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AN INTERVIEW WITH JOSEPH T. COLLINS 

Interviewer: Jewell Willhite 

Q: I am speaking with Joseph T. Collins, who retired in 1997 as editor and herpetologist at 

the Natural History Museum at the University of Kansas. We are in Lawrence, Kansas, on 

March 3, 1999. Where were you born and in what year? 

A: I was born in 1939 in the little town of Crooksville in Perry County, Ohio, down in the 

southeastern comer of the state. 

Q: What were your parents' names? 

A: My father was Joseph Thomas Collins. My grandfather was Joseph R . Collins, and there 

are at least four more Joseph Collins in that lineage going back to Virginia. So as a family 

they called my grandfather J.R. , my dad Doc, and me Tom. I took back my given name, 

Joseph, soon after the death of my father. My mother's name was Luvadelle Bernice 

Collins. She, too, was born in Crooksville, Ohio. In fact, I was born in 1939 in the same 

house she was born in. My father was from the nearby area of Zanesville. 

Q: What was their educational background? 

A: My mother had no educational background. She was a homemaker. One of the things I 

was always fond of was the fact that she never learned how to drive a car in her entire life, 

which I thought was interesting. My father went to Dennison College in Ohio, I believe, 

although I am still searching for the records to determine which institution. He went to 

Ohio University in Athens, or he may have gone to Ohio State. All this is a fairly long 

time ago. He got his doctorate in podiatry at the Cleveland College of Podiatry and 

opened a practice in Cincinnati, Ohio. 

Q: Did you have brothers and sisters? 



A: Two brothers. My brother Jerry is about three years younger than I am, and my brother 

Jeffery is 16 years younger than I am. Jerry still lives in Cincinnati, the only son who did 

not leave the home town where we all grew up. My younger brother, Jeffrey, just retired 

from the Navy. 

Q: So you did not grow up in Crooksville. You grew up in Cincinnati. 

A: Shortly after I was born, we left Crooksville because my dad was ready to open a practice 

in Cincinnati, which is where I grew up. I stayed there until the age of 27. 

Q: What elementary school did you attend? 

A: A few of them. In Cincinnati I first attended Williams Avenue Elementary School. When 

we moved to Norwood, I attended Sharpsburg Elementary School. Even though we left 

Norwood, which is an independent town within Cincinnati, I stayed there to finish in the 

Norwood High School college preparatory course. 

Q: Did you belong to organizations such as the Boy Scouts or that kind of thing? 

A: Well, my brother and I were rowdy enough that we were ultimately excluded from the 

Boy Scouts. We were a fairly independent couple of lads and we liked to go off and chase 

snakes and critters. We generally didn't fit in with the team concept and other kinds of 

things that the Boy Scouts emphasized. Consequently, we got in a fair amount of trouble, 

running around and doing our thing. The Boy Scouts figured we ought to do it on our 

time, not theirs. I hold them no ill will. We were obviously children. In fact, I support 

the Scouts a great deal and serve on the Friends of Hidden Valley Girl Scout Board of 

Directors in Lawrence. 

Q: So you were interested in wild life at a fairly young age. 

A: Yes, very much so. 
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Q: You went out in the woods to look for these things. Were there areas around Cincinnati 

where you could do that? 

A: Probably the best way to emphasize what motivated me and my brother, although he never 

followed it through for a career, in terms of wild life is that at some point back in the late 

1940s or early 1950s, when I was in the age group of 10 to 13--Jerry, my brother, was 

younger--we went out to my aunt and uncle's place in the country near Batavia, Ohio. My 

Aunt Norma and my Uncle Frank McAllister had a stream that flowed down through their 

property. Of course, they had several kids, my cousins. We'd all go racing off down to 

the stream, just because it was water and there were things to look at. You know how 

kids are. My brother and I caught a Queen Snake. It took us 45 minutes to catch the 

thing because we didn't know what it was, and it was the first snake we had seen in the 

wild. We wanted it real bad, but we didn't know if it was dangerous or not. 

Q: How did you catch it? 

A: We found an old tin can. There were tin cans in the stream even back in those days. We 

managed to coax it into there and get the lid down. We put our hands on both ends and 

took it back up to my aunt and uncle's place and showed it to our dad. He was an 

educated individual. He looked at it and said, "I don't think that is poisonous." We said, 

"Can we keep it?" In one of those supreme moments of weakness, he said yes. And that 

was the beginning of the menagerie. This is a whole story in and of itself 

Q: So you collected a lot of different things as a child. 

A: By the time I was 15, I had amassed a collection of animals in our half-acre back yard so 

large that the city of Cincinnati shut me down for operating a zoo without a license. 

Q: Were these mostly reptiles? 
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A: No. I had raccoons, foxes, skunks, hawks, buzzards. I had a Nile crocodile. 

Q: How did you get a crocodile? 

A: You could get anything you wanted in the 1950s. 

Q: You mean like in a pet store? 

A: When I was shut down, I was contemplating a telephone call to North Carolina to 

purchase a lion. It was 50 bucks, which was a lot of money then, but I had saved up about 

$40. I was willing to go and try to get a lion. 

Q: How did your mother feel about that? 

A: Well, Mom had a lot more smarts than most folks gave her credit for, in that she felt I was 

well occupied. Obviously, I wasn't out running in the streets or anything like that. I was 

absorbed by my interest in wildlife, and it certainly was a reasonably safe preoccupation. 

Unless, of course I got munched by one of my animals, which I never did back then. But 

when the City ordered me to disband my collection, I had to make a decision. My father 

didn't want to totally blunt what was obviously becoming a strong interest. So he said, 

"You can keep some reptiles. We'll give you the big room in the basement with a lock on 

the door." 

Q: And you had to get rid of your other creatures. 

A: All the others I farmed out and gave away and turned loose. Where they were local 

animals, I turned them loose. Where they weren't, I gave them to other people. It didn't 

end there though, because ultimately we had other things develop as I grew older that 

were really, really critical parts of my life. 

Q: You got into reptiles then because they were small. 

A: Because they were probably easier to maintain in a captive setting. They don't require as 
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much attention. They don't have to be fed every day. They don't have to be cleaned every 

day. They don't have to be watered every day. School began to take more time and there 

were things I wanted to do. I went from being interested in maintaining animals in a 

captive state to not maintaining them in cages at all, and instead becoming more interested 

in the scientific and research aspects of reptiles and amphibians. The live animal part of it 

slowly went away, to be replaced by preserved collections in alcohol, specimens we 

collected in the wild. The accumulation of a large personal library, purchasing books, 

things of this nature. All of this built and evolved into a more intense and scientific 

interest in the subject of herpetology. Between that and when I stopped keeping them 

altogether, we did have another lab in Norwood that four of us operated. We had 

something like 19 of the 22 species of crocodillians in the world in one building, some of 

them huge. It was a great collection. 

Q: You would have had to buy these from someone. 

A: Or trade them from other people. We had one kind of crocodile that was so rate, that no 

one ever could figure out how we got it. I don't know how we got it either. It was a 

Cuban Crocodile. You couldn't get a worm out of Cuba at that time, but we wound up 

with a five-foot Cuban Crocodile. I don't know how it got into the United States of 

America. But we had it. It was gorgeous, but a very mean animal. 

Q: It was alive? 

A: All of these crocodiles. We had great cattle tanks full of them in this huge building we 

rented. But you can only do so much with large crocodiles in a small space. Ultimately, 

another group of us, my boyhood chum from high school, Jim Corrado, and Corson 

Hirshfeld--he's a fairly famous photographer who's had exhibits at the Smithsonian and 
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places like that- the three of us and some others rented an outbuilding on a lake in 

northwestern Hamilton County, Ohio, and put our collections, our preserved specimens, 

and our libraries and a few live animals, but not many out there. We called ourselves the 

Ohio Valley Herpetological Research Laboratory. For a fair number of years, from the 

mid-sixties for a least five years, we basically had a herpetological Dead Poets Society, a 

mix of people who were all relati vely intelligent, were at least attempting to acquire a 

higher education, and w ho often stayed up until 4 o'clock in the morning discussing the 

philosophy of science, our subdiscipline, herpetology, and the philosophy of life. I highly 

recommend it; it can become one of those seminal points in anybody's history or career. 

Q: Now this was when you were older. 

A: I was out of high school. I had already attended the University of Cincinnati, flunked a 

sufficient number of courses, yet passed a sufficient number. I was still trying to figure 

out what I wanted to do in that direction. And I had already begun to publish in scientific 

journals. 

Q: Now where did you go to high school and junior high? 

A: I went to Norwood High School. We didn't have junior highs in my day. It was freshman 

through senior. Then it was elementary school below that. I went from there directly to 

the University of Cincinnati. 

Q: Do you remember influential teachers from your high school days? 

A: No. To be quite frank about it, I had in Biology a Mr. Gabe, but he was primarily the 

track coach. 

Q: I went to a school like that also. 

A: The stimulus that I got was, I guess, from my own interest and from my father, who loved 
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to go fishing and go outdoors. He just liked the fact that I was interested in things that 

were out-of-doors, like wildlife. I don't think that high school hurt me in that sense. 

Being in the college preparatory course at Norwood High School was important because I 

got two years of Latin and two years of Spanish, for one thing, which has stood me in 

good stead to this day. And I got quite a bit of science. I got physics, chemistry and 

biology, what they offered. Above all, I got a great deal of English, which probably was 

seminally of some importance to me, g iven the number of books I've written since. 

Q: Did you have jobs while you were in high school? 

A: Yes, I had part-time jobs. I worked in a filling station on cars when I was 16 or 17. After 

I got out of high school I worked for the city of Cincinnati's Parks and Recreation 

Department and continued for many years, clear up until 1967 when the University of 

Kansas called me and asked me ifl would be interested in a position at the Natural History 

Museum. 

Q: W hat were you doing for Parks and Recreation? 

A: I operated many of their sports programs. I supervised their nature centers. I was sort of 

helping to supervise the golf courses that they operated within the city, the open spaces. 

It was a good job. I was given a car and all that by the city to go around and check on all 

this stuff and make sure it was operating fairly smoothly. At the same time I would be 

going home in the evening and doing something entirely different, working on writing a 

paper or reading scientific journals. I didn't have that much of a chall enge in the job with 

the city of Cincinnati . But it was a comfortable job and at least interesting enough that I 

looked forward to it each day. But when the University of Kansas Natural History 

Museum called, I had to make a major decision in my life. I had just gotten engaged to be 

7 



married. And all of this was going down at the same time in the fall of 1967. 

Q: You were talking about the fact that you wrote papers at a fairly young age. 

A: My first paper was published at the age of 19 in the Journal of the Ohio Herpetolo2:ical 

Society. 

Q: And this was when you were a college student. 

A: I was a freshman at UC. I was one of those people who got an "A" in logic and a "D" in 

trigonometry. They had to call me in and say, "How can you get this kind of grade based 

on two courses that are so close?" I said, "Because I like logic." It comes naturally to 

me. Abstraction is a little more difficult. So I had my ups and downs. 

Q: So you were living at home and going to the University of Cincinnati. 

A: In the course of the time from 1958, when I guess I enrolled at UC, until I left in 1967 to 

come to the University of Kansas, I was in school full-time or part-time on and off all that 

time. During the course of it, unbeknownst to me, I picked up a two-year degree in 

zoology, an Associate Degree in Arts with a major in zoology from UC. But I was 

unaware of it, and UC had to call and tell me to attend the graduation ceremonies. 

Q: So you never got a four-year degree from this institution. Were you just taking courses 

because you liked to? 

