notes that the idea of this volume arose in 2010 when 
a group of students urged him to write his autobiography. Seen 
from this perspective, the autobiographical, one can understand 
the imbalance in the length of the diverse chapters, regardless of 
the actual historical value of their content. For example, the suc-
cession of anecdotes around a dream journey conducted over 15 
months from Lawrence, Kansas, to Patagonia and back is devel-
oped in more pages than the activity of any of Duellman’s suc-
cessors at KU. The value changes, however, if the travel is ana-
lyzed from its autobiographical, even psychological aspects. The 
trip must have been an unforgettable experience that changed 
the lives of those who lived it, and the journey, with all the flat 
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tires, tractor crashing, and cold and wet weather, as well as the 
good collections, shelter, hot meals, and wonderful landscapes, 
is an unconscious metaphor for the author’s life.

The History is excruciatingly detailed, including much valu-
able data as well as superfluous information, which sometimes 
makes reading somewhat tedious. In the prose, the precision of 
the scientific writer dominates the embellishments of the lit-
terateur, and the text is, in general, straightforward and clear; 
the author expresses his views without any filter. Thus, loves and 
hates emerge clearly. Most of the time, the tone is friendly and 
humorous, but at others his expressions are vehement, either by 
his choice of words or due to the construction of brief, sharp, 
and crackling sentences that I presume are more painful than 
a whiplash for those involved. If the facts expressed are true, 
they may be taken as proof of sincerity; otherwise, the author 
shall bear the consequences of tall tales. To illustrate, a couple 
of examples will suffice. Of one person, Duellman admires his 
intellectual curiosity, companionship, support, and praises his 
production; of another, Duellman targets his misogyny and anti-
Semitism, and the fact that he plagiarized his thesis. Anecdotes 
aside, it should be clear that the book is neither a pulp-magazine 
nor a supermarket tabloid, but Bill Duellman’s version about 
what happened at KU. It is also appropriate to clarify that it is not 
worth criticizing the “gringocentric” (if the neologism applies) 
not-always-sympathetic perspective that the author has on re-
gions outside the United States, since each of us is the product of 
the time and place where we were raised. 

It should also be pointed out that in this book the things 
unsaid (or those that are just hinted at) may be as important as 
those that are written. It happens that in nearly half a century, 
herpetologists from KU have left many memories wherever they 
were, and there are many stories, not always benevolent, which 
are told around camp fires or coffee breaks in laboratories. This 
point is of interest, because while reading, some readers will 
contribute, albeit silently, a new perspective to what is written. 
As Jean Paul Sartre argued in Being and Nothingness, we, as hu-
man beings, can become aware of ourselves only when confront-
ed with the gaze of another...

Bill Duellman fears, in the preface, that professional histo-
rians might consider this work as “hopelessly amateurish,” and 
perhaps it is so. But the wise reader will notice that this book, 
rather than a “history” in the strict academic sense, exudes what 
Walter Benjamin called “constellar relationships” and, at the 
same time, what the Germans call Alltagsgeschichte (the histoire 
du quotidien of the French). The Benjaminean constellation (the 
immediate past comes together in a flash with the here and the 
now to form a constellation) is evidenced by the fact that the 
time elapsed between the events and the book writing some-
times does not allow for a purely objective perspective, even less 
when the writer is the actor. As quoted by Weigel (1996), close-
ness looks at itself through its own eyes, thus dissolving the 
boundary between subject and object. On the other hand, the 
history of everyday life is omnipresent, because the narrative has 
not only the qualities of a personal diary, as already said, but also 
includes everyday facts and anecdotes, among which it is pos-
sible to discover some unthinkable (and welcomed) funny facets 
of students that are today’s leading researchers.

