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Part One --- Background

For most of the decade of the 1930s, it was my good for-
tune to spend a total of perhaps three years, scattered over
several more years, collecting reptiles and amphibians in 
Mexico.  The timing was lucky indeed, for travel there by car
was by that time readily feasible, over much of the country
(although not nearly as much as is possible now), but it was far
more adventurous than it quickly became later.   The paved
roads were limited to the vicinity of large cities, and in be-
tween them travel was a challenge especially in rainy weather,
and even at best a test of resourcefulness in resolving the unex-
pected difficulties that could be encountered at any time.  In
addition, the vehicles we used were already usually battered
relics, hence liabilities in the first place.

The first trip was taken in the summer of 1932, with Dr.
Edward H. Taylor, a famed herpetologist at the University of
Kansas who was, I think, perhaps the greatest collector who
ever lived, at least of herps (i.e.,  reptiles and amphibians).  He
had spent several decades collecting in the tropics of the Phil-
ippine Islands, and in central and western United States, but
had not been in Mexico.

The second trip was taken in the summer of 1934, with Dr.
David H. Dunkle, then a fellow graduate student at the Uni-
versity of Kansas where I enrolled in 1932 after returning from
Mexico with Taylor.

The preceding trips were taken exclusively by car, but in
the summer of 1935 I traveled alone by train down the west
coast of Mexico, stopping mostly at arbitrarily selected small
towns from which I would walk out to collect in surrounding
areas.  I met Taylor in Mexico City and we continued by train
to Chiapas.  He had to leave for the United States from Te-

huantepec, while I continued collecting there and at other stops
on the way back to Mexico City, whence I too returned home.

In the summer of 1936 I accompanied Dr. H. Devlin Thomas,
also then a graduate student at the University of Kansas, in his
car to Mexico City, thence to Veracruz to catch a boat to
Mérida, Yucatán.  He flew back to the mainland from there,
while I continued collecting at various sites on the peninsula.  I
flew back to Mexico City to meet Thomas, and after a bit 
more collecting on the road to Acapulco we returned home.

On the final and longest trip, 1938–1940, for a total of 
about two years, I traveled by car with my newly wedded wife,
Rozella Blood, whom I had dated for several years at the Uni-
versity of Kansas, where she was a medical student.   We col-
lected in 16 states and Distrito Federal, secured some 22,000
specimens, and traveled to some extent also by train and boat.

After that I did not return to Mexico, although the herpetol-
ogy of that country remained the chief focus of my interest,
until the summer of 1993, when, in company with Dr. David
Chiszar of the Psychology Department of the University of
Colorado, and Dr. Julio A. Lemos-Espinal of the Escuela
Nacional de Estudios Profesionales Iztacala of the Universidad
Autónoma de México, we collected by car for a week in late
September and early October in the great sand dune area of
northern Chihuahua.  Another one-week trip followed in June
of 1997, with the same personnel plus Adam, the 12-year-old
son of Dr. Chiszar, and Clint Henke, just graduated from Ft.
Lewis College in Durango, Colorado.

The 53-year gap between 1940 and 1993 in collecting in
Mexico was not of course a lack of interest, but a reflection of
the typical impecunious state of ordinary university instructors,
and family responsibilities and commitments that were regard-
ed as incompatible with the risks of field work and summer-
long absences.

Unfortunately I never developed a habit of taking regular
field notes, so my memories of these and other field trips (in
the United States) are nebulous and spotty.  On the other hand,
I did venture to write down my recollections a few months
after the first trip was taken, when memories were still fairly
fresh.  Similarly, I wrote an account also of the second trip not
long after our return.  A start was made on an account of the
third trip by train, but bogged down after covering the first 
few weeks.  The only record of the fourth trip was written
briefly as a letter to a friend, but did not cover the entire trip. 
The final trip I summarized during the year after our return,
Rozella kept a journal for a time, but it is incomplete.  No
record was written for the brief 1993 or 1997 trips.

Even though these several accounts are incomplete, they
reflect some of the attributes of field work at a time when few
herpetologists were active in Mexico, under conditions not
readily conceived if not experienced.  Hence the present re-
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counting of the records that now exist may serve a useful
purpose as a reminder of how collecting was at that time. 
When some of these accounts were written I did not know the
names of the herps we were collecting, but even when they
were known the pattern of anonymity prevailed --- a pattern that
was a product of tutelage under E. H. Taylor, a fiend in the
field.  Collecting trips were, to him, a rare privilege of intense
application to the single-minded objective of collecting as 
many specimens as possible in whatever time was available. 
Very little indeed --- not even rain --- was allowed to interfere
with that intensity, to savor our discoveries however epochal,
or to reflect upon significance of observations.  Our attention
focussed on the collecting itself,  and all of the factors involved
in it,  and little upon the animals themselves.  Attention to them
could come later, in the laboratory.  The focus of most ac-
counts was therefore upon the trials and tribulations we en-
countered, and it has been necessary to be content here with 
the same.  So indoctrinated, Taylor’s attitude became more or
less mine, ameliorated at times by circumstances less con-
ducive to single-minded intensity.  For example, more names
have been entered, and more diversions have been described, 
in Rozella’s account of our long stay in Mexico than in any
other, as a reflection of her much greater scope of interest. 
The difference from the other accounts is considerable.

Although the present purpose is simply to place on record
these incomplete narratives, the path that led to the doorstep of
Edward H. Taylor, where the basic trajectory of my future 
was more or less predictably established, is perhaps of back-
ground interest, for its course until that time was as highly
unpredictable and illogically contingent as a career can be. 
How deeply the uncertainties of those times affected subse-
quent events remain conjectural, but they undoubtedly had an
inevitable influence, large or small.

Launched, Adrift

Frederick William Stouffer came into the world in Stan-
wood, Iowa, September 26, 1912, as the fifth of six children
born to Harry M. Stouffer and Blanche M. Hawk.  His par-
ents, dyed-in-the-wool “Pennsylvania Dutch,” had lived in
Pennsylvania until married there in Chambersburg, February
13, 1904.  Their first child was born there two years later,  but
the next two came onto the scene in Plymouth, Ohio, in 1907
and 1909.  The family was still in Ohio in 1910, when the
fourth child was born.  They were back in Ohio for the final
child, however, who was born in 1914.

At about that time the father was drafted or volunteered to
join the army in World War I.   He was killed in Europe, at
some unknown time, probably quite early, for in 1914 at least
Frederick was placed in an orphan’s home in Norwalk, Ohio. 
Very likely some of the other children were placed there, but
Frederick was too young to be aware of such matters.  One
way or another, the children were scattered to the four winds,
with little or no contact with each other after the family broke
up.  Their mother married later,  however, becoming Blanche
Hawk Stouffer Burr, but she maintained no contact with her
children born before 1915, at least so far as Frederick was 
ever aware.  Some of the children lived for a time on a farm in

Ohio near where the family had passed several years earlier,
and one remained there the rest of his life.  One was adopted
by a Florida family, and one wound up in Seattle, Washington. 
Two died while young, one at the age of eight years in a farm
accident (fell off a wagon, breaking his neck), the other when
35 years old (unknown cause).

At any rate, Frederick’s first memories were of the orphan-
age, which was simply taken as a matter of course without
concern for alternatives.  Numerous other children were there,
but no sibling ties were registered in his mind.  It was a simple
life that lives on in his mind in only three mental pictures.  
One was riding in a baby carriage, with some embarrassment
inasmuch as he was perfectly capable then of walking, and did
indeed escape after a brief ride, as another took his place.  A
second memory is of sitting naked on the floor, comparing
genitals quite innocently with another boy of the same age
sitting opposite him.

Presumably Frederick was naughty one way or another, 
and the staff had a lamentable way of disciplining their children
by scaring them.  The basement of the building was a dark
dungeon, and the children were made aware that terrible mon-
sters lived down there, and that if they did not behave them-
selves they would be taken down there and left to the mercy of
those monsters.  Frederick was frequently given such warn-
ings, and presumably in punishment for some major infraction
he was taken down there one evening, much to his horror,
while the staff member vividly described the horrible creatures
penned there in total darkness, eliciting visions of burning
eyes, dripping tongues and gnashing teeth.  Frederick was
virtually out of his mind, screaming with fear, tugging with all
his might to escape from the hands that held him so tightly.

He did not again visit the dungeon, perhaps thereafter
cleaning up his act so as to avoid repetition of such punish-
ment.  There is no doubt, however, that for a good many years
thereafter he was inordinately afraid of darkness, although that
has now largely been left behind.

Otherwise the year or so at the orphanage was tranquil and
essentially unmemorable.