A: Well, yes, some of them interested me. I don't have any degrees beyond that two-year 

degree. I try not to hold that up as a role model for students. 

Q: It is unusual. 

A: I knew that. But at the time I was contemplating the opportunity for a new and interesting 

career. The University of Kansas flew me out. It was before affirmative action. There 

was only one candidate for the job at the time, me. 
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Q: How did they come to hear about you? Was it your writing? 

A: I have no idea. To this day I have wondered, who did they call in herpetology who knew 

about me and would recommend me for that job? That's one of those little questions I've 

searched for amongst my colleagues, quietly bringing it up, but to no avail. 

Q: Were you taking courses of this kind at the University of Cincinnati at that time? 

A: I had taken herpetology, but the professor who taught it, Dr. Jack L. Gottschang, was not 

really a herpetologist. He wouldn't have been within the circle of people who would have 

been contacted about my credentials. He was a mammalogist, and he was a good 

mammalogist. He was concerned about me taking the entire course. He decided to not 

let me take the lab because he knew I knew the identity of every animal in the place. So 

he said, "You can assist me in the lab and you'll just take the lecture." 

Q: I understand you were involved with the Ohio Herpetological Society. 

A: Yes. The Ohio Herpetological Society was formed in 1958. I became associated with it 

and so did my friend Corson in 1959. From then until 1966 we were involved with the 

two founders of the Society, Dave Dennis, who recently retired as illustrator for the 

College of Biological Sciences at Ohio State, and Kraig Adler, who is now vice provost at 

Cornell University. The four of us brought the Society forward. In 1966, Corson and I 

took it over and made it into an international society, which is today the largest Society in 

our profession, the Society for the Study of Amphibians and Reptiles. 

Q: Most of these people probably had advanced degrees in this field . 

A: Corson didn't and David Dennis didn't. The only one with a doctorate was Kraig. He got 

his doctorate from the University of Michigan and was on the faculty of Notre Dame until 

he moved to Cornell, which, of course, is the place he'll stay at this point. 
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Q: Do you remember influential teachers from the University of Cincinnati? 

A: There was a doctoral student at the University of Cincinnati by the name of George T. 

McDuffie, who took me on my first big-time snake hunt. 

Q: Where did you go? 

A: We went down to southern Ohio to Shawnee State Forest to look for rattlesnakes and 

copperheads and other good things. He took me and my brother and a few other lads who 

we hung out with along on these excursions. And it was one of those truly unusual 

experiences in life. This is a person 10 years older than we are, who obviously knows a 

great deal about these animals. This is our first expert, because we had been talking to 

ourselves, or to our parents, who didn't have quite the perspective. But now we get to go 

on a trip with someone who really knows what's going on. George was one of those 

characters. George probably knew by heart and could sing more dirty limericks than any 

human being in the world. He was an inexhaustible fund of them, which were sung with 

his compatriot in the front seat as we wailed down the highway on our trip. It just blew us 

away. He had other truly unusual habits. When we stopped at the first intersection before 

we went into the forest there was a little store there. He said, "I have to get food." He 

went in and bought one of those huge bottles of Coca-Cola and a loaf of bread. And he 

would sit and eat the loaf of bread--nothing on it, mind you, just the loaf of bread--and 

drink the Coke as he drove down the highway looking for places to stop and catch 

critters. And there were so many things about him that were bizarre and fascinating to us. 

When we were working along a hillside, there was a rock and he found a copperhead that 

was about 25 feet above us. We were just stunned. It was the first copperhead we had 

ever seen. And he had caught it! He'd found one! We said, "Can we see it?" He said, 
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"Yeah," and threw it down at us. We ran and jumped in every direction. It was amazing. 

There were just so many incidents like that. 

Q: Did you bring along cages to put these things in? Were you killing them? 

A: We carried them in sacks. I pilfered every pillowcase that my mom ever had in the house. 

She wondered what was going on. Today I don't do that. We purchase silk bags that are 

very slender and tie easily and untie easily. But back then it was amateur night. We'd take 

any sack we could get. 

Q: Could the snakes breathe through the sack? 

A: Yes, they breathe just fine; air passed right through those sacks. No problem. 

Furthermore, they couldn't see so they were less stressed than if you had them in 

something open where they could see you moving around. They are very visually 

oriented. They calm down very quickly if you put them in a sack. That's good for them 

and for you, for that matter. George was one of those people w ho made a tremendous 

impression on me. The person who taught me herpetology, Dr. Jack L. Gottschang, is the 

only person from whom I have ever taken herpetology course. H e was a very good 

teacher. Karl Maslowski, the famous wildlife photographer, taught me the value of 

photography. He photographed mostly mammals and birds himself and did a fair amount 

of work for Disney Studios, and he wrote a column in the Cincinnati Enquirer and 

basically made his living doing photography. He taught me photography and he taught me 

the value of it, why I needed to take it up as at least a sideline, because I was going to 

encounter a lot of things that other people with cameras wouldn't if I continued to fool 

around with wildlife. And last but not least, Ralph Dury. He was the director of the 

Cincinnati Museum of Natural History. He taught me how important it was to have the 
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most extensive library I could lay my hands on concerning my particular specialty. In fact, 

when it came time for him to retire he was going to sell his library. Before he opened it to 

the general community, he let me come down in advance and pick out all the stuff I 

wanted to buy to put in my library. It forms the nucleus of the immense herpetological 

library that I have in my house today. So those four gentlemen, Ralph Dury, Karl 

Maslowski, Jack Gottschang and George McDuffie pretty much molded my ideas about 

how I was going to pursue my profession in the late fifties and early sixties. 

Q: But you weren't sure what people would pay you to do at this point, since you did not 

have an advanced degree, which people usually do in this field. 

A: That's right. Had I known then what I know today, I still would have done it, but I would 

have done it sooner. 

Q: Done what sooner? 

A: The skills that I have acquired over 40 years; I would have honed them sooner. They are 

a commodity which is marketable in the terms of the university. I am a good public 

speaker. I can stand for 45 minutes to an hour and tell you funny snake stories that would 

just make you giggle all over the place. People pay me to do that now. I'm an after dinner 

speaker. I did photography and I did it fairly well . The only reason I stopped taking 

photos is because I married Suzanne, and she does it so much better. So I stopped doing 

it, because there is no reason to have two photographers in the family. I carry gear for 

her. I carry her water, as it were. She's now the photographer. But I know enough about 

it and know how to make it work in terms of what I write. She now provides the 

photography for the books that I write. We operate as a team. 

Q: You said you got engaged to her while you were still living in Ohio. 
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A: No. That was my first wife. I was engaged in 1967 to Jane C. Wilke of Wyoming, Ohio, 

a Cincinnati suburb. She and I were married in D ecember of 1967. I arrived at the 

University of Kansas on New Year's Day weekend with my new bride, and on January 1 

went up to the museum only to find the door locked. Since I didn't have a key, I had to go 

back down to the house we rented on Kentucky Street and wait until the next day so that I 

could show up for work. 

Q: What did they hire you to do? 

A: I was hired originally as a vertebrate preparator. I suspect the closest thing in today's 

infrastructure would be a collection manager of the research collection of both 

amphibians, turtles, and reptiles, which is one collection, and fi shes, which is the other. I 

was hired by three people, Phil Humphrey, the director of the Museum, Frank Cross, who 

was the curator of fishes, and Bill Duellman, w ho was the curator of amphibians and 

reptiles. I showed up for work on January 1, 1968, and stuck around for nearly 30 years. 

Q: What did managing these collections involve? 

A: Keeping them organized, putting new material in them, maintaining them. It is sort of like 

a middle-management position throughout the museum divisions. I only had graduate 

students to supervise. These are not large operations. The museum just doesn't have that 

many people. 

Q: Were you working with students? 

A: Only in the sense that I was training them in scientific technique in terms of collection of 

specimens and the maintenance of them and how to keep data associated with them. I 

wasn't teaching a formal course like I now do since I'm retired. 

Q: You said that the various directors had their influence on the museum. What do you 
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remember about Dr. Humphrey? 

A: I can only compare Phil Humphrey with today's current director, Leonard C. Krishtalka. 

Phil Humphrey preceded me at the university by three months as the new director of the 

museum. I was his first hire, apparently. E. Raymond Hall, the previous director, was still 

there, of course, as emeritus and had an office upstairs on the seventh floor. Phil was a 

person who was very level-headed. He, like all administrators at KU even back then in 

what I like to call the Pleistocene, had to go through the five-year review process. 

Apparently that came up about 1972. One of the things I think he was probably criticized 

on, or it was brought up in the course of that review, was that there was a perception that 

not enough was being done by the Museum for the people of Kansas. That was probably 

a correct perception. We had an enormous international research program, in which we 

sent our graduate students off to tropical countries to do work, and we always have. 

Q: Like reptiles and amphibians? 

A: And bats and fishes, you name it. We've always had a very strong tropical program, 

particularly a New World tropical program in Central America and South America. But 

the blunt question to Humphrey was, "What have you done for the taxpayers of Kansas 

lately?" And there wasn't much to show his review committee. So in 1972 he called me 

into his office and said, "Why don't you write a book about the amphibians and reptiles of 

Kansas?" And I said, "Sure." 

Q: You had written papers. 

A: Yes, I had written about 75 papers by then. I'm over 200 now. 

Q: Were you doing collecting at the same time that you were managing the collections at the 

university and writing papers? 
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A: Yes. Before I got to the university, starting in about 1956, I began to preserve research 

specimens. Don't forget, my dad was a doctor, so I had access to all of the syringes and 

needles that I needed to bring something like that off. One of the most important trips of 

my life was when I was a summer nature counselor in 1956 on Kentucky Lake in 

southwestern Kentucky. I went to Reelfoot Lake in Tennessee and saw more snakes in 

one place than I bad ever seen in my entire life. 

Q: You were a camp counselor. 

A: One time. I was a summer nature counselor at Camp Country Boy at Eggner's Ferry 

Bridge on Kentucky Lake. Of course, putting me in charge of 18 children to go off and 

look for critters was just perfect. We were going to find everything in the neighborhood 

because they were so inquisitive and so was I. I was still young. I was 16. After that, I 

developed an enormous scientific interest in Kentucky amphibians and reptiles. I spent 

almost all those years when I wasn't working on the Ohio Herpetological Society stuff 

(which ultimately became what we call the SSAR, the Society for the Study of 

Amphibians and Reptiles) doing field work, catching things, preserving them, writing 

about them, all from Kentucky. Even after I got out to Kansas I continued to publish 

about specimens that I had collected in Kentucky until I bad pretty much gotten 

everything out of them that I could. 

Q: When you collected all these specimens from Kentucky, what did you do w ith them? Did 

they go to a university somewhere? 

A: I maintained them in a private collection that I had at home in my little place in the 

basement. They were well preserved, well labeled. 

Q: You were still living with your parents. 
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A: I stayed with my parents until I married at the age of 28. What I did was I brought all of 

those specimens out to KU and donated them to the Natural History Museum. I was tired 

of hauling them around. I had already published on them. All of the information was with 

them. They were good, well-maintained specimens that had a lot of data associated with 

them. They are in the KU collection to this day and I don't worry about them any more. 

They are available for any researcher who wants to borrow them and take data from them. 

That is what I did then and how I developed an interest in the organization of collections. 

Now I'm not the only person in the world who has done that. There are going to be plenty 

more in the future who do. So I still don't know that that was one reason why anybody 

would call me and offer me the KU position 

Q: You were mentioning that they decided that they should do more about Kansas. Did that 

mean they wanted to collect more Kansas specimens instead of these tropical ones? 