In short, we have in our hands the professional compte rendu 
of Bill Duellman and the Division of Herpetology of the Univer-
sity of Kansas. It is a valuable volume that not only tells about the 
making of, again, one of the most important factories of herpe-
tologists in the world, but also one that serves as a Who’s Who of 

KU graduate students. Duellman discusses the changes in orien-
tation that studies of amphibians and reptiles have taken at KU, 
both in geographical focus and in methodological approach, and 
leaves us with peace of mind knowing that the “Herp Division” 
of KU will continue to pursue its invaluable collection, which he 
compares with those at other universities and museums.

An interesting book is one that generates new ideas. This 
is the case with History, and I presume that in the near future 
someone will take the task of writing the meta-history of KU. 
The influence of Duellman, Trueb, Brown, and Glor, plus that of 
the diverse students of each period and of the many visiting re-
searchers through the years, does not end at Lawrence or at the 
graduation of students. Since the 1960s, many alumni have been 
major actors in founding herpetological studies in their home-
lands, or have contributed to the rejuvenation and moderniza-
tion of the discipline. The work of these researchers marked a 
milestone in herpetology, while the students of their students 
across the world also bear the imprint of this legacy. This ongo-
ing legacy is the best tribute to this centennial institution.

Finally, in the first paragraph of the book Bill Duellman men-
tions that “writing a book about the history of herpetology at KU 
has been fun and laced with more than a bit of nostalgia...” So 
it will be read, at least by those who once passed through Law-
rence.
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I have looked diligently for tracks, trails, 
and scats of amphibians and reptiles for 
roughly fifty years—and for the most part, 
failed miserably. Reading this guide, I pic-
ture the author traveling the Southwest 
with a bag or two of specially selected sub-

strates at the ready for staging shots on some handy flat surface 
brushed smooth or appropriately wetted. Whatever the methods 
employed—and trust I have no problem with any author stag-
ing shots—my issue with so many near perfect images is that the 
reader can only conclude that amphibians and reptiles consis-
tently leave strikingly detailed and informative tracks and trails. 
My failure in tracking and trailing amphibians and reptiles aside, 
the present field guide does fill an obvious gap. Browsing my lo-
cal bookstores recently, I found guides to tracks of all manner of 
organisms, but none for amphibians and reptiles. 

This field guide by Tkaczyk tackles not only tracks and trails, 
but scats, burrows, and sheds—a large variety of trace impacts 
left by amphibians and reptiles. The book comprises eleven 
chapters, independent of a short introduction: six taxonomic 
chapters (salamanders, anurans, lizards, crocodilians, turtles, 
snakes) and five topic-oriented chapters (track illustrations, bur-
rows, sheds, scat identification, scent marking). They vary from 
5 to 94 pages in length. Brief acknowledgments, a foreword, and 
“personal stories” are included, plus a short bibliography and 
index. As with any field guide, a large number of photographs 
(almost 500) and drawings (just under 200) occupy much of this 
relatively compact book (140 x 210 x 20 mm). Those that judge 
guides on the basis of the photography will be pleased by the 
generally good quality of images; only a few depict something 
that left me scratching my head as I failed to grasp the intended 
significance.

The introduction (21 pages) touches on a number of issues in 
tracking, as well as the motivation for the guide. On p. 1, Tkaczyk 
writes: “…this book is an invitation to stop, look more closely, 
and learn more about the wildlife that surrounds us...”, a senti-
ment that any herpetologist can appreciate. Other statements 
about the purpose of the guide, however, are more sales pitch 
than explanation, such as the comment on p. 2 that tracking is 
“…incredibly useful…a vital window to survey complex rela-
tionships…”, especially given the greatly reduced activity levels 
of most of these ectotherms relative to the typical track produc-
ing small mammal. Nonetheless, in this era of ever increasing 
use of natural landscapes for recreation, pleas for enjoyment 
of the natural world while following a “field code of ethics” (p. 
20) are praiseworthy. Of greater concern, this section introduces 
the reader to a plethora of terms, derived from prior works with 
larger, active, and well-studied mammals. I doubt that herpe-
tologists will find much utility in applying to amphibians and 
reptiles the gait measures used for mammals, terms such as “un-
derstep” (back foot lands just behind front foot track), “overstep” 
(back lands in front of front foot track) and “direct register walk” 
(back foot lands on top of front foot track). Is it useful to apply 
terms that might work for high activity endotherms (ungulates, 
carnivores, bipedal primates) to lizards much less salamanders? 
If the author provided statistical summaries of these track char-
acteristics showing consistent species level differences (or allud-
ed to the existence of such analyses published elsewhere), one 
would have more confidence in the assertions in subsequent ac-
counts. In the absence of such information we have no means of 
evaluating many of the author’s claims.