A major turning point, of which he was unaware at the
time, came when a couple returning from a vacation in Michi-
gan visited the orphanage with adoption in mind.  They settled
on Frederick, for better or for worse, and hied off with him to
their home in Shawnee, Oklahoma.

Stabilization

All of this scarcely registered on Frederick, whose memo-
ries of Shawnee are few indeed.  Nevertheless, official adop-
tion papers were filed by Charles Henry Smith and Frances
Muir Smith, who became the parents of a child to help fill the
void that they could not otherwise alter.   Naturally the new
member of the family needed a name change, becoming 
Hobart Muir Smith.  Memories of preceding years rapidly
faded without regret, for a completely new world emerged to
absorb all thought.

My stepfather I accepted as my father at once, and my
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stepmother as my mother, even though I was always conscious
of the fact that I was an adopted orphan.  My father was a
postal clerk then, and remained so until he died.  My mother
had apparently been a school teacher, but she was quite frail,
even then suffering from the tuberculosis that eventually took
her life.

Although I owe a great deal to these good people, the sort
of intimacy that one expects in a family never existed.  I know
almost nothing of their antecedents, except that the Muir 
family from which Frances arose had its roots in Michigan, 
and apparently was of some stature there.  We once visited the
family at a cabin near one of the many lakes of the state, and I
recall how much pleasure it was to roam the fields and shores
there, exploring with bare feet the deep, warm dust of local
roads.  I was, indeed, named for Frances’ brother Hobart
whom I presume I met on that visit to his summer cottage.

Of my father’s family I knew, and still know, absolutely
nothing.  At this point it seems that I existed in an emotionless
void.  Actually we did not live in Shawnee very long, moving
to nearby Okmulgee, where we remained until I was ready for
high school.   The only real memory I have of Shawnee is of a
pet hen that followed me everywhere, and which I took for
rides in a small wagon.  That memory exists primarily because
of a picture I once had showing the hen, the wagon and me in
the yard beside our home.  All other memories are inaccessible
by ordinary means.

The move to Okmulgee, somewhat larger than Shawnee,
was probably arranged through an official transfer in the postal
service.  It may have been to improve my mother’s health, or
the income may have been bettered, or the home perhaps was
larger, or expenses more tolerable.  I knew nothing of these
matters.  Indeed, our stay in Okmulgee constitutes a singular
void in my memory, at a time when there should have been a
legion of recollections.  Perhaps we remember unusually 
pleasant or unpleasant events or times, forgetting much or all
of the normal routine of uneventful periods.  If so, my life 
until college must have been remarkably tranquil and routine.

In Okmulgee we lived in a house with gas lights --- a rather
major advancement over previous dependence on lanterns and
lamps, carried hither and yon as needed.  However, we
scrimped on gas, not lighting the fixed bulbs until well after
dark --- indeed pretty much as we prepared for bed.  And those
were terrifying occasions for me, as I had still not recovered
from the fear of darkness learned in the orphanage dungeon. 
There was no electricity in the house, as it had not yet become
a common luxury.

The war was still going on in Europe, and I remember
praying every night at my mother’s knee, before going to bed,
for the safe return of the soldiers.  My mother, being a former
school teacher, undertook to educate me before I started grade
school,  and as a result I skipped the first grade, much to my
father’s delight,  as he gave me a ride home on his shoulders
when he knew.  She apparently continued her influence in that
direction, so that I also skipped the first year in high school.  
Thus I entered college at a quite immature 15.  My school
classmates were always older than I,  so that I was regularly

bullied by and fearful of them.  In addition, I was small any-
how for my age, and slight of build even though well muscled. 
Running was my chief defense, and I thereby became rather
fleet of foot and quick to take off,  always alert to potential
ambush.  It was a wearing experience, however, and it was a
tremendous relief upon going to college to discover that I no
longer had to worry about persecution.  On the other hand, the
perennial alienation from other children resulted in a long-
standing social immaturity.

My parents, however much they lavished attention on me,
were not particularly knowledgeable about growing children.  I
was long afflicted with dietary rickets, with the usual, marked-
ly concave chest, more on the left than the right,  so that I was
ashamed for anyone to see my bare torso.  It was not until
college that the condition began to improve, and no vestige of 
it now persists.

Another example occurred as I reached early teens, and
began to experience nocturnal erections.  Completely innocent
at the time of the significance of this distraction, it meant
nothing to me.  However, my father somehow became aware 
of these nocturnal events, which he assumed were a result of
prurient thoughts.  He was definitely of the opinion that sexual
acts were sinful, and he was determined that his son learned 
the same.  He would come to my bed in the middle of the
night,  when I was sound asleep, and feel under the covers to
find whether I had an erection or not.   Often I did, and at such
times I would get a sound spanking.  It was all very unintelligi-
ble to me, but I could do nothing about it.   After a time my
father suddenly stopped his nocturnal visits,  possibly because
he learned that nocturnal erections are completely normal and
totally unconscious in young boys.  I’ve often wondered
whether he was an exception to the norm in that context.

Not too long after adoption, a problem arose due to the fact
that I had never been circumcised.  Although it was pretty late
to rectify the matter (I think while in Shawnee), the Smiths
thought it was important to have it done anyhow.  I remember
nothing about it except for the fact that the bandages had to be
changed occasionally.  The memory is still with me as my 
mother came to my bed one night with the usual kerosene lamp,
and in its flickering light removed the bandage.  Much to my
discomfiture, an erection followed, which my mother seemed
to observe with much interest.  Eventually normalcy returned,
whereupon she finished the bandaging and I returned to sleep. 
I remember no comments whatever during the episode.

Charles’ aversion to anything sexual was also exemplified
when he visited me my first year in college.  He suffered a
fatal attack of angina while there, and when in the hospital the
pain he felt was quite severe.  He asked me to massage his
chest over his heart,  which I gladly did, but shortly received a
hearty box on the ears because I had rubbed his left nipple in
the process of massaging him.

Frances died a couple of years or so before I went to col-
lege, of tuberculosis, and was buried in Norwalk, Ohio, al-
though why there I never learned.  Charles died during my
freshman college year, and was buried beside his wife.  At
neither funeral did I feel any emotion --- no tears, no sadness,
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just an acceptance of the fact.  This lack of feeling preyed 
upon my mind, for I should have been grieving intensively. 
For many years I had to think that I must be some sort of
monster, completely without capability of love.

Certainly there had to be considerable affection on the part
of my parents, but I never reciprocated in kind, for reasons
never understood.  I have long lamented my failure to let them
know how much their ministrations were ultimately appreci-
ated --- too little, too late.

Nevertheless I undoubtedly was a trial for them, for spank-
ings were fairly frequent, and I must have been more stubborn
than now seems possible.  I recall one occasion when a rare
treat of hot chocolate was prepared, but I wasn’t having any.  
Finally they tilted my head back, forced my lips apart and poured
some between clenched teeth as I continued to resist.  As they
stood back to observe consequences, to their surprise I expos-
tulated, “S’good!”  No more difficulties with hot chocolate.

Obviously my parents were good disciplinarians, but they
did not really understand me, any more than I understood
them.  Like most people, I had trouble on occasion remem-
bering names, and never became skillfully articulate.  On one
occasion I was asked to recall the name of my uncle, perhaps 
in preparation for writing him a letter.   All connections had
slipped my mind, and try as I might I could not think of his
name.  My mother apparently thought this was just another
example of my stubbornness, and for punishment I was stuck 
in a dark closet until I was willing to pronounce his name.  I
was desperate, for although the closet itself gave me no trou-
ble, I didn’t want to linger there indefinitely.  I prayed for
help, thought and thought,  all to no avail.   As a wild, senseless
recourse I started running through the alphabet in my mind,
depending on God to stop me at the proper letter.   The first 
run stopped on the letter H, the second on O, the third on B,
and suddenly the miraculous revelation came that my uncle’s
name was Hobart.   When I came out of the closet to sheepishly
confess that his name was Hobart,  of course my mother took
that as confirmation that I had just been stubbornly resisting a
statement of what I knew perfectly well.   She never knew the
anguish, and what seemed a miracle to me, that was endured.
My mother’s tutoring undoubtedly was a great help in scholas-
tic advancement, although ample evidence accumulating
through the years has made me quite aware that my talents are
modest.  She simply made the best of them at the time --- some-
thing that I had to learn to do on my own some years after she
died.  But when she was at her prime in nurturing my poten-
tial, I placed at the top in an IQ (intelligence) test administered
to all Okmulgee school children, at a score of 132.  A retest
was given, upon which I dropped to 128, but I was still among
the top very few in the city.