A: We wanted to do thing(-and in my opinion it is one of the hallmarks of Phil Humphrey's 

administration as directo(3that reached out to the people of Kansas by providing them 

with information and programs, many aimed at children. I mostly wound up delivering 

programs in northeastern Kansas because of the logistics of travel in a state as big as 

Kansas. Phil really li ked that. He also instituted a series of books, the first of which was 

the one he asked me to write, Amphibians and Reptiles in Kansas (I 974). 

Q: Did you have to collect things for this or were they already in the Museum? 

A: Information to put such a book together, as is the case with almost all of my 23 books, is 

already there in the scientific and semi-popular literature. It is a matter of organizing the 

information and presenting it in a manner that is useful to the readership. The information 

was always there. It was just a matter of sitting down and organizing it. The information 
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was at the museum and in my mind from just the four years of field work that I had done 

in the state of Kansas after arriving in 1968. 

Q: So you began doing field work in Kansas after you came here. 

A: Yes. 

Q: What sort of places did you go, mostly in this part of Kansas or out west? 

A: All over the state. When I move to a new region, I get fascinated by it and want to see all 

aspects of it. It became very clear to me within the first two years that anybody who 

thought Kansas was flat needed to take a walk out west in some of the places I'd seen and 

walked, in the box canyons, in places so rugged that few people visited them. Kansas is 

pretty much treeless in the west, but it is not flat. 

Q: Were these organized trips that you took students on or did just you go out? 

A: Mostly on my own and mostly on my own time. 

Q: In the summer and during spring break? 

A: Yes, and every weekend. There was no provision at that time for field work within the 

position I had at the museum. This situation remains today as something that I consider 

one of the major criticisms that I have of all natural history museums. Anyone on a 

museum staff who is interested in doing field work, with the result being the gathering of 
{wrW1,'11 I ivtt;+"'J 

more scientific information, should be allowed to do that field wor_~ But I digress. Phil 

Humphrey was very big on the development of a museum public education program, 

which we ultimately did develop. He hired Ruth Gennrich in the early 1970s. She just 

retired from the Museum as the director of public education. My Amphibians and Reptiles 

in Kansas was the first of a series of books, which I planned with Phil. Eventually we 

established a series on the vertebrate animals of the state. The second book was published 
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the very next year, co-authored by Frank Cross and myself, was Fishes in Kansas in 1975. 

It took me a long time to edit and get Mammals in Kansas published. I don't think that 

came out until 1981, written by four mammalogists on the staff of the museum. 

Q: There would be a lot more mammals, I suppose. 

A: No, there is less of them. They have the lowest number of species as a vertebrate group in 

the state. It took me into the late eighties and early nineties to edit and get the two

volume Birds of Kansas published, because they are the big group, 400 plus species. But I 

did. With the completion of volume two of Birds ofKansaE}his is a time period that 

spans nearly two decadeewe were the only state in the union that had in print guides to 

every one of the vertebrate groups of animals all available for the people of Kansas to 

purchase at modest prices. 

Q: Were these aimed at the general public rather than the scholarly community? 

A: Actually, no. One of the little things that entered my mind way back when Phil called me 

into his office in 1972 and said, "Why don't you write this book?" was that he wanted it to 

go to the widest possible audience of users. So I thought about that. And I decided that, 

yes, I had to write in user-friendly English the different accounts of each of the kinds of 

animals, but I could include little bits of scientific information that would interest 

researchers. And I could have the most complete scientific bibliography to amphibians 

and reptiles ever accumulated on the state of Kansas. And l did. It was an enormous 

bibliography. There is no paper written on amphibians and reptiles in Kansas through 

1993, which is when the fourth edition of that same book just came out, which you cannot 

locate in the bibliography. So I had things for scientists, I had things for zoogeographers. 

I had things for the people of Kansas who were interested in whatever it was that was 
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crossing their front lawn, this kind of mix. I had a larger market. I put an identification 

key in the book so it would be useful in classrooms at the college level and senior high 

school. And I basically tried to structure the book to provide some kind of information 

for every one of the constituent groups I could think of And it worked. My book sold 

out and the museum had to go into a second printing. The same way with the fish book, 

the same way with the mammal book and the bird books, and they have all done very, very 

well. I'm still working on the fourth edition of Amphibians and Reptiles in Kansas and the 

third edition of Fishes in Kansas. Those will be books that I hope to publish in the future. 

Q: Now when you make a different edition, does this mean that you find new creatures and 

add them? 

A: Yes. You revise the text, maps, illustrations, and insert any relevant data. You may 

rearrange the text if something fundamental changes. You add better photographs. You 

increase the size of the bibliography. You adjust the key because we are discovering new 

species in the state constantly. It's a different book. If you own the third edition and I 

publish a fourth edition, you're out of date. The third edition then becomes a historical 

document. 

Q: It changes that much? 

A: Yes. Given the pace of things in our profession today, it changes a lot. 

Q: I guess I didn't realize animals changed that rapidly. 

A: With the availability of molecular systematics (DNA fingerprinting, if you will) with new 

analytical techniques and with new philosophical concepts that are being tested by the 

graduate students and some of us oldsters, you have an enormous and fundamental change 

in how science views the diversity of life on earth. There are more kinds of things now 
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that were obscured by the historical inertia of science in the past. New species are 

beginning to be revealed all over our country and all over the world. It, of course, has 

impact on Kansas. 

Q: You were here then in 1969 and 1970 when all those things were going on. 

A: 1968, 1969, and the early 1970s. I was a hippie flat out. The revolution of the 1960s was 

my coming out, as it were. I arrived on campus January 1, 1968, as a clean-cut all

American kid from Cincinnati and by March I had long hair. I had my army shirt and 

jacket and was completely in with that scene. I served in the U.S. Army, which probably 

gave me a little more legitimacy, from 1962, when I went in fo r six months of active duty, 

and then served five and a half additional years of ready reserve. I mustered out here in 

Lawrence at the army reserve unit on Iowa Street in June of 1968. 

Q: So you were anti-war? 

A: I was anti-war, very much so. 

Q: Did being in the Army strengthen that opinion? 

A: It didn't affect me either way. I never had to go to Vietnam. I should have. Look at the 

time period. 

Q: You were in the reserves. 

A: But they called up a lot of reserve units. They just didn't happen to call up mine. I was in 

an ambulance helicopter unit in the reserves. And those were being used extensively in 

Vietnam. 

Q: When you were a hippie were you in protest groups? Did you make speeches? 

A: No, I actually didn't. I pretty much fo llowed what went on. I jo ined in things. I did a lot 

of individual counseling. 
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Q: People who were trying to avoid getting in the military? 

A: You know, they called it the sexy sixties, and it was. There was a whole thing back there 

about re-defining relationships between women and men. There were things like women's 

freedom, the Vietnam war, and racial equality. There were other things that today are 

really controversial topics, things like abortion. I counseled an enormous number of 

young women on how to get an abortion and assisted them in doing so on numbers of 

occasions. 

Q: I think this was illegal at that time. 

A: I don't know if it was illegal. I never really bothered to find out. There were doctors in 

Lawrence who were perfectly willing to perform it. I had a friend whose sister got 

pregnant and she came to me for advice. I knew a few of the local medical doctors and I 

knew which of them would do this. I counseled her and said, "Do you really want to do 

this?" and I hooked them up. Once I began assisting these women, the word spread, so I 

began to counsel a fairly substantial number of young ladies in how to obtain an abortion, 

how much it was going to cost, that sort of stuff To the best of my knowledge, since I 

still know many of the women who live in the Law rence area, nobody ever came out of it 

badly scarred, at least not ove11ly. You can't get inside a person's mind, but they seem to 

be doing okay in the world today. I remember things like that, the turmoil of the sixties, 

the Kansas Army National Guard Unit patrolling at the corner where I used to live. 

Q: Did you live near campus? 

A: I lived at 1332 Kentucky Street. We had a back alley and the Guard was at all four 

corners. So we strung piano wire across the alley. 

Q: I remember hearing about that. 
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A: Then we'd sit up on the back porch and when they were near there, we'd throw fire 

crackers out. They'd think it was gunfire and come running down the alley and ... ... We 

were crazy. We had a great time. We smoked marijuana and got high and made love .. 

We just had a wonderful time. 

Q: Was your wife a hippie too? 

A: Sort of. She and I started to drift apart. We got divorced in 1971, an amicable divorce. I 

drove her back to Cincinnati and dropped her off at Mom and Dad's, did Christmas with 

them and then went back to Lawrence without her, and let her explain the divorce to them 

without my presence. Both Jane and I agreed it was a mistake. It was also pretty much a 

sign of the times. Back then you didn't get outraged, you didn't get upset. You didn't 

scream bloody murder. Of course, we were both intelligent enough that we didn't have 

kids. It makes it a whole lot easier to say you've made a mistake and walk away from it if 

you don't have that responsibility. Every now and then I get a letter from her from Denver 

asking how are things. We're still friends. 

Q: How did your department feel about having a hippie on the staff? 

A: Given that they had about 50 hippie graduate students, I probably didn't stand out 

particularly. 

Q: In your department then, was this was a fairly common thing? In some departments it 

wasn't. 

A: It was in the Museum, both faculty and staff and students. We had faculty members in the 

Museum over to marijuana parties on a weekly basis. We knew how to cool off folks, 

"Hey, come on over. We're having a party." You know, faculty and students would come 

over and have a party. We were all in to marijuana use. We had a great old time. We 

22 



loved it. When you get into the subject of drugs, you get into a whole different area of my 

interest. I think the drug laws today regarding marijuana are so absurd it's unreal. As far 

as I'm concerned, marijuana certainly never did me anywhere near the harm that alcohol 

did. (I no longer drink alcohol.) There's no comparison. Alcohol, to me, is a truly 

dangerous drug, which we now sell legally, versus marijuana, which, as far as I'm 

concerned, is not a dangerous drug. I'm not condoning cocaine, heroin, LSD, the so

called heavy drugs. But criminalization of marijuana is absurd. It's a better cigarette than 

regular cigarettes, because you only have to smoke one of them, and you are high for two 

or three days. At least, you are not always puffing on something. But it's been two 

decades since I tried it. Been there, done that. 

Q: When the war stopped, this kind of thing sort of went away. 

A: Actually, it didn't go away then and is going strong today. I know of few students on the 

KU campus in 1999 that don't toke when they want to. This campus is covered with 

marijuana. And I know a lot of students. They like to talk to me, because I don't tell 

anybody else what they say, and I never have. Marijuana use just moves down the 

generations. The older generation simply grew out of it. We've done it, cool. You also 

find that we don't care if they do marijuana because we've been there. We understand 

that. It certainly isn't going to hurt them as much as guzzling alcohol. 

Q: They're now coming to the point where they realize the harm of alcohol. Some of the 

fraternities are trying to do something about that. 

A: It just amazes me it' s taken this long. But anyway, that was just one aspect of it. There 

was the availability of all kinds of drugs. I pretty much avoided most of the really hard 

stuff Sometimes I unknowingly got stuck with it because they put it in my marijuana. 
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But we just generally got together and we toked on a Friday evening and had a great 

weekend and went to work on Monday. It worked out fine. But that was the whole 

ambiance of the sixties. It was the tearing down of the stifling political correctness of the 

fifties, of the conformity of the fi ft ies, of the incredibly stylized and ritualized way that you 

lived your everyday life, with emphasis on how you looked and dressed . 