The illustrations chapter (11 pages) follows the introduc-
tion and depicts the undersides of feet of many species featured 
subsequently—I am not sure this serves the reader as well as ac-
tual photographs of tracks. As just one example, having tracked 
dozens of Heloderma suspectum, they do not often leave tracks, 
and those I have seen do not look like the illustrations provided 
here (p. 28), which are more suggestive of the subdigital lamellae 
of a large gecko than the narrow digits of a Gila Monster. Under 
optimal conditions, perhaps there is a strong correspondence 
between the undersurface of the feet of amphibians and reptiles 
and their tracks. These images convey to the reader expectations 
of considerable detail in tracks that in my experience is absent 
under most conditions.

The first of the taxonomic chapters concerns salamanders, 
organized in a classic species by species account approach used 
throughout the guide. Each account begins with a paragraph or 
two on natural history of the taxon (apparently extracted from 
previously published field guides, but this is never specified), a 
telegraphic description of tracks or trails with various measures 
(e.g., foot size, stride length, track width), followed by additional 
natural history tidbits and comments (titled “notes”). Of course, 
each species account is supplemented with images of tracks 
and trails, sometimes a foot or entire specimen, and range maps 
(almost always unlabeled). For the salamanders, 13 species are 
covered in 35 pages, of which more than half are from the west-
ern US (a consistent bias, presumably related to the author’s resi-
dence in Washington). Frogs and toads are covered in a chapter 
56 pages in length, comprising 23 species. Again, almost half of 
the species featured are from the western US. One group with 
which I have some experience, the bufonids, are addressed in 
15 pages. Only six species are examined, and virtually the same 
text on tracks (description of gait, width, length, etc.) is repeat-
ed in each species account (they only vary in the size measures 
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provided for smaller species). This makes sense. It is widely ap-
preciated that toads of the Bufo (Anaxyrus of some) americanus 
group are exceedingly difficult to tell apart even when the entire 
animal is in hand. This raises the obvious question: why have 
separate accounts? The author does subsequently imply that B. 
punctatus might be identifiable to species based on tracks (p. 
117), but I find this difficult to believe.  Tkaczyk also suggests 
that B. cognatus is identifiable because it is “…one of the plump-
est toad species in the US…may be so fat that you can’t see their 
legs when viewed from above…” This is an assessment that only 
one unfamiliar with bufonids of North American might offer—of 
course, the inflated body of virtually all toads of the US might be 
equally capable of obscuring the limbs, something easily recog-
nized after observing a handful of individuals of various sizes, 
ages and breeding status.

Lizards are covered in a long chapter, as befits the fact that 
they do indeed occur in large numbers in sand dunes of the 
Southwest; 40 species are covered in 92 pages. Here we find that 
“ten families of lizards make up the population found north of 
Mexico,” a novel use of the word “population.” Additionally, prior 
to the species accounts, Tkaczyk states Sauromalus ater occur in 
“family groups” (p. 153), an assertion with absolutely no support 
to my knowledge. The Arizona Game and Fish Department uses 
tracks in surveys of sand dune-dwelling lizards such as Phryno-
soma mcallii (K. O. Sullivan, pers. comm., 2015); they even have 
an illustrated guide. Tkaczyk is no doubt on firmer ground with 
accounts of at least genus level identification based on tracks 
alone. I do question the degree to which one can infer behavioral 
characteristics such as “…energy, alertness, and nearly continu-
ous motion” from the appearance of tracks (whiptails) alone. 
Reading the chapter on lizards, it becomes clear that consider-
able space could be saved by collapsing accounts at the genus 
and even family level. One group that receives a great deal of 
attention are the horned lizards (17 pages across four different 
sections of the book), presumably because their trails and scats 
have been used by surveyors for decades, but Tkaczyk does not 
cite any of these works. 