Mother’s tuberculosis continued to worsen, much to my
father’s distress.  He wanted to move to a higher altitude, and
ultimately managed to arrange for a transfer to the Ozark
Mountains in Bentonville, Arkansas.  I was then ready for high
school,  having just finished grade school,  and it was there that
I skipped the freshman year, entering actually as a sophomore.

Because of mother’s bedridden life, as Dad’s work contin-

ued to keep him away from home most of the day, I enjoyed
considerably more freedom in Bentonville than experienced
before.  Lacking the discipline of former times, I was no 
longer an exemplary scholar, graduating with no more than a
passable record.  Study became rather superficial; I was bright
enough to handle subjects that were easy to learn, but those 
that required a large dose of application suffered.  Latin I
barely managed to squeak through, although algebra was a lark
in which I excelled without much effort although with con-
siderable pride.

My first summer there was spent on a farm near Boonville,
Missouri,  with a couple whose relation to our family is now
forgotten.  I loved the work, living without electricity, and
reading at night by kerosene lamp to the owners, who could 
not read.  They loved the stories that appeared in serial form 
in their weekly paper, and I was happy to serve as best I could
in the role of reader and general helper around the farm.  One
of my narrowest known escapes from serious injury or death
occurred there, however.  I had mounted to the tin roof of one
of the large sheds to lay out fruit to dry, and noticed smoke
arising from buildings on another farm half a mile away. 
Interested in trying to discern the extent of the blaze, I slowly
backed up the sloping roof to get a better view, totally fo-
cussed on the fire and not upon the roof.  Just as I reached 
back with one foot to take another step backward, I happened
to notice that I was already at the very edge of the roof, the
foot reaching back into thin air.   Fortunately I kept my balance
and managed to return to a safe purchase, but I was much
chastened by the experience.  Any farther and I would have
fallen some 15 feet to the ground.

The following year my mother died, and my freedom in-
creased even more.  I loved to explore the streams, woods and
valleys of the area, frequently walking some five miles north 
to a budding resort,  Bella Vista.  I found insects fascinating,
although I had no reference works to aid in understanding their
diversity.  On one occasion I decided that I would like to live
again with the Boonville family, and set off with a few clothes
to walk there.  I was soon apprehended by the local sheriff,
returned to home, and this time found what a severe spanking
could be.  I never tried to run away again.

At some time in my youth, perhaps in the Bentonville era, I
was cursed with repeated dreams of falling through wooden
bridges, awakening in fright.   I came to dread going to sleep,
because that dream was sure to recur.  The situation led to
what probably was my first exercise of self-discipline, as I told
myself repeatedly that I should know that when such dreams
occurred, they were only dreams, not reality.  I harped on that
concept repeatedly, and was greatly relieved when in the usual
dream I told myself (in the dream) that this was just a dream. 
So assured, in the dream I came back up to the bridge, after
having started to fall.   The same relief showed up a few more
times, and then I quit entirely dreaming of the bridge and of
falling.  It is as though my subconscious delighted in terrifying
the conscious, until it was overcome.

It was in this era that I found that for me dishonesty is
counterproductive.  I cannot recall the circumstances, but we
were living for a time as guests in the home of an elderly
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widow who casually left small change on a bureau in the living
room.  I began pocketing a few pieces, but of course they were
missed and the widow soon thereafter remarked within my
hearing that strangely some of the change was disappearing.  I
slipped back what I had taken with great embarrassment --- 
great enough that I have never since wanted to put myself 
again in that position.

Bentonville was also the site of perhaps the closest call I’ve
ever had.  The old four-story school building had been con-
demned and was to be torn down.  I wandered up there one 
day to see how the work was going, and all was silent.   I
entered the building, looked around a bit,  saw that the roof 
was gone and the stairs led nowhere, and sauntered back out. 
Just as I cleared the building, workmen above, who I had not
known were present,  started throwing bricks down from the
outer wall at the top of the building.  The first I knew of it was
when one fell on my shoulder, barely missing my head, anoth-
er immediately in front of me, another to the side.  I sprinted
out of range, and sat down on a tree stump to recover from the
excruciating pain in my shoulder.  It gradually abated some-
what, enough to continue back home, and no permanent injury
resulted.  I never confessed what had happened to anyone, and
the workmen never knew.

With little parental communication and intimacy, and no
friends, high school PE (physical education) was quite a reve-
lation.  It was the first time I had encountered anything of the
sort,  inasmuch as PE was not offered in grade school.   One
embarrassing incident occurred as in one of the first meetings 
a race was staged among my boy classmates in the gym.  We
all wore gym clothes as required, but I had never heard of a
jockstrap and naturally wore none.  As I raced down the gym
floor, well ahead of the pack inasmuch as I had practiced
running all the time for self-survival, my genitals crept out
from under my shorts and kept banging back and forth in plain
view as I ran.  I naturally slowed considerably to attempt to
hide my private parts again, and finished the race well behind
the leaders.  I thus learned about jockstraps and was thereafter
protected.

The farm work, survival activity and local explorations had
resulted in considerable development of musculature, of which
I first became aware in PE when the instructor asked us to
jump up, grab a couple of rings suspended by ropes well above
our heads, chin ourselves and then extend first one arm and
then the other straight to the side.  It was easy for me, but the
rest of the group could not handle it,  and complained that they
were not as well endowed as I.

The physical fitness that I so enjoyed was short-lived, how-
ever, and the change altered my entire subsequent life.  Like
most males, I loved physical activity, sports of various sorts,
and would have liked to participate in organized games had it
been possible.  However, during my senior year I contracted
some sort of cardiac infection (presumably not rheumatic 
fever, so I have been assured) that left me with an extremely
rapid heart rate susceptible to any exertion or excitement 
whatever.  Running was completely out of the question, and I
had to walk very slowly.  Fortunately the bullying that had
been my lot to suffer ceased, presumably because I must have

appeared quite ill.   I received no medical attention, I think
because my father did not know the extent of my difficulties, 
or he thought it was something I’d outgrow.  The condition
persisted for weeks, however, and only very gradually im-
proved.  It was still a severe handicap in my first college 
years, and has remained throughout my life as a handicap to
contend with.  Ultimately it became simply a matter of pacing
myself, and that necessity remains to the present time.

Nevertheless, even at best that occurrence has greatly 
limited my activities, in very diverse ways.  Obviously I con-
cluded that my life was destined to be short,  and that if I 
intended to make a mark in this world I would have to bear
down on my responsibilities to do as much as possible while
there was time.  I could not imagine possibly living so long as
say 35 years.  That realization was an important factor, no
doubt, in development of persistent industry and application ---
attributes that have become an established part of my makeup.

The tachycardia that was my nemesis was exacerbated from
the outset by sensitivity to caffeine, but I was unaware of its
hypertensive effects until after Rozella and I returned from
Mexico and we moved to Washington to spend the last year of
our fellowship working on the collections we had accumulated. 
Medical attention was never readily sought,  but Rozella in-
sisted, and coffee became taboo.  I had never realized what a
captivating drug caffeine is until withdrawal symptoms (head-
aches) emerged as decaffeinated coffee was gradually substitut-
ed for untreated brews.  Other sources of caffeine (soft drinks,
tea) gradually became apparent and were eliminated one by
one, and foods such as ice cream, chocolate and others were
added from time to time to the list of substances having similar
allergic effects.  Thus some of the tastiest foods known to man
have long been off limits.   It is no great sacrifice --- one just
doesn’t think about it.

Undergraduate College Years

Since I seemed to be interested in insects, a federal agricul-
tural adviser in Bentonville suggested that the best nearby
university in that field was Kansas State University in Manhat-
tan, Kansas, then a land-grant agricultural institution (“the
Kansas State Aggies”).  I enrolled there as a freshman in the
fall of 1928, and spent much of my first year exploring the
nearby Wildcat Creek and canyon, which I got to know like 
the back of my hand.  The dedication to making something of
my life had not yet settled in, and as a result I flunked a couple
of courses and was on the verge of being kicked out.   The
trouble was not only that I still had no vision of what I wanted
to do, but also I had not learned to study.  There were also
some surprises in store relative to ability and talent.   Algebra
had been such a pushover in high school,  with geometry not 
far behind, that I expected no trouble with trigonometry.  It
was not to be; seemingly talent did not extend to visualization
in three dimensions.  Although I managed to pass, the course
was a disaster and I never progressed further in mathematics. 
That put me in a very tenuous position relative to physics,
which I also passed, but by the skin of my teeth and with no
understanding.  It was Current Events and Botany, however,
where I really fell flat.   I managed to pass them later with
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acceptable grades, but it was still not until my junior year that 
I realized that I could not get by like many of my classmates,
for whom reading the assignments a couple or three times was
adequate preparation.