Q: When I was in college there were so many rules about that kind of thing . 

A: I've always laughed at people who try to do a history of the sixties who say that this didn't 

work and that didn't work and this was bad. Today, two adult human beings can live 

together in the same apartment if they want to, as long as it is consensual. Not in the 

1950s you didn't, not and keep your job. 

Q: Of course not. 

A: Today, it is fairly common for people who plan to get married to live together a little bit in 

advance, simply to find out whether or not they want to live with each other for the next 

sixty years. This was not an option before the sixties revolution. Today, how the public 

perceives what our government is going to do (in terms of taking action against another 

country with our military might) is important. The president of the United States pays 

attention because, if there is nothing else that politicians learned, it is that you'd better 

have the nation behind you when you go to war. They learned that from Vietnam. Today, 

we know that marijuana is no more harmfu l than alcohol or cigarettes, but we know that 

some of the heavy drugs can be fatal. Back then, it was just indiscriminate usage of 

weaker drugs like marijuana and hashish. Back then, people entered into relationships, 

special relationships, whatever kind of relationships, very freely and probably would have 

carried that forward to today, had AIDS not reared its ugly head. Sexually, it's a whole 
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new ball game out there now. 

Q: There was kind of a back to nature aspect ofit too, don't you think? 

A: A lot of people wanted to do the commune thing and get out in the country, and they did. 

There are still some communes around today that are operating with middle-aged people. 

But darn few communes still exist. Most of the folks began to realize, those who got into 

the commune part of it, that, indeed, it was tough to handle. Mother Nature, unlike many 

other forces, particularly cultural things in our society, is incredibly unforgiving. There 

isn't any safety net in a back country commune. Either the house leaks or it doesn't leak. 

If it does leak, you are going to have to get out and fix the roof in the middle of the rain 

storm kind of thing, or the tent leak, or whatever the problem is. And if Mother Nature 

decides not to rain on your garden, you're not going to live very well in self-sufficiency in 

the middle of a commune when there's no food . The alternative is starvation. Communes 

went on for a while and were probably great for people who simply liked to gather in a 

herd of like minds together in a wilderness area and engage in free love and smoke a few 

joints. But after a while they all began to come back to the cultural fold and realized that 

if what they wanted to do in a commune was a doable way of life, a whole lot of people 

would have been doing it before them. There's a reason that farmers work so hard. I can 

speak from experience. I never had a farm, but I did live in the country and I did have my 

own 17 acres. 

Q: Was that when you were in Kansas? 

A: Yes. After I was divorced in 1971 , I met a young lady and in 1973 we bought a place on 

Stull Road eight or ten miles west of Lawrence and we lived out there fo r a while until 

1977, when we decided to split. She left me with the property and the house to take care 

25 



of I lived there alone for approximately the next five years. I know what it takes to 

maintain just a residence in the country. 

Q: Were you trying to grow anything? 

A: No. But I had a driveway that was a third of a mile long. And it was gravel. For that 

much driveway you had to own a tractor just to grade it. And I did. When I came home 

in the evening after a day at the Museum, I had a whole list of chores that had to be done 

in order to live in the country. There wasn't anything wrong with that. It was great 

exercise. 

Q: Did you have a lot of animals, since you like that kind of thing? 

A: No. I had one adult Timber Rattlesnake in a cage in the front living room, because I 

wanted all the people who came up there unannounced to see it so that they would never 

come up there again. All it took was sensitizing the telephone man who hooked up my 

phone udring the first week I resided there. He took one look at my rattlesnake and all 

Kanawaka Township knew I had the creature in my living room. After he installed my 

phone, I took the snake back to the Museum and put back it in the live exhibit. 

Q: I know that some people who live in the country and work in town have had problems 

with theft. 

A: Just put a rattlesnake in your house. You're not going to discourage all of the thieves, but 

you'll cut down on a percentage of them, because there are always those individuals who 

just can't stand the idea of going in a house where there's a snake. This is all part of my 

Kansas history of what I did and when l did it. The sixties, to me, were a wonderful time, 

an awakening, a complete breaking free of the strictures that I had been brought up under 

in the 1950s. It was a perfect time for me. I was in my late twenties. Thank God I didn't 
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miss it by another decade. I would never have appreciated it as much as I did then. I 

loved Chancellor Larry Chalmers. He was the only chancellor I ever knew of who would 

simply ... he came up and sat down with me by the big tree out in front of the Museum one 

day. He just sat down on the ground in his shorts and bow tie and we sat and talked about 

things going on on campus. He was the one who called for the meeting on the KU 

football field to protest the war in Vietnam. 

Q: I think most people I've asked remember when he called the big meeting to call off classes. 

Is that the one you are talking about? 

A: Yes, that was a protest against Vietnam. At least it was by the numbers, because there 

were more of us protesting the U.S . presence in Vietnam than those who were for the 

war. 

Q: I think some people thought calling off classes was to keep from having more trouble on 

campus. 

A: Yes, it probably was a defusing thing. It was a pretty amazing time. I hope, but I doubt I 

will see a time like the 1960s again. 

Q: Probably not. 

A: I had always hoped that our natural environment would have a political decade of its own. 

But I fear that it is too late at this point anyway. I am very much a pessimist on the 

natural environment. I have been for a long time. But then I have the history of 

perspective, of watching deci sions that were not made and still haven't been made. 

Q: Are you talking about endangered species? 

A: I'm talking about worldwide natural environments. There has been, for I don't know for 

how long, l O or 15 years, a push to save the tropical rain forests. Those rainforests are 
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deader than a doornail. Nations would have had to institute population control in the 

1950s to even have hoped to save the tropical rain forests today. 

Q: So pretty soon there aren't going to be any? 

A: No. There will be islands, little preserves set aside, you know, 10 miles by 10 miles, 

where you can go in and see what a tropical rain forest looked like. But the rest of it is 

going to be laid flat. It's gone. 

Q: What effect will that have on the world? 

A: It will have a tremendous effect in terms of our oxygen supply. I can look down the road 

and easily visualize our country having to go to war with Brazil to try and keep a portion 

of the world's oxygen supply. 

Q: You mean to keep Brazil from cutting down the rain forest? 

A: Brazil will never stop cutting down the rain forest. They can't. Their government couldn't 

enforce it. There are too many people and it is too far flung out there beyond their ability 

to guard it, I guess is the best way to put it. 

Q: So then what would the U.S. go to war with Brazil over? 

A: To keep the rain forests, to keep the world's oxygen supply. Isn't that a bizarre thought? 

But if you don't, they're going to cut it down. Brazilians, who are starving and who have 

families, are going to cut rain forests down. There's nothing any government can do about 

it besides shoot the people, which they don't do. Either way, it is a tragedy, because once 

the oxygen is gone, people will die anyway. 

Q: Of course. 

A: I've always been a pessimist about the environment. 

Q: And about the ozone that they talk about? 
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A: Yes. One of the seeds that could destroy democracy is its inability to plan long-range. 

Unfortunately, democracy is a reactive type of government. Because of that, often by the 

time it 's reacting it's way too late to solve the problem, because Mother Nature doesn't 

wait. She moves right along. 

Q: But the countries that aren't democracies don't solve those problems very well either. 

A: They don't solve them at all, because they often don' t have a problem. The thing is that 

they don't begin to create an environmental problem in their countries until they begin to 

emulate our democracies, in terms of the material comforts and items that we have had 

and they want. When desire for material goods and personal wealth begins to drive their 

economy, their natural resources suffer. And natural resources are the natural 

environment. They want the things we have, and one cannot possibly blame them for 

those wants. Desire for wealth is driven by the mass communication of today. At the 

same time, there is no long-range planning on what we're going to do for oxygen. I don't 

think Suzanne and I will be around to see that. I tend to be pessimistic about it, but maybe 

somebody out there has a great plan. I just don't see how you can get a long-range plan 

with a government like ours. It is not set up to do that. It is set up for immediate 

gratification. Long-range planning is not part of a democracy. 

Q: Are things that we are doing in this country cutting down the oxygen supply also? 

A: Yes, simply because of the demand that we make on all the rest of the world because of 

our high standard of living. 

Q: I see. We import so much. 

A: We simply are users and they supply what we ask for at whatever price they can get and 

whatever price we will pay. It helps maintain our standard of living, one to which we have 
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become accustomed. I hate to be so pessimistic, but I am. That's all there is to it. I 

haven't seen anything that the state government of Kansas is doing to save endangered and 

threatened species in the way that they should. The feds are doing a pretty good job 

trying to get recovery teams. But we don't even have a recovery team operation in the 

state of Kansas. We have 62 species on our endangered and threatened species list. 

Q: Really. And what does the state of Kansas do to try to prevent them from becoming 

extinct? 

A: Very little. The Kansas Department of Wild Life and Parks has a program in place. It is 

basically reactionary, going to sensitive environments and trying to work something out 

with landowners and getting conservation easements. Their heart and their desire is in the 

right place but there aren't any dollars. In fact, the amount of money the Kansas 

Department of Wildlife and Parks wants is only $25,000 a year, and the Legislature won't 

even appropriate that pittance. Twenty-five thousand a year is an absurdity. You would 

file it under loose change in the state budget. But KDWP can't even get that small 

amount. We don't have a strong environmental ethic in the Kansas Legislature, and in the 

current session we certainly have the worst one we have had in many, many years. We 

have a higher percentage of people serving in the Kansas Legislature who have had no 

college education, when compared with earlier sessions. As a result of that, there's simply 

no vision at all of the future or any attempt to do long-range planning, except build new 

highways. There's always that. 

Q: Does the Museum do things to try to promote the saving of endangered species or 

ecological concerns? 

A: The Natural History Museum has a public education program which promotes our natural 
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environment, how to save the environment, things of that nature. The Museum obviously 

is pro-environment, by its very nature. But it is not a public advocacy group and, I 

suspect, rightfully so. It is a state agency whose funding depends upon the Kansas 

Legislature and the University of Kansas, as does the Kansas Biological Survey, which is 

w here I'm housed now. So I don't expect e ither of them to lead the environmental cause. 

The groups that needed to take strong positions were the Audubon Societies, the Sierra 

Clubs, the Wildlife Federations, the organizations that are private, nonprofit organizations. 

Those are the ones that can bring political pressure in Kansas and nationally. Also, such 

groups as The Nature Conservancy. 

Q : I suspect they have rather small memberships. 

A: They do. Well, the Conservancy is pretty big. Anyway, I've wandered away. We got 

here and got my first book published. I wrote that book in 1974, Amphibians and Reptiles 

in Kansas, the first edition. That's gone through three editions. I wrote Fishes in Kansas 

in 1975 . That's gone through two editions. Then I just sort of started writing more 

books. Because once you write the first two, you've got a track record. It relatively easy 

to convince folks that they ought to publish your next book. 

Q: Are they published by the University Press of Kansas here? 

A: Some are. I've had half a dozen published by the Museum here at the University of 

Kansas. I've had another half dozen published by the University Press of Kansas on West 

Campus. I've had two done by McGraw Hill in New York. I've had a couple done by 

Houghton Miffiin in Boston. Those are my four main publishers. Steve Meseraull's 

printing company down on 3 1st and Louisiana did a couple for me. At the time, he 

thought he wanted to get into the publishing game. Those are the different places where 
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the books have been published. l also wrote Reptiles and Amphibians of Cheyenne 

Bottoms with my wife Suzanne, the first all-color vertebrate field guide about the 

Bottoms; Natural Kansas, the only book ever devoted to the complete natural heritage of 

the Sunflower State; Kansas Wildlife, a compendium of color portraits of Kansas animals 

with my descriptive captions and photographs by Suzanne, Bob Gress, and Gerlad J. 