Crocodilians, specifically alligators, are covered in a short 
chapter, and one that is perhaps most like a chapter from a book 
on mammalian tracks. Of course, these are large animals, inhab-
iting a moist environment, and this provides the best opportuni-
ties for the production of obvious tracks. Nesting behavior with 
parental care only enhances the prospect of one observing sign 
of a variety of types, from predation events to nesting sites. No 
wonder this section seems to work well.

Twenty-four species of snakes are addressed in just over twice 
as many pages (59). The first two accounts (boas) are a lesson in 
inefficiency: descriptions of the trails are identical save minute 
differences in size measures, and occupy only ~ 10% of the text. 
The pictures, which occupy ~ 50% of these two accounts, show 
both species on the standard sandy background: they are virtual-
ly indistinguishable. The remaining text (40% of account space) 
has been extracted from other sources (again, this is never made 
clear), and regardless, could have been condensed. The major-
ity of snakes could be treated as three groups (e.g., crotalines, 
boiids, and colubrids?), and a single description would suffice. 

Within chapters, differences in fonts are associated with shifts 
from family level to species level (i.e., accounts) subsections. Two 
fonts are used for distinguishing two levels for snakes: large, bold 
font for families, nonbold for species within families. After five 
pages of introductory material on types of locomotion in snakes 
and issues of identification, the first account is for: “Boas: Family 

Boidae” and followed by nonbold font listings of “Rubber Boa 
(Charina bottae)” and “Rosy Boa (Lichanura trivirgata).” The 
next family, “Pythonidae” contains a single species account and 
is followed, without any explanation, by “Coachwhip” (i.e., non-
bold). The reader would assume this is another python, similar to 
the Burmese species covered immediately above. The confusion 
continues as the organization becomes alphabetical for a short 
time, as the coachwhip is followed by the common kingsnake, 
which is followed by the desert striped whipsnake. We return to 
a family or in this case, genus-level organizational scheme (i.e., a 
return to bold font) for Heterodon and Salvadora (though only a 
single species is covered for each genus), before rattlesnakes are 
addressed, but with no reference to genus. Moreover, we now see 
three entries for a single albeit polytypic species, Crotalus orega-
nus, with separate accounts for C. o. concolor, C. o. helleri, and C. 
o. oreganus. Thus, over this chapter, we have separate coverage 
for either subspecies, species, genera, or families, with variation 
in font that leaves the reader befuddled as to relationships. At the 
close of the chapter on snakes, the author suggests that Arizona 
elegans can be distinguished from Pituophis catenifer by their re-
spective tracks (p. 259). I would be more comfortable with this 
claim if the author had impressed me with accuracy and preci-
sion on the natural history covered in the prior 258 pages. 

Turtles and tortoises are a group, like crocodilians, that leave 
obvious tracks in the appropriate substrate. As one that has ob-
served desert tortoises taking every opportunity to drink free-
standing water when possible, however, I was disappointed to 
read the claim that “…desert tortoises…can go without drinking 
water for years” (p. 290). I am certain there is no evidence for 
this claim, based on captive or free-ranging tortoises of any spe-
cies. Turtle and tortoise tracks are perhaps the most singular of 
all herps, and that the variety of shells and limbs predisposes this 
group to provide perhaps the best array of relatively distinctive 
tracks in the wet substrates of the eastern USA. The author does 
an admirable job of presenting photos of these distinctive ani-
mals. Nonetheless, I doubt very much that the detailed descrip-
tions of “…three types of understep gaits…two of these gaits are 
a form of extreme understep…” will be useful to most.