For me, repeated reading prepared me only for tests of
recognition knowledge, and no such tests were given.  Test
success required recall knowledge, and I found that the only
way I could acquire that knowledge was to practice recall.  So 
I resorted to the very time-consuming policy of making up
every conceivable question the instructor might ask, and prac-
ticing recalling the answer.  That policy produced phenomenal
results; I could anticipate virtually all questions that would be
asked, and was primed with the answers to any of them.  From
that point on my grade record was of straight A’s, quite in
contrast with my previous C average.

Obviously this is not the record of a brilliant mind.  It is,
however, a record of a mind that can nevertheless, by diligent
effort,  achieve worthy ends.  In my subsequent,  eventual 
pedagogical career, I have tried to encourage students not to be
discouraged with an average mind, when surrounded by others
who are far more brilliant.  Achievement is just as accessible
for the average as for the brilliant,  given the effort.   Many
brilliant people fail to utilize their capacities, and many poten-
tially capable people fail to do their best because they do not
feel worthy.  An average intellect is nothing to be ashamed of;
not making full use of what talent one has, is.   Motivation is a
far more critical factor than intelligence.

It is not always easy to maintain motivation, however.  As
Taylor, an admittedly brilliant, multitalented person, occasion-
ally remarked to me, “There are some strange gaps in your
education.”  And, at a time when I was attempting to get my
career going well,  I was strongly advised by a brilliant geneti-
cist to leave academia and make way for better incumbents.  It 
takes a strong constitution, sometimes, to deflect such comments
and to continue to do the best one can with whatever one has.

In like fashion, the concept of excellence almost invariably
is interpreted extrinsically, in comparison with existent rec-
ords.  That concept can be very stultifying, discriminating and
exclusive, suppressing motivation and endeavor when such
excellence appears to be beyond personal reach.  It promotes
highly undesirable and debilitating (to others) arrogance, 
snobbishness, and intolerance.  The most meaningful interpre-
tation of excellence, on the contrary, is intrinsic --- a goal 
accessible to everyone, however handicapped or blessed. 
Doing the best possible with one’s potential, under the cir-
cumstances, is to me the real meaning of excellence.

A fundamental consideration in the motivation to such
excellence can be the concept of accountability.  There is 
every reason to have great reverence for the unknown and the
unknowable, as well as appreciation of the known.  The im-
pressive extent of knowledge pales before the enormity of our
ignorance; it is but a drop in the oceans of knowing all things. 
It behooves us to consider ourselves accountable to that un-
known.  And since that unknown is unknowable, tolerance is
essential to the varied concepts of the unknown.  The concept
of accountability leads one to make the best one can with the

potential available under the circumstances encountered.  What
one believes, thinks or contemplates otherwise about the un-
known is interesting, often helpful,  but major truths remain
unknown and our concepts of them are ultimately inconsequen-
tial,  hence unworthy of conflict.

As each person has an individual level of physical fitness
and weight, so each member of academia has an individual
level of productivity, not particularly closely correlated with 
amenities and facilities that may or may not be available.  While 
I was at the University of Illinois, a much respected, senior
member of the department’s faculty, Harley J. Van Cleave,
soundly rebuffed the complaint of his fellow faculty members
that they didn’t have time to do much research, by observing
that their productivity would change not a whit if more time
were provided.  For the most part that was probably true.

Charles Darwin is an example worth noting --- a man lucky
enough to be of independent wealth.  Unlike most men in such
a position, he did not live a sybaritic life, or seek to amass
more wealth, but pursued one of the most productive scientific
careers ever recorded in the annals of mankind.  His motiva-
tion was the difference.  Certainly few can ever attain his
stature, but with motivation every person of average intelli-
gence can leave a much better than average mark with his/her
passing, and should not be discouraged by the knowledge that
others are brighter or more advantaged.

After my father died during my freshman year in Manhat-
tan, while visiting me there, I was still underage and was
required legally to have another guardian.  A brilliant insect
taxonomist, knowing that I was interested in his field, volun-
teered to take on the job.  Thus Reginald H. Painter became
my pro tem guardian.  He was the most versatile insect taxon-
omist I have ever known, and through him I learned a great
deal about this fascinating group.  He was generous with his
time, and although I never lived under his roof, I did partake 
of a couple of field trips with him and his wife, to Texas and 
to the southwest.  Association with him essentially ceased after
I graduated and enrolled at the University of Kansas, but he
undoubtedly had a considerable influence upon my orientation
toward a career in taxonomy.

The most important influence at Manhattan, however, was
Howard K. Gloyd, who taught in the zoology department but
was then still working on his Ph.D. dissertation under Dr.
Frank N. Blanchard of the University of Michigan.  I came
under his influence quite early, as he kept live snakes in an
exhibit on the top floor of the museum in Fairchild Hall,  
where he maintained an office.  I spent a great deal of time
there --- far more than I should --- taking care of the animals and
just “fooling around,” to the detriment of class preparation. 
However, Howard was patient with me and took me on three
memorable field trips, all at his expense.  The first was to the
Marias des Cygnes river in central eastern Kansas, when it 
was in its spring flood stage and an incredible frog chorus
greeted us every night.   I was very naive herpetologically, and
although I knew he wanted everything in that category, I let go
a hatchling snapping turtle, being unaware that it fell under his
purview.  But I learned quickly and worked hard.
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A second trip we took was to the Moab area of Utah, in the
summer of 1929, primarily in search of rattlesnakes, inasmuch
as his dissertation was a taxonomic review of that group.  A
third trip came in the summer of 1930, to Arizona primarily. 
On all these trips we were accompanied by his wife Dolly, a
specialist in Odonata (dragonflies and damselflies), so I con-
tinued to get exposure to both entomology and herpetology. 
These trips, and the association with Gloyd, changed my 
career plans from entomology to herpetology.  I yet marvel 
that he was so indulgent with such a naive and dependent,
disoriented and modestly talented person, and he has my deep
gratitude for his influence.  He was the first to insist that I
learn the scientific names of the animals we dealt with.  I was
hardly aware of them before; he had to start from scratch in
making something of this waif.  Through his influence, and 
that of Painter, I managed to publish three small notes before I
graduated in 1932, and was inducted as a rare undergraduate
into the honorary scientific society of Sigma Xi.

It was, of course, Edward H. Taylor who established the
direction of my career in herpetology, and also in pedagogy. 
He taught Comparative Vertebrate Anatomy at the University
of Kansas, as well as a variety of courses in herpetology,
zoogeography, etc., and these were the courses that I prepared
myself to teach.

Prior to our trip to Mexico I shared a number of short field
trips with him to various parts of Kansas, while I was still an
undergraduate.  The most memorable of these was one to
extreme southeastern Kansas, where we spent several days in
exciting discovery, collecting species of herps that, due to
habitat destruction and development, have never since been
found there.

The long summer that I spent with him in 1932 in Mexico
was an unforgettable experience, being my first exposure to a
tropical herpetofauna, as well as my indoctrination into really
expert collecting, with total attention to the business at hand,
and camping with the minimum of equipment.  It began the
very day that I graduated from Kansas State University, June 
4, 1932.  To me it was a great adventure into the unknown,
where everything was new and strange.  Fortunately my men-
tor had traveled and collected in many parts of the world, and
was experienced in handling whatever circumstances that 
might arise.

Part Two --- 1932 with Taylor

The account of this trip was written shortly after our return,
and is reproduced here with minor changes from the original. 
The focus then was upon travel itself; so far as the narrative
itself is concerned, we might as well have been simply touring
the country, hence unfortunately no insight into herpetological
encounters is imparted.

It was with no definite geographic objective that we entered
the country.  We expected to explore as many as possible of 
the roads available.  We had no advance information concern-
ing them, except that a segment of the Pan-American highway
was being constructed between Laredo and Mexico city.  We
took that road as our means of introduction to Mexico.

At the present time the Pan-American highway from Lare-
do to Mexico city presents few hazards, although animals on
the highway and foggy or drizzly nights in the mountains can
be frightening.  At that time however, we found much of it
under construction, and traversing those parts was often hair-
raising.  Other parts were a challenge quite unlike the ease of
travel there today.

My own initial concern, on the section between Laredo and
Monterrey, was the threat of banditry, of which we had heard
much.  So it was with some trepidation that at the end of our
first day we pulled off the road and turned out our lights to
spend our first camp night in the Mexican desert.   My appre-
hensions were soon stilled by the strangely silent beauty of the
vast desert with its jet black, star-spangled canopy.  The still-
ness was broken only by the howl of coyotes and the zooming
of nighthawks.  No cars passed, no shouts broke the silence,
and we seemed alone in the world.