Wiens; Kansas Wetlands: A Wildlife Treasure (with Suzanne and Bob Gress, a second 

compendium of color portraits of Kansas animals; An Illustrated Guide to Endanrrered or 

Threatened Species in Kansas (with Suzanne, Jerry Horak, Dan Mulhern, William H. 

Busby, Craig C. Freeman, and Gary Wallace), a guide to all officially listed sensitive 

wi ldlife in Kansas with color portraits of each. 

After I retired in October of 1997 and was made Herpetologist Emeritus at the KU 

Natural History Museum, Ed Martinko, director of the Kansas Biological Survey, was 

good enough to invite me to maintain an office with the Kansas Biological Survey over on 

West Campus in Foley Hall, which is where I have my office today. He got me a lot of 

great Macintosh computer equipment, because I am a devoted Macintosh geek. 

Q: I assume you had to learn to use the computer to write these books. 

A: Well, the first book I wrote in 1974 was with a lead pencil and a yellow legal pad. 

Q: Didn't you type it? 

A: No, I wrote it in longhand and took it up to the typist at the Museum, who typed it in. I 

corrected it. It was an interesting process. The second one I did that way also. After that 

I got a Selectric typewriter, which had self-correcting tapes on it, I remember, which made 

writing a little easier. So I started doing everything on my Selectric. Then in 1983, I met 

my wife Suzanne. We got married. 

32 



Q: Was she from Kansas? 

A: She is from St. Joseph, M issouri. She worked at the KU School of Education as the 

Teacher Certification Officer. She and I got very interested in traveling around a lot 

together. One day up at the Museum, I went in and they had bought a Macintosh SE 

computer. It was in the Fish Division, which was where my office was. It was real early 

in the morning. I w as a morning person. I usually got to the Museum by 6:30 in the 

morning. I might leave at 4:00 p.m .. That was my energy time. I went in and I looked at 

that computer, a little Macintosh SE, and it had been left on the night before. It was the 

state of the art at the time. It was I 986 or I 987. I sat down in front of it. I had seen 

other people use the mouse and tap on the icons. So I tapped on the icon up in the right 

hand corner. It opened up . That was cool. Then I looked and I knew there was a 

program w herein you could write things, called Microsoft Word. I had heard people 

talking about it. So I tapped that open. There was a sheet in front of me and I started to 

type things on it. And I would back space and take things out. The upshot of it is that on 

that particular day at 5 o'clock somebody tapped me on the shoulder and said, "Your 

wife's on the phone and wants to know when you are going to pick her up," because I was 

late by about a half hour. I never went to lunch. To the credit and intelligence of Ed 

Wiley, who was the curator of the Fish Division, he never let anyone interrupt me all day 

long. When I picked Suzanne up, I said, "What kind of computer should we get for our 

home?" She said, "A Macintosh," without knowing what I had been doing. That was it. 

From that point on, every book that I was involved with was done on the Macintosh. The 

pinnacle of that was my best book, my greatest selling book, which was the P eterson Field 

Guide to Reptiles and Amphibians of Eastern and Central North America published by 
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Houghton Mifflin Company of Boston. It was done completely on the Macintosh. Not 

only was it done on the Macintosh, it was printed out looking like the book ultimately 

looked in a slightly larger version. In other words, I did it almost camera ready, although 

they went ahead and reconfigured it, as companies often do. Today, I can produce a book 

of my own and make it look like a book in the exact same style that the publisher wants it, 

all done on my computers at home, where we have three huge Macintosh computers. I 

have another big one at the Kansas Biological Survey. So we are totally into it and now 

operate our own Web site fo r our nonprofit foundation that we established in 1994. 

Q: You were talking about the Peterson Guide. That covered a much greater area than your 

local books did. 

A: Yes, it was eastern and central North America. Its sales are close to a quarter of a million 

copies. It is the greatest selling book on amphibians and reptiles ever written in history. 

Q: Now you said you do this by compiling information that other people have gotten 

together. Did you have to visit a lot of other museums and go through their stuff? 

A: No. Basically, what a field guide is supposed to do is give you a state-of-the-art summary 

at that particular point in time. Biologists rarely get out in front of their peers. Everything 

needed for a field guide is printed in some scientific journal or periodical. What I did was 

take different scientific snippets from all over the U.S. and Kansas, and used them to 

create an overall large picture. The Peterson Guide is known as the Bible in herpetology 

in this country. KU graduate students often reference it as, "Get the Bible." I'm very, 

very pleased that the reception of the book was so good. I'm working on the fourth 

edition of it. I probably will have to have it done by about 2005, but I won't start on it 

until about 2002 or 2003. It was a very, very important book in my career. It has sort of 
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been the pinnacle of all the books I've published so far. But who knows what I'll publish 

in the future? I have a deal going with another major university press on the East Coast. 

They want me to put out a book called The Collins Reference Guide to North American 

Amphibians and Reptiles. Coverage for that reference book would be from sea to shining 

sea. 

Q: That would be a huge undertaking, I would think. 

A: I will be using Suzanne's photography and I'll probably get one of my students involved. I 

never had any academic degrees at KU, but I did have a lot of students, interestingly 

enough, that I advised and sent on. 

Q: Were these students who were working at the Museum? 

A: Not always. There were different ways that I engaged students. For example, back in the 

early nineties I met a student that I knew from going to professional meetings named 

Walter Meshaka, who was about to go on and get his doctoral degree at Florida 

International University in Miami. He asked ifl would serve on his doctoral committee. I 

agreed to serve. The FIU faculty voted on me and said, "Yes, Joseph T. Collins can serve 

on Walter Meshaka's doctoral committee." I have had a number of situations around the 

country where I serve on doctoral committees. 

Q: Even for students who weren't at KU? 

A: Right. I can't serve at KU. KU doesn't allow that. 

Q: Because you don't have the academic degree? 

A: Yes. But at many other universities they encourage the fresh perspective of a qualified 

outsider. In addition, I had students who came here as undergraduates who didn't do so 

well, who went away for awhile to work and then who I eventually guided to other 
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schools, where they did very well and then went on to graduate school. At least two of 

them have gotten their masters' degrees now. I've got a third one, a young lady, who I 

think will easily go on to get a doctorate. Those were three of my semiadopted students. 

I had those two guys and Emily Moriarty. They have all done very well for themselves. 

But two of them, Kelly J. Irwin and Travis W. Taggart, were touch and go at the very 

beginning. I didn't put any pressure on them at all. They left KU and went to work for a 

while. But they ultimately came to the conclusion that they needed to go back and get an 

education. They were self-motivated. 

Q: They went out and worked for a while and then decided they needed an advanced degree? 

A: They needed their bachelor's. First of all, I had to get them through that. I got one of 

them through a bachelor's at K State and the other through a bachelor's at Fort Hays State 

University. The K state graduate went to Texas A & M for a master's and the Fort Hays 

graduate went to Southeast Louisiana for a master's. I'm quite pleased with what they did. 

They are both very bright young men. I wish they could have done better at KU, but that 

wasn't the setting that they needed for university training. 

Q: Did your job at the museum change through the years? 

A: I started out as a vertebrate preparator. The thing about my job is that the titles changed. 

During the first years I went from that to zoologist, but the responsibilities were pretty 

much the same until Phil Humphrey asked me to take on the managing editorship of the 

scientific publications in the museum, because there wasn't really anybody in the 

infrastructure to do it. 

Q: The Museum does its own publishing? 

A: They had five scientific series that they published, up until 1997. 
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Q: Like a journal? 

A: Like a series of journals, ta ilored to different types of manuscripts. We had The 

Occasional Papers of The Museum of Natural History of the University of Kansas, the 

Miscellaneous Publications, the Monograph Series, the Public Education Series, and 

Special Publication Series. The Special Publication Series was where we put manuscripts 

that didn't fit into any of the other four. So we had five series going at one time. I was 

the editor of Special Publications and the Public Education Series and the managing editor 

for all three of the others. That soon burgeoned into a full-time working situation, and 

was where I ultimately ended my career. I was a full-time editor and had my own isolated 

office and that was what I was doing. I couldn't separate herpetology from my daily 

regimen, and I was doing that too. So I just went out as editor and herpetologist. 

Q: So herpetology has been your main research interest. When you go out to collect, you 

collect snakes. I s that right? 

A: Herpetology was and is my main research interest. Frogs, toads, salamanders, turtles, 

lizards, snakes and the occasional crocodile, ifI get lucky, but not in Kansas. 

Q: Have you confined most of your collecting to Kansas since you've been here? 

A: Mostly. I have scientific collecting permits for Kansas, M issouri, Kentucky, Tennessee, 

Mississippi and Texas, because I occasionally go into those states, for various reasons. If 

I need stuff from other states, I usually contact a colleague, who has the necessary permits 

for that state and who can legitimately transfer some specimens to me. B ut as a w hole, I 

don't take specimens out of the wild for the research collections at KU from anywhere but 

Kansas. What I do is go out and catch them in the other states, set them on pretty leaves 

and let Suzanne photograph them, and then I just leave them there. You don't have to 
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have a permit to do that, as long as you are not taking them. 

Q: Then you use those in your books. 

A: Yes, very much. Suzanne is my wife of almost 15 years. We have a great thing going 

together and we love to tootle around the country. We are going to South Carolina next 

month for a couple weeks. 

Q: For collecting. 

A: To photograph and to acquire some specimens for one of my students, actually. My 

student, Emily Moriarty, is working on chorus frogs, and I've got everybody trying to 

catch chorus frogs for her all along the way. They'll give me a little bag of those and with 

a copy of their permission permit to collect. I just take them back for Emily. 

Q: How do you collect these thing? Do you use nets for frogs? 

A: No, you wander out in the water at night with a flashlight and sneak up on them. They are 

not all that easy to net. If you find them and can get near them, you don't have to bother 

to net them because they're usually courting or breeding, so they're very incautious. I just 

pick them up and plop them in a plastic bag with a little bit of water and walk along until I 

get a few more. 

Q: Do you do that with snakes too? 

A: Yes, only at a warmer time of year. The frogs are breeding when it is a lot cooler and the 

snakes are not out. 

Q: You pick up snakes? 

A: Of course, with the exception of the fi ve kinds of venomous snakes that are found in 

Kansas. There are 33 harmless kinds. With a pair of Gray Eagle farmers' gloves, you can 

pick up any one of the harmless kinds. They can't bite you through the gloves. You wear a 
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long-sleeved shirt to protect your arms. 

Q: There are been some snake hunts, haven't there, in connection with this Museum and in 

other places? 

A: We've had educational reptile and amphibian programs through our public education 

department since I arrived at the Museum in 1968. Those have been very, very good, in 

terms of getting kids out and letting them have a hands-on experience. Of course, the 

opposite extreme is that terrible thing going on in Sharon Springs in Wallace County in 

western Kansas called the Rattlesnake Roundup. 

Q: That's where they kill them. 

A: Yes. It's a carnival. They kill snakes. They butcher them out there. They can't maintain 

that program unless they bring alien venomous snakes in from Texas. So the carnival 

people bring the big Western Diamondback Rattlesnakes up from Texas. Western 

Diamondbacks don't occur in Kansas. The carnies have a show there in which they 

misinform everybody that comes through and do things like let rattlesnakes sit on their 

chests. They had some people get bitten a couple years ago. They had to go to the 

hospital. But we don't have any laws regulating the importation of dangerous, venomous 

snakes into the state of Kansas. And as long as we don't, people will bring them in. 