Following turtles, Tkaczyk takes up digs and burrows, a chap-
ter filled with new and old terminology. We find that a “pallet” 
is “shallow,” but it may be the length of the tortoise itself or up 
to four feet deep (most I know use “pallet” exclusively to de-
scribe a superficial scrape under a shrub), while by contrast, a 
“den” is a “…deeper burrow between six and thirty inches deep,” 
and a “summer burrow” is “…six to eight feet….” The reader is 
left wondering why there are so many terms; in my experience, 
Sonoran Desert Tortoises occupy burrows from 0.5 to 4 m deep 
in both summer and winter, but are rarely in pallets during the 
hottest, driest months (May/June). The next chapter on “sheds” 
presents considerable detail on scales, and “repeat” entries for a 
number of species (primarily snakes). An indication of the au-
thor’s unfamiliarity with North American taxa is revealed by his 
inclusion of rare forms, such as the Brown Vine Snake, Green Rat 
Snake, and Mexican Gartersnake, after having stated that “sheds 
of common and widespread forms” are described.

The chapter following sheds concerns scat identification, 
a chapter of only 12 pages, containing photographs of scats of 
crocodilians, turtles, snakes, lizards, salamanders and frogs. I 
was pleased to see images of fecal pellets of many of the organ-
isms I have surveyed on the basis of their scats alone (e.g., Sulli-
van and Sullivan 2012; Sullivan et al. 2014), nonetheless, there are 
many errors as well. The scats of P. solare reach 75 mm in length 
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(Sullivan et al. 2014), considerably larger than the maximum of 
45 mm (p. 416). Similarly, considerable work on P. mcallii reveals 
that the range of 10–40 mm (p. 417) is likely in error. A sample of 
53 fecal pellets of adult P. mcallii yielded an average of only 17 
mm, and a maximum length of only 26 mm (Muth, pers. comm., 
2013). In using phrases such as “…their scats tend to be…” and 
“…trails of this species are often…”, the author conveys a sense 
of understanding variability, he implies he has examined dozens 
of these particular scats and tracks. 

Discussion of scats and urea, and scent marking, are taken 
up in the final chapter. I was shocked to find the following state-
ment (p. 427) in the opening paragraph of this section: “It is not 
clear whether any herps use their scats deliberately for the pur-
pose of scent marking…” Even a quick examination of second-
ary literature, such as any of the current herpetology textbooks, 
reveals the well-documented use of chemical signals in feces by 
Red-backed Salamanders, intraspecific communication investi-
gated by Bob Jaeger and his students beginning almost 30 years 
ago. I would have thought this is common knowledge; even a 
simple “Google” exercise turns up links to descriptions of this 
phenomenon. 

Overall, the book is well produced—the many issues I de-
scribe above concern poorly vetted information rather than 
presentational shortcomings. Nonetheless, some trivial errors 
include: “ssp” (= “subspecies” traditionally) for “spp” (= “spe-
cies,” plural, the intention of the present author); “parotid” for 
“parotoid” (p. 112); “Uma” (p. 132) and “Dipsosaurus dorsalis” 
(p. 427) are not italicized while “ssp” is (p. 132). An apparent mis-
print occurs in the Rosy Boa account in which the author states: 
“…continued collecting pressures on wild populations should 
be seriously considered” (p. 243). On p. 245 the author confuses 
recent taxonomic suggestions by stating: “…Coachwhip (Mas-
ticophis flagellum) (previously Coluber flagellum)…”. There are 
29 citations, in a puzzling bibliography, which includes Youtube 
entries and various websites of amateur herpetoculturists in ad-
dition to a number of standard guides to North American am-
phibians and reptiles. No primary literature is cited save for one 
reference to a manuscript that appeared in Behavioural Ecology 
(Davis 2011), but which is cited as if a book published by Oxford 
Press! On p. 308 the author cites “Stebbins, 2012” but no doubt 
intended to cite “Stebbins and McGinnis, 2012”.