Rattling carts drawn by oxen awakened us early the follow-
ing morning.  With the advent of day the desert lost much of 
its charm.  It seemed barren and lifeless, and even so early
gave warning of the heat soon to follow.  Despite the fact that
we were equipped to cook our own meals in camp, and almost
always did, we satisfied our curiosity about Mexican meals by
breakfasting in a little town a few miles down the road.  Our
initiation to the local diet was via eggs and beans --- staples to
which we became accustomed on those rare occasions when 
we indulged in ready-prepared meals.

My first acquaintance with beer was made later that day as
we stopped in late afternoon to cool off and gas up for the
night.   I really was completely innocent of the effect that it
might have, and was puzzled afterwards by the dimness of the
sun, shaky arms and difficulty in discernment of lizards that
formerly had been easy to detect.  My thought was that I must
be suffering from sunstroke, and I was considerably surprised
to be informed that it was all the effect of a little bit of alcohol.  
It was not a sensation I appreciated at the time, or during the
rest of the trip, although in subsequent years the aversion
waned, at least for a time.

Sabinas Hidalgo at that time boasted nothing more famous
than Powers’ Cafe, where we obtained travel guides and
learned that there is a very large, beautiful spring in the wood-
ed low mountains nearby.  That was our camping site for
several days, as we collected many water snakes in the stream
below the spring, and large numbers of lizards in the various
canyons radiating out from the area.  We collected separately 
at times, in different canyons, and it was surprising how dif-
ferent our results were.  Being considerably shorter than 
Taylor, I tended to see and collect smaller animals than he did.

It was my responsibility to keep the catalog of preserved
specimens, although I assumed an ancillary function of collect-
ing insects, which I papered in lieu of mounting them, inas-
much as we did not have facilities for safe-keeping of mounted
specimens.  I had majored in entomology as an undergraduate,
and my guardian for most of those years was a superb taxo-
nomic entomologist,  from whom I learned a great deal about
insect classification.  I also expected that I might continue to at
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least minor in entomology as a graduate student (and indeed
did), and thought that a collection from Mexico might be use-
ful in that context.   Actually, its greatest use, as it turned out,
was sending the mounted specimens (prepared after we returned
to the United States) to the Academy of Natural Sciences of
Philadelphia in exchange for copies of all publications on
herpetology in the Proceedings of that Academy.  They were
tearing up a few excess copies of the journal, and those ex-
cerpts have been of continual use and great value to me (and
my colleagues for whom I xeroxed many copies) ever since.

Cooking fell to the lot of Taylor, who also assumed most of
the expenses incurred on the trip.  We carried pesos in a small
collecting bag, which we tossed out of the car to mark the spot
where specimens were observed on the road.  Fortunately we
never lost any money in the process, but it was not often that
the technique was practiced --- only on good highways where 
we could gain a little speed, and at that time there were few
such roads.  Mostly we traveled on trails so slowly that stops
could be almost immediate.  We used no potato hooks or other
devices to facilitate turning of rocks and debris; our hands had
to be sufficient.   We did carry cheap single-shot rifles, which
we used liberally on lizards.  Over the several years of collect-
ing in Mexico, we must have fired several thousand rounds of
.22 caliber shot shells --- to which I attribute my early deafness.

A short distance south of Monterrey the road degenerated
from the excellent asphalt we had enjoyed all the way from
Laredo, to a good gravel road which reached Ciudad Victoria. 
Not only was this city the gateway to the tropics, on the Pan-
American highway, but it was at that time also the gateway to
primeval roads.

It was dusk when we left Ciudad Victoria.  We had gone
only some ten miles or so when a heavy car whizzed by us at
such high speed on this poor, little-traveled road that we were 
a bit suspicious of motives.  A short distance beyond that point
we passed a man lying in the road, wrapped in garments dis-
tinctly reddish in spots.  We thought it unwise to stop under 
the circumstances, but proceeded on our way with mounting 
concern.  The jungle closed in on either side of the progressively
narrowing road, and the headlights frequently illuminated huge,
vine-draped trees silhouetted against the dark sky.  Sounds of
unknown animals constantly broke the stillness.  The country
seemed to teem with life.  Occasionally a frog hopped in the
road, and frequently they were heard calling from a roadside
pool.   It was my duty to run out and capture such animals, but
the novel exposure to unknown wildlife in such tropical abun-
dance had my hair practically standing on end.

The road continued to degenerate.  Bridges were numerous,
and most were makeshifts and difficult to find, frequently 
being off to one side of the main road.  Some, tested with my
own weight,  shook ominously, but they nevertheless held the
car, however barely.  Some sagged deeply in the middle, the
two halves poorly united.  Mudholes partially blocked the road
in many places, and ruts were deep and wet in others.  The
road become nothing more than a trail.   We did not wish to
block the road in camping for the night,  yet it was next to
impossible to pull off of it.   We continued on nearly until
dawn, when we finally found a place to pull off the road with-

out getting stuck.  Swarms of mosquitoes kept us company, but
we slept exhausted.

It was only an hour or so before the raucous screaming of
parrots and the noisy calls of many unidentified animals so
disturbed us that further sleep was impossible.  Awakened, we
scarcely recognized the surroundings as those where we had
stopped but a short time earlier under the cover of darkness.  
A beautiful,  dark green verdure completely covered the rolling
hills about us.  Vines interlaced in and between the closely
placed bushes and trees, leaving scarcely a place where one
might enter.  Numerous parrots and other brilliantly colored
birds constantly flew across the road clearing, while ornate
butterflies and damselflies added their beauty and biotic rich-
ness to the scene.

A short distance south, the road improved somewhat, and
passed through a tremendous forest of palm trees that extended
in every direction as far as the eye could see.  Although one
could not easily discern the grass-covered homes of local
residents, it appeared that few people inhabited the area. 
Occasionally we would pass a group of men working on the
road, but there were no other signs of human life.

Beyond Tamazunchale our real difficulties of navigation
began.  The city is in the foothills of the Sierra Madre Orien-
tal,  over which one must pass to reach Mexico City, an essen-
tial stop on the Pan-American highway.  Most of the road was
one-way, there being only occasional places where two cars
might pass.  The portions of the road under construction were
frequently the worst; large chunks of freshly blasted rocks 
were far more difficult to travel on than the relatively smooth,
although sometimes slippery, dirt of the unimproved portions.

Fortunately for us, there was no fog at the time we crossed
the mountains; the rainy season was unusually late in arriving. 
We had, however, a great sufficiency of thrills without that
added torment.  As the road continued upward, the valleys
below became increasingly deep.  Houses thousands of feet
below in the bottom of the valleys appeared as specks, and in
many places there would be nothing but the bottom to stop a
car once started down.  Many accidents had occurred on those
hair-raising roads, reputedly so frequently that rescue attempts
were no longer made.  Particularly dreaded was an incredibly
steep incline very near the pass at the very crest of the moun-
tains, where but a short time earlier an old car stalled, unable
to make it to the top.  Backing down, the car failed to make a
sharp curve and tumbled down the mountainside, bouncing in
tremendous leaps with parts flying in all directions, so we 
were told, much to our discomfiture.

Our own car was middle-aged, and rather short on power,
barely making numerous steep grades before we reached the
crest.  We were literally holding our breath as it stalled half-
way up the final grade.  It was only by dint of much coaxing
and roaring of the motor that we finally made it to the top.

Cars that traveled that road all developed a common trait
rather distinctive from vehicles traveling more navigable 
roads:  a powerful-sounding roar due to the loss of muffler
and/or tailpipe.  Ours was no exception.
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Perhaps as a result of eating mangos infested with the eggs
of a certain fruit fly, I developed one of the most common
diseases of the tropics --- a debilitating dysentery.  It was suf-
ficiently disturbing that few impressions remain of the rest of
the trip to Mexico City.  A heavy dust storm heralded our
arrival, and we spent a rare night in a hotel where an earth-
quake helped to keep us awake.  At Cuernavaca I finally gave
up efforts to collect, and spent several days in a motel under
the watchful care of the manager, who was quite familiar with
the treatment of dysentery.  In the meantime, Ed collected
between Mexico City and Cuernavaca, camping as usual.

Once recovered, I experienced no further illness the rest of
the summer, and Ed was completely free of it.   After he came
for me at Cuernavaca, our goal became Acapulco, and we set
off for it in high spirits.   ‘Twas just as well,  for the rainy sea-
son, which had been unduly delayed, descended upon us full
force.  During our whole stay in Guerrero, except for a few
days in the extremely arid Balsas river basin, there was a con-
stant succession of rainstorms.  We collected in wet clothes,
rode in a wet car, slept under wet blankets and were convinced
that never could we get ourselves and our belongings dry.