Q: Do you object to them bringing them in from Texas or do you object to them killing so 

many? 

A: I object to all of it. The problem with venomous snakes being brought into the state and 

released or escaping is not restricted to Sharon Springs. This is happening all over the 

state. People go to the rattlesnake roundups in Oklahoma and Texas and they see a 

Western Diamondback rattlesnake for the first time and they say, "Oh, God, that's neat. I 
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have to have one." They bring it home. Once they are home they realize that this kind of 

snake is not a user-friendly animal, to say the least. It is extremely nervous, high-strung, 

and w ill bite you in an instant. The owner doesn't know what to do with it. Here it is in 

his or her living room taking up space. But ratt lesnake owners don't want to drive to 

Oklahoma to turn the reptile loose. So they take it outside and turn it loose. Now, 

Western Diamondbacks can make it through a warm Kansas winter and, of course, easily 

through our warmer seasons, spring, summer and fall. U ltimately, we are going to get one 

of those zero days and the rattlers will say goodby. They can't handle that kind of 

temperature and w ill die. But they continue to be released annually and turn up on our 

field trips. They get turned loose in places where people live and they are extremely 

dangerous, unlike our native venomous species; we've had one person die of snake bite in 

50 years, one person in the whole state of Kansas. 

A: Is that because snakes avoid people? 

Q: No, Kansas kinds have a relatively weak venom. But the problem is that the Western 

Diamondback doesn't. If somebody gets bit by one up here and the doctor doesn't take it 

seriously enough ... "Oh, it's just a Prairie Rattlesnake bite. You'll be okay. We'll treat 

you." Then all of sudden it turns into a full-b lown, very, very bad bite from a large snake 

of a species that our Kansas physicians are not accustomed to working with. We could 

have a major medical problem that might be terminal for the victim. I've got a bill in the 

Kansas Legislature t his year that I can't get out of committee prohibiting the importation 

of non-native venomous snakes, except for legitimate research use at universities. 

Q: That makes sense. But it doesn't affect very many people, I suppose. 

A: I've been quoted as saying in the Lawrence Journal-World, "W hat do we have to do, wait 
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until somebody dies before we get the law passed?" I've said that about traffic problems 

inside of Lawrence also and been quoted on it. "Do you want a four-car collision before 

you put a light or a stop sign in?" 

Q: That's usually what it has taken. 

A: Yes. It's reactive democracy, not long-range planning. 

Q: I think you've also had something to say about the Baker wetlands, as they were putting 

the highway through there. 

A: Yes, I just simply am opposed to putting the South Lawrence Trafficway through any part 

of the Baker Wetlands, when it can easily go to the south of the Wakarusa River where all 

the growth is going to occur. It's again a lack of long-range planning. 

Q: And there are ecological concerns? 

A: Always. There are fundamental ecological concerns with any road through the Baker 

Wetlands. But even if you swept those aside, the water table is so high in the Baker 

Wetlands that you could never build residences there anyway, so why would you screw it 

up with a road? It's not going to get you access to anything, unless that anything is south 

of the Wakarusa River. So why not put your trafficway south of the Wakarusa River? 

Avoid the whole thing, walk away from it, and leave it as is. The reason that we can't do 

that is because we have a person who controls all the media in Lawrence, Kansas, (the 

Journal-World, Channel 6, you name it) and who has dug in his heels- Dolph Simons 

Jr.-and will not let it happen, simply because he just can't afford to, I guess, from an ego 

standpoint. Logic has nothing to do with it. Long-range planning has nothing to do with 

it. It's personalities now. I'll bet you're getting more than you planned on. 

Q: Now you are the director of The Center for North American Amphibians and Reptil es 
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(CNAAR). 

A: Yes, that's a private, nonprofit 50 lc3 Foundation t hat Suzanne and I founded in 1994. 

We have a seven-person board of directors nationwide. We have two more to appoint. 

Q: What does this organization do? 

A: It promotes good research on amphibians and repti les in the United States and Canada. 

Q: How does it do that? 

A: Through the creation of awards, the trust funds of w hich it handles, and t hrough small 

grants (at the moment), until we build up our war chest, to support publications on N orth 

American amphibians and reptiles. One of the very first awards that the CNAAR board 

decided to set up was the Suzanne L. and Joseph T. Collins Award for Excellence in 

Kansas Herpeto logy, because they were interested in beginning a series of state awards 

and they figured it would be appropriate to start with Kansas and us, and also because 

Western Resources had indicated they would put up at least half of the money to create 

such an endowment, and they did . That award was g iven first in November of 1998 to a 

student, Travis Taggart, who was at the KU Med Center. It consisted of a plaque and 

$ 1,000. CNAAR has had feelers now from a person in Michigan to set up a similar award 

for that state. It is one of those things that I have always felt was necessary because the 

National Science Foundation gives virtually all of its money for research out of the 

country, and I felt there was an awful lot of environment and species that were in need of 

closer inspection in the United States and Canada. It isn't that I want to be parochial or 

nationalistic about it. It's just that I know there is plenty of funding out there to go to the 

tropics. There isn't very much in the way of a reward to encourage people to work in their 

own back yard, which, logistically, is a lot cheaper. Also, there is not quite as much paper 
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work involved. You have little culture shock in the United States when you visit 

someplace. So we formed the foundation, and I've spent since 1994 raising money for 

CNAAR. That's all I do for CNAAR. It has no paid officers and never will have. That's 

strictly prohibited. We do not even reimburse for expenses. If you serve on the board and 

do anything, you have to pay for it yourself All of the money is endowed and the only 

disbursement is a portion of the interest. We will be around for a long time on that basis. 

Q: Did you ever have sabbaticals at KU? 

A: No. I occasionally took time off to go on long trips. Back in 1971 I went to Ecuador for 

a month with people from the museum. I was one of the first people to drive across the 

Andes in Ecuador after Texaco and Gulf opened a gravel road through the Andes. 

Q: How was that? 

A: We had a Nissan jeep. It was myself, Bill Duellman, and Bruce McBride, who was with 

the Missouri Botanical Gardens but was attached to the Catholic University in Quito, 

Ecuador, at the time. From Quito, up we went into the Andes. It was one of those 

adventures in which you discovered many new kinds of animals never before seen by 

science, because no biologists had ever been up there. You would walk up streams and 

find new kinds of frogs sitting on leaves that no one had ever seen before. I walked into a 

little glade-type area that was covered over with lichens, looked down at my feet and saw 

a little brown frog with orange spots on its groin and on its armpits. I picked it up and it 

was a new poison dart frog. It just blew me away. A brand new species. All the time we 

were finding new things. Then I went down into the Amazon Basin, into the real jungle, 

where most of the stuff was fairly well-known. 

Q: This was the tropical rain forest. 
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A: Yes. We started on Pacific slope of Ecuador, in the cold mountains. Then we went over 

the divide and down into the mountain rain forest, where it was wet and cool. Then we 

went down into the tropical rain forest where it is wet and hot. ... in North America 

devoted to the reptiles and amphibians of the United States and Canada. Those 

foundations are important. I think other countries should create such a thing to promote 

good research, not only for amphibians and reptiles, but for any group of animals that they 

are interested in. I think that ultimately this is the way that a lot of this is going to be 

funded. Or at least people are going to understand that they are being rewarded for doing 

good research. Our awards are not restricted to students. They are to anybody who ever 

does good work. A special committee selects. Suzanne and I are not involved in the 

selection. 

Q: I suppose you belong to professional organizations. 

A: Tons of them. Enough that I could give you a list and we would run out of page space. 

Q: I suppose you have held offices in some of those. 

A: I was president of the Societv for the Study of Amphibians and Reptiles in 1978. That is 

the largest herpetological society in the world, the one that Corson and I founded back in 

1967. I have been acting vice president of The Herpetologists League. I've served on so 

many committees, organizations and editorships involving herpetology, in particular, The 

Society for the Study of Amphibians and Reptiles, The Journal of Herpetology. and 

Herpetological Review and all the services they provide to our profession, that I am 

resigning them right and left now. I have acquired a senior viewpoint that it is time to give 

these tasks to somebody else, someone younger, and even more importantly, I realize I 

have only a certain number of years left, and I've got a fair number of projects that I'd like 
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to accomplish and a fair number of books that I'd like to finish. I really just can' t spare 

any more time to serve my profession. It's not that I don ' t enjoy doing all of it, but I now 

have a different agenda. One of the things that struck me as interesting, because it was an 

observation I began to make about seven years ago, before I retired in October of 1997, is 

not only what retirement is today for people in an academic atmosphere but how one goes 

about preparing for it. And I did begin to prepare, about five years before I retired. I 

prepared by acquiring and setting up a home office of greater technological soprustication 

than what was available in the entire Natural History Museum. I had already acquired and 

collected a huge herpetological library. Suzanne has 14,000 original color slides of 

amphibians and reptiles. These are the excellent slides, out of probably 30,000 that she 

took. We had all of this set up so that when I moved out of the Museum in October of 

1997, I never missed a beat professionally. I moved right into the home office. I was 

ready to go. It was icing on the cake when the Kansas Biological Survey gave me an 

emeritus office on West Campus so that I had institutional standing, access to phones, 

xeroxes and faxes and things like that. But I think, for those who want it, the Web, email, 

and the entire technology available means that you will never ever not be totally involved 

with your field, until you choose to no longer become involved. A lot of faculty, of 

course, don' t have that option. If they didn' t build up large libraries in their specialty and 

kept at home, they were faced with traveling back and forth to their departmental library. 

Most of the retired KU faculty and staff, at least the ones in my area, to my knowledge, 

did not get offices as emeritus. They had no institutional standing or privilege. Without 

that support, it' s very difficult to continue your profession at the activity level that you had 

when you were employed by the university. But, I think that opportunity is enhanced with 

45 



the technology that 's out there. It certainly is busier for me now in the profession of 

herpetology than it ever was when I was in the Natural History Museum, simply because 

the institutional constraints, the institutional paperwork, and the institutional 

responsibility, which comes with the museum territory, is gone. 

Q: You had administrative responsibilities. 

A: Yes, it takes an enormous amount of time, no matter how good you get at it after 30 

years. And you're pretty efficient after 30 years. I mean, you've done all this. The 

amount of time you actually get to devote to things that really matter, in terms of the 

Natural History Museum, is minuscule. And all of a sudden to retire, and have all day to 

devote to the things that are your priority, that is much more stimulating. It's like a rebirth 

to me, like a reawakening to be retired professionally. And of course I'm going great guns 

at it, because I don't plan to do anything else. 

Q: Are you still going to be collecting also? 

A: Yes. We leave for South Carolina next month for a two-week trip. We just spent a 

month in Florida off Apalachicola photographing and catching critters. We made a 

wonderful discovery of a little species of frog down there that had not been found up in 

the panhandle of Florida before. We will probably be doing trips to Arizona and certainly 

Texas and probably up into the Dakotas. I haven't done any collecting in North Dakota. I 

want to go up and see what's running around up there and get a sense of the land, because 

there's a publisher that wants Suzanne and me to publish a book on the amphibians and 

reptiles of the Northern Great Plains, which would be Kansas to North Dakota. 

Q: You've had some honors in your time. 