The author never explains how range maps were generated, 
and they are introduced without comment. A shift in color is ap-
parent in the range map for Ambystoma tigrinum in which A. 
californiense, though unlabeled, is a different color (p. 68). There 
are instances in which maps have two colors and yet the reader is 
left in the dark as to the significance. Nearby descriptions of sub-
species at times indicate that perhaps two forms are shown, but 
maps lack legends. The range maps for crotalines are a jumble of 
errors and omissions: there is no map for three of the accounts 
(two subspecies of C. oreganus and C. mitchellii), the range map 
for C. ruber (p. 277) is in error, showing what appears to be the 
range of C. mitchellii, while the range map for C. atrox shows a 
colored portion that would seem to represent C. ruber. In a rare 
instance of labeling, the maps for both species of grey treefrog 
are labeled (p. 78), but they are the exception.

In closing, at US $39–45 (one price in flyer, another on the 
book jacket) the book is perhaps somewhat high-priced in this 
day of $20–25 field guides. The author’s ignorance of previous 
studies using indirect survey methods that employed scat and 
tracks, the numerous erroneous natural history observations, 
and lack of acknowledgment on sources of information on range 

and ecology, leave me with little confidence in the rigor applied 
to evaluating tracks and trails under natural conditions. Conse-
quently, I have strong reservations about recommending this 
book, for either amateur or professional herpetologists, even 
though many excellent photographs of tracks and scats are pre-
sented, and the author’s desire to encourage interest in these in-
direct signs is laudable. 
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 There is an increasing interest among 
many herpetologists in the story behind the 
research. How did projects get underway? 
What were the authors really like beyond 
the names attached to dry scientific papers? 
Did they have fun and hardships in the 
field, and under what conditions did they 
work? How in the world did they (seem-
ingly) suddenly end up on a deserted beach in the driving rain 
in the middle of a hot and humid night trying to wrestle a 200-kg 
female sea turtle onto her back (who of course was kicking sand 
in every direction) when their friends and relatives were back 
home sound asleep after a hearty meal in the comfort of home? I 
am sure that each of us who does fieldwork sometimes wonders 
the same thing.
 After scouring the Caribbean looking for nesting sites, Archie 
Carr finally found the motherlode of sea turtle nesting beaches, 
a ca. 30-km black sand beach near the village of Tortuguero in 
northwest Costa Rica near the Nicaraguan border. In the mid-
1950s, he began a long-term study (that continues today) of the 
sea turtles that nest there, primarily the Green Turtle (Chelonia 
mydas). Tortuguero certainly had turtles, but it was physically 
isolated with no facilities for research and no support for re-
searchers. There were no doctors, restaurants, stores, pensions, 
electricity, scheduled transportation, or roads; the residents of 
the village lived a meager subsistence existence, relying on the 
nesting turtles and hunting and fishing, supplemented by a small 
amount of agriculture in a limited area between the beach and 
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adjacent hills. Rather than camp himself for the long duration of 
the nesting season, Archie naturally did what any sane profes-
sor would do—he sent students to walk the long beach nightly in 
pouring rain and heat, in deep black sand, and with the expec-
tation of meeting poachers and jaguars in order to gather basic 
information on the huge nesting turtle population. Enter Larry 
Ogren.
 The subtitle of Turning Turtles is Stories from the Origins of 
Sea Turtle Conservation. As Larry tells it, he, a sophomore, was 
walking down the hall in the biology building at the University 
of Florida when Archie approached and asked him, “I hear you 
like snakes, is that right?” Within a few weeks, Larry found him-
self with Archie in a small plane landing on the beach at Tortu-
guero. Archie opened the door, Larry got out, and Archie closed 
the door as the plane taxied to take off saying “See ya!” to which 
Larry thought, “Well, shit.” He was in the middle of nowhere with 
a huge unknown undertaking ahead, had no supplies except 
those he carried, and was plopped down for months in a Span-
ish-speaking village (Larry did not speak Spanish) with no com-
munication to the outside world where he was expected to fit in 
studying turtles that the villagers ate. Oh shit, indeed! The stories 
that resulted from this beginning comprise the bulk of Turning 
Turtles, especially from the very early years of the project. Told 
largely from the perspective of the students and sons of Archie 
Carr (Larry Ogren, Harry Hirth, Chuck, David and Tom Carr), the 
book is humorous, touching, and unnerving at the same time. 
 The book is composed of seven chapters that cover myriad 
aspects of the turtle project, what the village was like in the 1950s 
and 1960s, who the villagers were and how they lived, the ini-
tial challenges of sea turtle research, and how Tortuguero has 
evolved in the 2010s into a center of ecotourism and a mecca for 
scientists and naturalists. Throughout the narrative, information 
on sea turtle biology and threats to the turtles are intertwined 
with stories and humorous anecdotes, the type often discussed 
in later years while sitting around a bar at a scientific meeting. 
“Remember when Chuck [Carr] galloped down the beach on a 
horse [named Harse] so he could turn turtles left by poachers 
before the machete-wielding marauders could return?” And the 
raid by Nicaraguan militia, DDT everywhere, using the beach 
in the morning [there were no pit toilets, so villagers let the tide 
do the clean-up], hunting for tippysquinty, shooting rats in the 
thatch ceiling by flashlight, and being lost in the jungle. Why 
were coastal villages not laid out in strict rectangular order [hint, 