Our first night out from Cuernavaca was our introduction to
the miseries that were to plague us for weeks.  In the driving
rain, we were unable to see in the darkness any place where
our car might be pulled off the road to camp.  Ultimately we
were forced to pitch camp right in the road, inasmuch as there
was no traffic whatever.  The tarpaulin was spread out from
the side of the car over our two cots, and we gratefully 
crawled under the warm blankets.  A strong gust of wind
almost immediately pulled loose one of the stakes driven into
the gravel road, collapsing one side of the tarpaulin and dump-
ing the water it had accumulated onto our beds.  We dashed 
out in the rain in our pajamas, pegged the tarpaulin again, and
crawled back in wet clothes under wet blankets.  Then the
tarpaulin started to leak, and there was no place the cots could
be moved to avoid the drips.  Little pools of water accumulat-
ed near the foot of our cots, where we stuck our toes whenever
we stretched out.   It was one miserable night.

Not only was our camp itself uncomfortable, but we had
stopped unwittingly in a rather dangerous spot.   It was on a
curve, with a swollen, roaring river on one side, and a steep
mountainside on the other.  The rain loosened the soil above
us, and repeatedly we were startled by the rumble and crash of
earth and stones booming into the road and on into the river. 
We were in a quite precarious position, but unwilling to pull 
up stakes for something better.   Fortunately no slides struck
our camp, but in the morning, when the rain abated, we found
the road on either side of us completely blocked.  The problem
of continuing on toward Acapulco was shortly solved by a
repair crew that soon had one lane open.

Such difficulties would have stalled collecting efforts by
many, but Taylor was not to be deterred by inclement weather
or anything else, for that matter.   We hunted in every kind of
weather, rain or shine.  Field time was precious, and was not
to be wasted under any circumstances.  So while we waited for
the road to be cleared we turned stones on the adjacent moun-

tainside.

Eventually, enduring one storm after another for several
days, we arrived at the desert of the Río Balsas near Mezcala,
Guerrero, where we pulled off the road and stayed a couple of
days, drying out bedding, clothes and equipment.  The region
was quite barren, with a few low bushes on the level plains,
and a few trees on the hillsides and near the river.  Lizards
were present in great numbers and in many varieties, from
small species to large ctenosaurs.

Collecting was so successful there, and we were getting so
well warmed up and dried out,  that our stay would have been
idyllic except for the swarms of insects.  During the day, huge
numbers of light-colored sandflies (jejénes) swarmed about us. 
They scraped the skin from a small, circular area, causing the
blood to flow, which they would suck until satiated.  Then they
would fly away, leaving their very distinctive bites to bleed,
scab and bear witness for weeks to our ordeal.  They were so
numerous that we could not escape their attacks, except by
covering ourselves completely.  It was much too hot for that,
so we could only endure the blood-letting.  At the approach of
dusk the sandflies disappeared, but their place was taken by
swarms of mosquitoes.  We were constantly swatting and
scratching, and carried for a month distinctive scars all over
our arms, face and neck as evidence of our stay on the Río
Balsas.

Thus we welcomed the rains of more southern parts of
Guerrero after just two days by the river.  As we continued
toward Acapulco, we were steadily deluged.  Along the primi-
tive dirt and gravel road, little traveled, we were impressed
with the apparent communication between local residents
standing in their raincoats of dried, brown yucca leaves on the
tops of hills overlooking the road.  They would shout unintelli-
gibly, presumably in an Indian dialect, to sentinels stationed
farther away, who would relay the message in sing-song fash-
ion to some more remote sentinel, until the melodic sounds
faded far into the distant hills.   Since the messages started near
the road, we wondered whether our movements were being
watched and reported far and wide.

As we entered Acapulco it was raining so hard that land
could scarcely be distinguished from sea.  Water running in 
the streets washed the gravel down to the sea so rapidly that 
we thought we could actually feel our car sink slowly down
where we were parked to buy groceries.  Unable to do any
collecting there, we headed back toward the hills as soon as 
our shopping was completed.  Providing food on a long camp-
ing trip when space is at a premium is always a problem.  In
the tropics, it is wise to avoid food that can spoil quickly, and
canned food takes up too much space.  Our solution was rice,
sugar and canned, evaporated milk, every meal, three times a
day.  Occasionally we would add white and sweet bread pur-
chased from women on their way to market, and on rare occa-
sion we would buy a chicken.  For emergencies --- as when I
became ravenously hungry --- we had a few cans of salmon to
fall back on.  Taylor was a bit annoyed with my healthy appe-
tite.   It was a rare luxury to eat in a restaurant,  usually in
celebration of some lucky find of a rare or unusual specimen.
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On our way back from Acapulco, we pitched a camp on a
knoll between two small villages, Rincón and Cajones.  The
knoll flanked a high, pine-capped ridge beckoning across a 
very broad, shallow valley.  In hopes of finding something
distinctive there, we started for it early one morning, leaving
the tarpaulin pitched from the car and covering our belongings. 
We walked until midafternoon, when the ridge was still in the
distance.  At that point I decided to return to the car, while Ed
continued on toward the ridge.

Alone and hurried by the pangs of hunger, I took what I
supposed would be a shortcut across the more nearly level
valley, avoiding the tiring travel up and down the ridge we had
followed in a circuitous route toward the mountain ridge. 
Before long I became confused in the tall, stout bamboo and
brambles through which I was penetrating at a snail’s pace. 
Lacking a machete, I found difficulty forcing apart or breaking
the intertwining branches, scratching myself unmercifully on
broken, projecting stubs.  Eventually I came within sight of a
lone tree, previously hidden from sight by the brambles.  As I
did so, something came crashing down from the lower 
branches of the tree, and went bounding through the brush in
another direction, accompanied by an incredible rattling and
thrashing as it forced its way through the thicket.  Somewhat
frightened by the prospect of meeting a jaguar in brush where I
could hardly move, I made my way with the greatest haste to
the nearest hillside, abandoning the valley route.  It was dusk
by the time I reached camp, which was intact.  By the time I
had cooked our rice meal, it was dark, and I assumed that Ed
would spend the night in the wilderness, for it was pitch dark
and seemingly impossible to walk.  Accordingly I ate my rice
and later busied myself tagging and cataloging the specimens I
had brought back.  I was startled around 9:30 P.M.  by the
sound of approaching footsteps, and a few seconds later Ed
dragged in, weary but wearing the smile of success.  He had
reached the top of the mountain, and returned most of the way
in dusk and darkness.  He was guided by my fire for a long
distance, but I was astonished that he could see where he was
walking in almost total darkness.

Returning to Mexico City, we looked about us for other
roads that we might explore.  A road map we secured at a
Huaxteca filling station suggested that we might be able to
negotiate one of the two roads to Veracruz, and perhaps the
one to Oaxaca.

We elected Veracruz as our first attempt, although the road
we chose, through Jalapa, was somewhat the worse of the two,
as we later learned.  The first part,  between Mexico City and
Puebla, was well paved, and led through beautiful forests of
large pine and fir trees.  The temperature was very low, how-
ever.  The night we spent camped near Río Frío (Cold River)
was as miserable in its way as some we had spent in Guerrero. 
We kept ourselves from threatened hypothermia by sleeping
with our cots together, throwing the tarpaulin on top of the
blankets and permitting it to drag the ground.  We dug two
holes under the cots and placed our Coleman lanterns in them,
where they burned much of the night.   The heat was to a 
certain extent held under the tarpaulin, somewhat offsetting the
cold from both above and below.

Beyond Puebla the road curved around the base of Malinche,
the mountain whose name was given to Cortez and his mistress
by the Aztecs and Tlaxcalans.  Progressing a short distance
beyond the base of the mountain, we gradually came into view
of all three of the great volcanoes of Mexico:  Orizaba, Popo-
catepetl and Ixtaccihuatl,  contributing to a scene of unexcelled
splendor.  Orizaba, within sight of which we were to remain
for a month, justly bears a reputation of great beauty, with its
symmetrical, snow-capped cone projecting majestically to
heights surpassed by only one other North American peak.

The most impressive view we were ever afforded of any of
these volcanoes, however, was of Popocatepetl,  from the road
from Cuernavaca to Mexico City.  On that particular occasion,
as we rounded a corner headed back to Mexico City, the 
glistening cone of the volcano popped suddenly into view,
across an immense valley hidden from sight by billowy white
clouds.  The sun was just setting in the west, throwing long
purple and blue shadows over every contour of the clouds, and
playing with all the color repertoire of the rainbow on the only
object many miles away that rose above the white sea stretch-
ing between us --- an unforgettable sight.

The whole trip from Puebla nearly to Jalapa (now Xalapa)
was cold.  The plateau, although essentially flat,  attains a
greater elevation toward the east, terminating in a high ridge at
its eastern edge.  Jalapa is situated on the slopes of the eastern
exposure of these mountains.