A: Probably the most signal honor that I had for my career was in 1996 when Governor Bill 
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Graves, on what I often refer t o as a slow day in Topeka, had me over to his office and 

proclaimed me The Wildlife Author Laureate of Kansas. I thought that was really nice of 

them to do that for the books I had written about Kansas wildlife. It wasn't until later that 

one of the folks over there in the legislative department apparently did a little research and 

said, "Not only are you The Wildlife Author Laureate of Kansas, you are the first and only 

Author Laureate and probably the first and only Laureate ever designated in the history of 

the state. 11 Hopefully somebody else will come along so that I won't get lonesome. W e'll 

have another Laureate some place for some reason. Being proclaimed an Author Laureate 

pretty much stunned me. I hadn't expected the honor. 

Q: That's quite an honor. 

A: I have received a number of state awards from wildlife organizations and also one from 

the state of Texas Herpetological Society. One of the things that maybe makes people feel 

kindly toward me is that I do benefit auctions for w ildlife and environmental groups. I can 

raise many thousands of dollars for an organization, and of course I don't charge anything. 

Q: What sort of things do you auction? 

A: Whatever is put in front of me. An auctioneer must be someone with a stage presence, 

and I can be funny. 

Q: So you are the auctioneer and auction off donated items. 

A: Yes. I try to have items that relate to wildli fe and the environment but some people get 

crazed on you and come up with things that are totally absurd . All you can do is be funny. 

Organizations for which I have done auctions range from the Wichita Audubon Society. 

where I raised $6,000 for their programs, to the local Jayhawk Audubon Society. where I 

have raised several thousand for theirs, too. Nationally, for the Society of Amphibians and 
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Reptiles, I have raised tens of thousands of dollars at their auctions. I am beginning to 

back down on it nationally now. I still do it for groups inside the state of Kansas, such as 

the Kansas Wildlife Federation and the Kansas Herpetological Society. But certainly my 

last total of the records that I kept was over $125,000 for wildlife organizations and 

groups since I started doing it about 20 years ago. It's been fun, because I am easy at a 

microphone and I like to talk to fo lks and chat them up a little bit and maybe get them to 

compete with one another and bid each other up, that kind of thing. It's just sort of 

sideline I picked up as a result of public lecturing. 

Q: How long have you been doing public lecturing? 

A: Since I was 16, which is a long period of time, nearly 45 years. The first ones were 

terrible. I was scared half to death. 

Q: Who were you lecturing to at 16? 

A: My father set me up to speak to a group of physicians in the Cincinnati area. 

Q: And it was about herpetology. 

A: At first I'd just talk about snakes, because they tend to focus an audience away from the 

speaker. I'd always take a live snake along, which in my beginning lectures made me feel a 

lot more comfortable. It probably made the audience feel less comfortable. But at least I 

had something to point to, talk about and discuss and answer questions about and things 

like that. Then, when I took up photography, before I met Suzanne, I had my slides as a 

prop. But by then, even before I met Suzanne, I had begun to drop the props. You know 

when you are maturing as a public speaker, because you don't need props at all. Now I 

never take a prop anywhere. If you want me to talk, you are going to listen to me for 45 

minutes and I'll tell you funny snakes stories and stuff like that. I can pretty much work an 
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audience now. I know how to, I've got the pauses down, I know how to tell the stories, 

bring out things, punctuate them, get people to giggle a little bit. Sometimes I can get 

them to laugh outright. 

Q: I guess there were some other honors. You were University of Kansas Employee of the 

Year. 

A: Way back in the Pleistocene, 1979. That was when Archie Dykes was the chancellor of 

the university. I still have a picture of Archie and me together. It's not something I show 

off a lot, but it's there in my files. 

Q: Were you named this for your work in herpetology? 

A: I don't know exactly why they gave it to me. I would assume it was because of my total 

performance, not just herpetology or public relations, or editing. One of the people on the 

committee commented to me that one of the quotes that I had previously made in the 

Journal-World was what swayed that individual to vote for me. We had undergone 

another budget cut by the legislature. A reporter was up sort of just picking up stuff 

around campus and I knew all the reporters and folks like that. One of them stopped me 

and said, "How do you intend to continue to operate under this budget cut?" I said, "With 

enthusiasm. How else would you?" And it appeared in the paper. I mean, why would 

you go off and mope after a budget cut? Okay, here's what we have to cut and here's 

what we have to do. The chancellor liked it, I know. It never would have struck me to 

answer in any other way. There are things you have to get done. And I think they 

appreciated the energy that I put into trying to get that stuff done. I assume that's why 

they gave me the Employee of the Year for 1979. I wish I were getting the money today 

that they are giving out to Employees of the Year, because it was relatively slender back 
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then. That's what happens when you have cost of living increases. It was an interesting 

time. One of the things you have to remember in terms of my relationship with the media, 

particularly newspapers, is that I was a stringer for the Cincinnati Enquirer on sporting 

events. I wrote as a reporter. 

Q: When was this? 

A: When I was working for the Parks and Recreation Department back there in 1966 and 

1967, before I left to come to Lawrence. I covered sporting events. I never got a byline, 

but I got paid. 

Q: Was this high school sports? 

A: No, this was up at the AAU level, older-level sporting events. AAU was basically a 

semi pro league back then in basketball. I covered a lot of that. It wasn't that I was a good 

reporter necessarily. How good do you have to be to cover sporting events? The 

important thing was that I learned how a newsroom operated and what they needed by 

deadline. I knew what reporters wanted, such as Chris from Channel 6 and Mike Shields, 

who I work with nowadays at the Journal-World. They need a good quote. Or they need 

two or three good quotes, and they need it now. People don't understand that. People try 

to talk to these people like they have tons of space and lots of time. And they don't. But 

in any event, the awards and recogni tion I've received over the years were very satisfying 

and I'm very grateful to all the folks that made them possible. I was equally pleased that 

this year, in January, the Kansas House of Representatives, under the leadership of our 

new Speaker of the House, Robin Jennison, presented my wife, Suzanne L. Collins, with a 

proclamation honoring her work as a wildlife photographer over the years. I was very 

pleased to see them do that. She richly deserves it. She lives a little bit in my shadow, and 
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I am busy moving my shadow out of her way. And I'm doing it actively. I spend a lot of 

my time promoting her photography now because it needs to be promoted. She started a 

little later in the photography ballgame than I did with writing. I simply have a lot of 

history, which makes it a lot easier for me to point out the things that I've been involved 

with in the past. But she's beginning to build her own history. I am just trying to get it 

out in the open where folks can see it. 

Q: I guess I forgot to ask, did you and Suzanne have children? 

A: No. It's been a tenet of mine since I was in my 20s that the world was overpopulated. I 

feel even more strongly about that today. That belief, in addition to the fact that I knew 

that I would have to make a choice between a career and children, caused me to choose 

the former. I was either going to have a career and give it the best I could in that career 

without constraint for the rest of my life, or I was going to have children and I was going 

to do the best job of raising those children for the rest of my life, or at least until they were 

18 and flew the coop. I personally don't think that anyone can do both. I simply don't 

think people should try. If you are going to do it, do it well. But make your decision. I 

made mine. There were plenty of children around . There were plenty of them that I could 

mentor. There were plenty of them that I would see during the course of my life and try 

to help. It wasn't necessary for me to have my own gene pool out there walking around. 

So I got a vasectomy very quickly and took care of that. I've been very comfortable with 

that ever since. I've never, ever looked back. 

Q: I guess there was another award. In 1989, you received the Kansas Herpetological 

Society's Bronze Salamander Award. 

A: The Bronze Salamander Award for distinguished service has been given to six people in 
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the 25-year history of the Society. In 1989, I got mine. It's a good looking little bronze 

salamander that sits on a little pedestal. We have it at home. It's very nice. The Kansas 

Wildlife Federation awarded me the Conservationist of the Year back in 1986. That's their 

top award for someone who does exceptional things for the natural environment, the 

plants and animals of Kansas. I've become heavily involved with them. They are to some 

extent an organization that promotes hunting and fishing, but I'm happy to think that 

Suzanne and I have begun to swing them around to an even larger agenda involving all of 

the wildlife of the state. I think they are a better organization for it. 

Q: Have you been involved in community activities in Lawrence? 

A: At my peak, probably in the late 80s, I was giving close to 250 lectures a year somewhere 

in Kansas, usually in Douglas County or northeastern Kansas. Now when you start 

calculating, that's two, three or four lectures a week somewhere. 

Q: That's a lot. 

A: A lot of public speaking, a lot of contact. But that's over and above showing up at the 

museum. It was very easy for me to do because I didn't have to prepare for a lecture and I 

had no family responsibility. Once I acquired my stage presence, I would talk to you 

about any subject you'd want. Do you want to talk about abortion? I'll stand up and talk 

to you about two hours. I'll hold a seminar, because I have certain viewpoints. And I can 

present those viewpoints. You reach the point w hen as long as you have a car to get 

there, and you know where you are supposed to be you can roll in there. "Hi, guys. Want 

to talk about.. .?" And the audience sits down and I lecture. 

Q: About herpeto logy or snakes mostly? 

A: Herpetology, snakes, fishes, conservation, endangered and threatened species, frogs. 
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Q: Are these service organizations, such as Rotary? 

A: Yes. Anywhere from a hands-on, one milli-second attention-span-group of first graders 

all the way to senior citizens at Brandon Woods and Presbyterian Manor. As I got older, I 

began to require organizations in other parts of the state to pay me an honorarium. My 

car had 115,000 miles on it. The university never had any money. They wouldn't 

reimburse you for anything. So I asked if they would pay my mileage and my food. Ifl 

had to go clear out to Dodge City, would they pick up a motel room? 

Q: That's only reasonable. 

A: How unusual that was. 

Q: You mean organizations expected someone from here to go all the way out there for 

nothing? 

A: Oh, yes. After all, they were paying you with their tax dollars. I understood that political 

grind. But I just told them, "I can't do it. I don't have the money. I'd be happy to come 

and talk to you. But KU won't g ive me any mileage, they won't give me any money for 

food and they won't g ive me any money for a motel. So somebody's got to because these 

are real losses for me. l can have a certain number of losses per month but then I don't 

have any money left to eat." So slowly, but surely, through time I've gotten most of the 

large organizations that want me to come every year or every other year to give me an 

honorarium. I did well in the stock market from 1980 on, so I don't really get too 

concerned about income. I request that all honorariums should be a donation to The 

Center for North American Amphibians and Reptiles instead. I want to support CNAAR 

and I want its endowment to grow. I feel more comfortable doing that. I don't personally 

need the money from lecturing any more. 
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Q: So your involvement with KU since you retired is that you have emeritus status and you 

have an office with the Kansas Biological Survey. 

A: Yes. My office is in Foley Hall on West Campus. I still have a mail box at the Natural 

History Museum, but now my involvement is with the Kansas Biological Survey. I have a 

new publication coming out over there. It is a check list of all the vertebrate animals of 

Kansas, all 784 kinds, how to correctly spell their common names and their scientific 

names and how we currently organize them as groups of animals . It's a mundane subject, 

but it is so fundamental to all of biology. Every teacher, every university, every college in 

the state will use that as the fundamental source where they go to get spellings and names 

of everything. In fact, the person most important in its use is usually the departmental 

secretary, who has to have a primer out front to know how to spell the scientific name or 

the common name. And he or she will find those kinds of references invaluable, in terms 

of what someone might say when dictating into a machine. Because if you dictate the 

word Thamnophis (a snake genus), whew, the secretary has got to go look up 

Thamnophis. It's one of those real life office things. The book is about 54 pages and will 

be out this month, and is my first contribution with the Kansas Biological Survey. I 

assume it is one of the things they sort of thought I might do if they brought me on as their 

adjunct herpetologist, which I am now. 