look up!]. There is a serious side, too, as Ake recounts the murder 
of Jairo Mora Sandoval in 2013 by poachers at Moín, Costa Rica. 
Though much is humorous in retrospect, even today it is danger-
ous doing field work in remote and often troubled areas.
 Readers will learn much about sea turtles in Turning Turtles 
and about those who chased them during the early days at Tor-
tuguero. The book is not solely about the early days, however, but 
includes information and stories about the scientists who have 
worked in the heat and rain as the years progressed: “Archie’s 
Angels” (Karen Bjorndal, Anne Meylan, Jeanne Mortimer—now 
all respected scientists), Leonard Giovannoli, Jim Spotila, David 
Ehrenfeld, Sebastian Troeng, and others. The book is important 
in two other ways. First, it details the contribution of the people 
of Tortuguero to making the long-term project successful, par-
ticularly the Martinez family (especially Leo, Sibella, and Junie) 
and Bill Sambola. Without the generous help and friendship of 
the local people, the turtle research and conservation project 
and the protection of the surrounding forest would not be what 
they are today at Turtle Bogue. The people of Tortuguero are not 
treated as a supporting cast in the protection of this world-class 
nesting beach, but as major partners. Second, the photographs! 
There are 89 black-and-white photos of the villagers, scientists, 
places, and turtles of Tortuguero, truly a priceless collection, in 
addition to four of Larry Ogren’s turtle cartoons and excerpts 
from letters home. No doubt, Archie was proud of this particular 
snake chaser, who passed away 20 January 2016 at age 85.
 The book is glossy and the photographs are sharp and clear. 
The text could have been edited a little better. For example, Walt 
Auffenberg’s name is misspelled (p. 17), and it was John Hen-
drickson, not Tom Harrisson, who introduced the use of monel 
tags, although Harrisson is frequently given the credit (p. 74) 
(Dodd 2016). For herpetologists interested in the history of their 
profession, sea turtle biologists, and those of us who like to read 
about the adventures of our colleagues, the book is a must. At 
only US $20, it is a bargain.
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