Over most of the area we traversed, on trails that branched
confusingly without signs, stretched interminable rows of
agaves, cultivated for many indispensable uses.  As we neared
the mountains, the broad, flat plains became largely uncultivat-
ed, but with occasional islands of oak and scrubby pine.  A 
few large haciendas were scattered at widely spaced intervals,
some of them villages in themselves.  They were well con-
structed of stone and adobe, and we passed a probable owner
who appeared as though from the pages of a book, dressed in
regalia we had by this time concluded was entirely of the days
of yore.  He was a fine-looking man of Spanish mien, mounted
on a beautiful bay horse, dressed in tightly fitting trousers
reaching the ankles, high-heeled shoes in silver stirrups, a
leather jacket ornamented with designs of sombreros, stars and
swords.  To top the outfit,  he was wearing a large, broad-
brimmed sombrero and a brace of ivory-handled pistols promi-
nently placed in open, intricately designed holsters.  Greeting
us pleasantly, he inquired into our difficulties, if any, and
conversed with us briefly in a congenial manner.

Not far from there we later met a very different type of
person as we were trying to collect in one of the scattered
woods the road traversed.  He was armed with a rifle, and was
very gruff and moody, ordering us off the land and refusing to
speak except for short,  snarling commands to get going, even
as we tried to explain our presence and what we were doing. 
As we walked back toward the car, he followed about 200 feet
behind us, hiding behind trees and keeping himself well con-
cealed.  When he seemed to disappear, and we stopped mo-
mentarily to turn a log or rock, he would suddenly walk out
toward us from behind a tree, then hide behind another.  We
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ultimately gave up any further exploration there.

Reaching the mountains west of Xalapa, we camped but 
one night,  spending however a much longer time there the next
day than planned.  Our car was acclimated to the relatively
warm weather of the Kansas plains, and became so chilled by
the cool weather of the plateau that we had adopted a policy of
parking it at night on an incline which would serve, in case the
starter would not,  to get the motor going by pushing the car
down the slope.  At Cruz Blanca we drove the car into a rela-
tively open area in the pine forest, along a trail that led down a
slight incline to a level area a few feet below the level of the
road.  We left the car about halfway down the incline, expect-
ing the remainder to suffice for starting the car in the morning. 
The night was insufferably cold, however --- even colder than at
Río Frío.  The gasoline lanterns under the cots were insuffi-
cient to keep us comfortable.

It subsequently appeared that the car needed the lanterns as
much as we did, for the next morning the starter would scarce-
ly turn the motor over.  We tried helping it with the crank, but
with no success.  Soon the starter ceased to function complete-
ly.  Our only recourse was to push the car down the remainder
of the slope and pray it would start.  The motor did snort and
pant,  but some cylinders refused absolutely to fire, and we
were left stranded on the level area with the road above us and
no chance of pushing the car onto it.   We tried cranking until
our arms were sore, but accomplished nothing except getting
ourselves well warmed.  We engaged the services of a man we
found wandering in the woods near us to help us push the car
out,  but our combined efforts were to no avail.

It appeared now that our only chance was to walk to the
nearest town and hire a car to pull us out.   Ed went on that
errand, while I amused myself turning logs and pawing about
in stump holes in search of salamanders and lizards.  Fortu-
nately Ed was able to hail a passing truck not far down the
road, and with its help the car was pulled out onto the road and
pushed until it started.

We found the change from near-freezing temperatures to a
subtropical climate to be very abrupt as we continued toward
Xalapa.  The warm, moisture-laden winds from the gulf as-
cend high on the eastern sides of the mountain range, losing
their moisture and their heat.  As they descend on the western
side, on the plateau, they continue to decrease in temperature
and hold but little moisture.  Xalapa, at 4500 feet above sea
level, is much warmer and the vegetation much more lush and
heavy than at Chilpancingo, on the southern slopes of the
western escarpment in Guerrero, at 4200 ft.   We observed that
the high temperatures and heavy growth of vegetation extend
upward nearly a thousand feet above Xalapa.

Until we reached Xalapa, most of the road was passable,
although not improved.  Part was merely worn deeper and
deeper into the earth as the water and travel through many
years eroded a broad path.  Most of the soil was sandy loam
and, while eroding rapidly, maintained a fairly negotiable
surface for car travel.  Below Xalapa, however, the clay soil
and greatly increased rainfall produced a very rough, almost
impassable road which would be absolutely impossible for

automobile travel during rainy periods.  We were fortunate
enough to strike a spell of dry weather in the middle of the
rainy season, which permitted us to go much farther than
would otherwise have been possible.

As we neared the coast,  however, the water in the road had
accumulated in such quantities from earlier rains that we 
frequently traversed puddles up to the running boards.  We
were traveling late one evening through one such puddle,
when, about 20 feet in front of the car, we saw two bright,
shining red orbs just above the water line.  Knowing that they
might be the eyes of some animal we might want,  we stopped
the car and I crawled out in the water as the eyes slowly disap-
peared under the surface.  Watching the spot where they had
disappeared, I slowly approached the spot.   I had seen enough
to be convinced that the animal was a crocodile, but the man-
ner of capturing it was not so obvious.  I hesitated a moment,
not exactly certain where or how large the animal was, and
remembering how irresistibly crocodilians twist their bodies
and roll over and over to tear loose anything they grab.  
I didn’t care to lose a finger or have a hand mangled, but
lacking any handy alternative I lunged with both hands for the
spot where the animal was last seen, as Ed shouted words of
caution.  By sheer luck I grabbed the crocodile about the neck,
and was safe enough if I could hold on as the crocodile
thrashed about violently, almost loosening my grip.  I thought
surely this must be a six-footer, but by the time I lifted it clear
of the water it had shrunk to a mere three feet.

After we had caught a crocodile right in the middle of the
road, we were prepared to find anything.  Wonders seemed
never to cease.  The only thing we were not prepared for
happened, however.  A few miles farther on, in the middle of
the little village of La Colorada, about 20 km from Veracruz,
we came to another mudhole about 15 feet across.  I got out of
the car and walked though the puddle to test its depth and the
bottom, finding it apparently no worse than others we had
successfully negotiated, so Ed gave the car the gun, and
splashed mightily into the mudhole.  But the car came to a
sudden stop right in the middle, surrounded on all sides by
water.  The more we spun the wheels to go either or forward
(we were not in a position to be particular),  the deeper the 
hind end sank into the mud, until we had to stop to keep water
from entering the interior of the car.  By this time the inhabit-
ants of the village, which had been completely dark, awak-
ened and soon numerous lights could be seen coming toward
us, accompanied by shouting and much low murmuring.  We
explained our difficulty, although it hardly needed explanation,
and asked permission to make camp on a little knoll near the
puddle.  The sheriff deliberated briefly, and finally conde-
scended to give us permission, inasmuch as there were no
homes or buildings in the immediate vicinity, and dense vege-
tation surrounded the area to a height of several meters.  We
put the tarpaulin up in tent form, carried our cots, bedding and
other belongings out,  and set about cooking our supper, while
people stood around and watched.  As we might be forced to
remain in “town” for several days, and might need the help of
the inhabitants to extricate ourselves, we suffered in silence the
disturbance of our privacy.  Their curiosity seemed insatiable,
most of them remaining until we had crawled into our beds and
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turned out the lanterns.

In the morning we were awakened by the same, curious
crowd.  As soon as we breakfasted we opened negotiations for
oxen, horses, mules or any other kind of animals that could be
found to pull us out of the mire.  Although several men prom-
ised aid in the form of horses, none appeared for two days.  In
the meantime, we enjoyed the hospitality of the townsfolk,
many of whom we engaged to hunt lizards and snakes at a 
price of from one to ten centavos each.

Although in our own country local residents are often 
suspicious of herp collectors, and seldom are really interested
or helpful,  we found the citizens of La Colorada quite the
opposite.  They exhibited an inherent interest in natural history
of all sorts.  They were observant,  readily distinguished most
species, and have their own names, usually Indian, for them. 
They seemed to know when and where to search for different
species, and so aided importantly in our collecting.  Of course,
the fact that we paid them for animals that would otherwise
have no pecuniary value no doubt enhanced their interest, but
they clearly were interested despite that additional motivation.

On the morning of the third day a horse appeared.  We 
were disappointed by the prospect of having but a single ani-
mal available, but the men of the village assured us that it
would be sufficient.   We hitched the animal to the front axle,
but all the cursing and whip-cracking that could be mustered
was insufficient to budge the car.  Determined not to be defeat-
ed, all the men rolled up their white trousers and waded into
the pool to push.  By dint of much grunting and shouting, the
car slowly moved forward out of the puddle, while the women
of the village stood watching at a respectful distance.  Turning
the car around, Ed drove it back around the pool,  safely avoid-
ing the deep mud in the middle.