Q: Anything else you are doing in retirement, other than your professional activities? 

A: Well, Suzanne and I like to travel. And we like to travel in terms of doing photography 

and looking at habitats and gathering more information for our books. We do enjoy going 

to Ireland, however, which has only one salamander, one frog, one toad, and one lizard 

that live in the entire country, because Ireland is very far north. It's cold, and the critters I 
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just listed are found in southern Ireland only. I'm Irish on both sides of my family. 

Suzanne was also involved very much with Ireland. She spent six months in Ireland with 

the Integrated Humanities program of Pearson College on the University of Kansas 

campus. So she has a number of friends on the Emerald Isle. We both have a very close 

friend named Margaret Day, w ho lives on the island oflnishbofin off the coast oflreland. 

She runs Day's Hotel there. You can only reach Inishbofin by a 45-minute boat ride. 

Forget about television. It's not out there. It's old Ireland. We do love going out there on 

the island and sitting in the pub, listening to the folks who live on the island sing, and 

drinking some Guinness. Culturally, it is a very different place and we both just 

tremendously enjoy it. But aside from that, we will probably go places where we can get 

photographs of large numbers of our kinds of creatures and make it mostly a business trip. 

Q: What is your assessment of KU or the Natural History Museum, past, present, hopes for 

the future, that kind of thing? 

A: I consider KU to be the flagship university of Kansas, hands down. I've never felt any 

differently. I worry about the fact that we have so many regents' universities. I worry 

about how that causes so much competition for limited resources. I really wish we didn't 

have as many. I think we could reduce it to five. I have so many friends at other regents' 

schools, that if this gets out they will probably all come and beat me with a whip. I don't 

think we need Emporia. It is too close to us. I think Pittsburg is a good idea because its 

way down in the southeast corner. I think Fort Hays is a good idea because it is way out 

west. I wish Emporia were in Garden City. That would be perfect, but it's not. And it 

really isn't a university that is needed in the state. I don't know about bringing Washburn 

into the regents' system. I've taught at Washburn. In fact, I taught there last fall. I 
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enjoyed it immensely. I had 23 students in my Kansas Amphibians and Reptiles class. It 

isn't that I don't like Washburn. It's just that I don't know whether we need another 

university in the system. KU gives you the best bang for your buck in terms of education 

in the state, and one of the best in the country, as far as I am concerned. It's difficult to 

make those comparisons because of the different systems and different ways other 

universities are run. How do you compare with an Ivy League school like Harvard that 

has an endowment as large as it does? What if we had an endowment that large? You 

bet, we'd probably be right up there next to them. 

My favorite chancellor was Gene Budig. Gene and Gretchen were such good 

friends. Suzanne and I had a lot of interaction with them. I like Bob Hemenway, but my 

chancellor was Gene Budig. When it came time for him to leave, I was one of three 

people who prepared the large proclamation of gratitude that was framed and given to 

him. I signed off as president of the Unclassified Professional Staff Association, T. P. 

Srinivasan signed off for the Faculty Senate, and Michael Auchard signed off for the KU 

Classified Senate. Gene has that proclamation yet. I correspond with him from time to 

time up there in the baseball commissioner's office in New Yark. When they are in town, 

we make every effort to get together and chat. We got to know them very, very well. 

One of my great stories about Gene Budig is that at social events, particularly at Ed 

Meyen's farm south of town, all through the 1980s, we'd meet with many KU people in 

Meyen's front yard , where he loved to barbecue. He'd invite all the School of Education 

folks and some of us friends and we'd all be standing around drinking whatever we were 

drinking and eating our barbecue. Well, Gene would show up, or maybe Gene and 

Gretchen, and wade into the crowd. Everybody would talk. I'd be standing there with a 
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group and I'd feel a hand on my elbow. I didn't even need to turn around. "Joe." You 

have to know how Gene spoke. It was very slow and very deliberate. "Joe." Then there 

would be a pause. I'd say, "Yes, chancellor," without even turning around. "Joe, have 

you looked over the place?" I'd say, "Yes, chancellor, I've looked it over and there are no 

snakes here today." There'd be a pause and then he'd say, "Thank you, Joe," and then he'd 

move on. He did not care for snakes, and Ed Meyen had a lot of snakes out at his country 

home. They lived in the bushes up front and in the rocks over at the side. Gene knew 

that, and he was always pleased when he saw me there, because he knew I would probably 

check the place out when I arrived, just to see if there were any snakes around. And he 

could find out in advance whether he was going to encounter anything that might bother 

him. In any event, Gene was my chancellor. I became a Jayhawk very quickly after I 

arrived in Kansas and stopped being an Ohio Buckeye. But my alma mater in Cincinnati 

has suddenly discovered that I exist in Lawrence. They are jumping up and down now 

and asking for information and money and everything else like that, as all alma maters tend 

to do. We had sort of lost track of one another. But KU is the place we want to be near. 

We will be spending the rest of our lives in Lawrence. After all, we have season 

basketball tickets. We can't go anywhere else. But we do like to escape each winter for a 

month in Florida. We seriously thought about buying a place down there, but we'd sit up 

here and watch hurricanes and knew we would worry ourselves silly, so we figured renting 

one for a month is a lot less tense of a way of doing things. And it works out very well for 

us. 

Insofar as the Museum in concerned, the Museum has always been one of the 

leading university natural history museums in the United States and probably will continue 
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to be so. It is one of the top five, certainly. And that's a ranking done by the other 

museums and places like the National Science Foundation. We are one of the major 

university natural history museums in the world. And the reason is because of our strong 

research collections and the kind of people that we have, basically anally retentive, 

obsessive, compulsive people, who keep all the stuff organized and are able to spew it 

forth in a manner that is useful to the rest of the scientific community worldwide. 

Actually, they are not all anally retentive, just enough of them to create a good mix. But 

the museum has some problems also. It's too small in terms of its infrastructure. It 

doesn't have the kind of funding that its peer institutions have, simply because it doesn't 

have the massive metropolitan numbers from which to derive support. Harvard is 

Harvard. We all know it has an enormous endowment. Michigan has an enormous 

endowment and a huge population of people in nearby Detroit that it draws from. The 

California Academy of Science, the Los Angeles County Museum, all of these places have 

great resources to draw upon in huge metropolitan areas. We don't. We try to draw on 

Kansas City, Missouri, but Kansas City, Missouri, has its own institutions to support. 

We're too late. And we just can't acquire some of the resources. We make up for that by 

the excellence of our collections, which are just like lending libraries. It is the same as the 

art museum or Watson Library. People borrow the specimens worldwide, just like library 

books. It is difficult to fax them, but I suppose you could put them on a Xerox machine 

and see what shows up. The collections are what draws enormous numbers of graduate 

students to attend the University of Kansas and major in biology. 

My museum director was Phil Humphry. I started three months after he was hired 

as director in 1967. I retired two and a half years after he retired. He was my patron. He 
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had the intelligence to see what I was, how I was constructed, and what sort of direction 

to let me go in, and he let me alone. He knew that I was going to do herpetology. So he 

created, through time, an editorship, as a separate office, so that I could care for the 

editorial matters using about ten percent of my time and spend the rest of the time doing 

herpetology. He knew what he was doing, and he simply stayed out of my way and 

basically protected me against insecure people in the museum who were extremely jealous, 

and who knew very good and well that I could handle the editorship with my hands tied 

behind my back. But that academic freedom resulted in 22 books. It resulted in a really 

good presence by the Museum in the state of Kansas, at least among the environmental 

and wildlife organizations, because I was always there for them, resulting in a lot of money 

for the museum from direct private enterprise initiatives that I set up through companies 

like Western Resources, much to the discomfort of the University administration, because, 

of course, you are not supposed to go out and ask for money, not unless you check with 

the KU Endowment Association first. 

Q: I didn't know that. 

A: I always said, "But the check just arrived. What do you want me to do, return it?" "No. 

How did you get it?" "Well, I was having lunch one day and we were talking about these 

programs and then lunch ended and I was given a check." I never put anything in writing, 

of course. It was one of those understood things. I raised an enormous amount of money 

towards the publication program, such as Birds in Kansas, and books of that sort. We 

could never have gotten them published with our own resources. We just simply couldn't 

do it. It was up to me to go out and drum up that kind of private support. Not only from 

corporations, places but from other state agencies, which I did. I never talked to Phil 
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about any of this stuff. He never knew quite exactly what I was doing, and I don't think 

he wanted to know. But over the course of 27 years, I never embarrassed him, I never 

had bad publicity of any sort, and so he and I developed a sort of a trust that I would do 

the right thing. And ultimately the Museum received favorable notice. There were 

people in the Museum who were incredibly jealous of my particular position, I mean 

almost pathologically jealous of me. And I was just extremely fortunate that he was there 

to provide an interface with those folks and to be allowed to do things that I thought I 

could do and do well for the Museum and the university. I was very lucky because of 

that. Most people wouldn't have had such an opportunity. And if I've had any success, if 

my books are nice to read, interesting, useful references and my career has been anything 

at all, it is because I was given an opportunity, a free hand, to pursue it to whatever level I 

could personally reach. History is going to have to judge whatever level that was. I still 

have a few more books, so don't start judging me just yet. Phil Humphry, I'm very 

grateful to. I think I did disappoint him in a number of instances, simply because I went 

outside the museum to do other books, which I suspect he may have wanted me to publish 

within the museum. But the fact remains that the Museum didn't pay royalties and quite 

frankly I was beginning to write a lot of books and there were a lot of publishing houses 

that wanted them, and they would give me royalties and advances. None of the books 

were ever written on the university's time, not even those published by the University. 

Every book I ever wrote was in my home office. It was something that I did outside. And 

the first five or six books I did for free. I let the university publish them, sell them and get 

all the money. That was cool. I wanted the opportunity to publish. But after a while I 

became involved with other publishing houses, like the University Press of Kansas, 
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McGraw Hill, and Houghton-Mifflin. And I think he felt a little sad that I felt I had to go 

out like that. Nonetheless, he and I high five one another when we pass in the museum 

now and then. We are okay. We are friends. 

Q: Anything else you'd like to add that I've forgotten? 

A: No. I guess my greatest disappointment was that I didn't get an emeritus office in the 

Natural History Museum itself. But then nobody else did either. Phil Humphry didn't get 

one as the former director. Richard Johnson didn't get one. Frank Cross got one in the 

fish division, because they had an extra room there. But he doesn't use it any more. I 

would love to have an affiliation with the Museum again, but I don't think that's going to 

happen in my lifetime. I don't really get worried about it. I do have a great office on West 

Campus with the KBS and would be less inclined to come to the Museum now, because I 

am set up over there. l am old and don't want to move again, is what it comes down to. 

Plus I wouldn't have as good computer gear ifI came over to the Museum as I have over 

at the Biological Survey. Other than that, Suzanne and I are having a grand time. We 

have a presence at the university. We come up and say hello, we kibitz, we hang out. She 

does consulting for the School of Education. I do consulting for private firms in 

northeastern Kansas that need environmental assessments. I have a corporation that I 

founded a long time ago to handle that sort of stuff I am busier now in herpetology and 

in my foundation and my corporation than I ever dreamed humanly possible. And I don't 

see any light at the end of the tunnel at all. I suspect that I'm probably going to go while 

I'm in the saddle doing something, writing something, fooling around with the computer. I 

am going to be right in there and happy until the day it happens. 

Q : Thank you very much. 
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