We had been so favorably impressed by the quality of
collecting there that we remained another night,  leaving our
tent pitched where it was.

That night we separately ventured out to collect with our
gasoline lanterns.  Frogs and toads are best collected at night.  
The light from a lantern or flashlight so blinds them that they
cannot see, permitting one to approach close enough to make a
grab for them.  Usually, at least when there are large choruses,
they continue to sing while one wanders about with the light,
tracking down all individual calls that sound distinctive.  One
thus becomes shortly accustomed to identifying each species’
call.   The pool I chose that night was a very inviting frog 
pond.  Its banks were quite steep, the middle of the pond prob-
ably about six feet deep.  At the edge, the water was about
three feet deep.  The whole surface of the pond was covered in
a close network of duckweed of various sizes.  The constant
croaking of green, red-eyed frogs shut out sounds from the rest
of the world as completely as though a wall separated it from
me.  Movements on the bottom of the pool released bubbles of
gases which rose and burst so constantly that the resultant
popping noises sounded like rain.  Sometimes I would seen a
whole series of bubbles that appeared to outline the shape of a
form below.  As the lantern cast eerie shadows on the dark
background, and the frogs maintained their incessant croaking,

I could not but reflect on the utter solitude of the place.  I did
not tarry long to enjoy the mystery of the pool,  however, once
my quota of frogs was caught,  because some of the bubble
groups looked suspiciously as though caused by crocodiles.

Fellow travelers persuaded us that we should give up any
thought of continuing on the Veracruz.  When we had been
extricating our car from the mudhole, with the help of the
villagers, we heard ahead of us the unmistakable roar of a car
laboring through mud.  Shortly the roar dissolved itself in the
rattles of a model T Ford, which soon struggled into sight
around the bend.  In the meantime we had cleared the road of
our car, permitting the other car to pass.  We exchanged 
sympathies briefly, and learned that the entire road to Vera-
cruz from this point was under water.  The distance was only
20 km, yet the model T had taken two days to reach this far.  
With our heavier car, we probably would have remained en
route for several weeks had we persisted.  We were informed,
however, that we could reach Veracruz by another route 
through Córdoba.  The route we were on was only a dry-
season route, whereas the other was open all year.

Attempting to return to Amozoc, where we were to find the
road to Córdoba, we lost our way among the maze of trails
leading in all directions and without signs, connecting various
haciendas scattered across the broad plains.  Skirting the hills
though which we had passed several weeks before, we soon
encountered the very road we wanted, saving ourselves some
150 km by the route intended.  It was one of the very few times
when getting lost turned out to be an advantage.

The ridge at the edge of the plateau was not so high there 
as at Perote, where we had crossed before.  There was no
extensive, tall forest of evergreens, but only a low ridge 
capped by scrubby cedars and oaks that marked the edge of the
plateau.  The descent,  however, more than made up for the
short and uninteresting ascent.   The road wound back and forth
down the side of the mountain thousands of feet in a zigzag
pattern reminiscent of a foot-trail up the steep side of a Colo-
rado mountain.  Moist,  chilly clouds settled down over the
road, occasionally lifting to reveal the tremendous valley 
below, reaching far into the hazy distance where we imagined
we could see the pounding surf.   Below us in a panoramic
bird’s-eye view stretched the brown and green, square fields,
the little,  isolated toylike houses, and like crumbs on a patch-
work quilt,  the buildings that composed the nearest town of
Acultzingo, Orizaba far in the distance, and Córdoba still
farther ahead in the hazy mist.

Before we had descended far, the fog became so impene-
trable to vision that we stopped the car to await another break
in the clouds.  But evening was upon us, and the fog had 
settled down to remain for the night.   We ultimately decided
that further travel was out of the question at that time, and
pulled the car off to one side of the road on a slight rise at a
curve.  As we crawled shivering out of the car on its perch, 
the derisive, icy laughter of a rushing mountain stream greeted
us.  It was but a few feet away, hidden by vegetation.  A
nearby path led to it,  and a few large stones appropriately
placed furnished means of crossing.  Winding its way 20 or 30
feet beyond, the path led to the base of a moderately large tree
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at the bottom of a narrow, dry arroyo.  There we camped,
unloading the car of necessities and carrying them across the
stream, stretching the tarpaulin out from the branches of the
tree in an inverted v-shaped form.

Our cots were our workbenches.  Maneuvering them into a
position approaching the horizontal was a problem, for there
was not sufficient room lengthwise of the arroyo, and cross-
wise they had no support in the middle.  We finally supported
the middle legs on stones, and set about cooking the rice.

It was no new experience for us to wait long minutes for 
the rice to cook.  At lower altitudes, the rice would be ready in
15 minutes, but here, as elsewhere on the plateau, the water
boiled at a much lower temperature and the rice remain un-
palatable and hard for a seemingly interminable length of time. 
Implacably hungry, I started gnawing on some dry, hard bread
we had bought several days before.  As I was noisily chewing
on it a shrill note startled us.  All was quiet as we sat motion-
less, holding our breath.  In a moment another call broke the
silence, and we smiled at each other.  Our stay was not to be
entirely in vain.  Some frog, whose call neither of us had ever
heard before, was singing on the side of the hill behind us.

Lighting one of the gasoline lanterns, we immediately set
out in pursuit of the frog, in the face of a drizzling rain that 
had started shortly after we had hung the tarpaulin.  Reaching
the spot where we suspected the frog was, we stood motionless
and in silence as we awaited another call.  Minutes passed, but
the only sounds were of the dripping leaves and occasional spit
from the lantern as a drop of water lit on its hot cap.  The light
obviously scared the frog, so I retreated some distance and hid
the lantern under my coat, not only removing the disturbance to
the frog but also warming myself considerably.  Shortly the
frog called, and I rushed up with the lantern.  We determined
that the frog was located above our heads in a certain small
tree.  Not being able to spot it,  however, we again hid the
light, standing closer to the frog.  It refused to call again,
however, and after a considerable length of time we gave up
and returned to our rice, well cooked by then.

Immediately after dinner we returned to the chase, the frog
having regained enough courage to beep occasionally.  For 
two hours we exercised our best skills attempting to locate it,
but eventually had to return without our quarry.

The long stand in the rain had chilled us to the bone.  It 
was with great relief that I crawled between warm blankets and
dropped off to sleep.  I was rudely awakened in the middle of
the night by a rocking jolt to the bed and a subsequent resound-
ing crack as its supports split and the cot sagged alarmingly
downhill.   I sat up like a jackknife and was about to shout to
Ed that an earthquake was bringing the mountain down when
his laugh brought me to my senses.  One of the stone supports
had slipped and one of the longitudinal supports of the cot had
broken.  All that was necessary was to restore the stone and set
the broken shaft,  but it was not a restful night.

Although our campsite was one of the most precarious of
the entire trip, we remained there several days.  The solitude 
of the place; the constant,  energetic roar of the adjacent stream;
the magnificent view; the exhilaration of figuratively hanging

on by our fingernails there; and, probably most importantly,
the excellence of the collecting, led to our lengthy stay.

Upon our second night,  the elusive frog continued its tantaliz-
ing serenade from the same tree as before, and we determined to
find it come what may.  We tired of waiting between calls,
however, and eventually started to chop the tree down.  I held
the lantern as Ed chopped away.  When the tree fell,  a little
flash of long legs sent us scrambling for them, but the lantern 
fell in the excitement and again the frog eluded us.  We searched
the ground and surrounding trees with great care, but nothing
was found.  Disgusted, we went on up the arroyo and soothed
our injured spirits by catching frogs in the spring which fed the
stream.  It was not until the third night that we finally located
the frog which had eluded us for so long.  Its capture was a
matter of celebration, which took the form of leaving for
Acultzingo, where the soles of our boots were repaired.

We continued on to south of Córdoba, where, almost within
sight of the city of Veracruz that we had striven to reach for
almost a month, we turned around to explore different terrains. 
We found the collecting in the lush vegetation of that area
rather unproductive, although in subsequent years we learned
new techniques that were just as productive as our other tech-
niques had been in more open country.

Crossing the sierra above Acultzingo, we turned southward
toward Tehuacán.  Almost immediately we entered a semiarid
region unlike anything we had encountered since our days
along the Balsas river in Guerrero.  Here, however, it was
cooler and more elevated.  Yuccas and several kinds of low
cactus were moderately abundant.   One of the kinds of cactus
forms a sort of colony, several hundred small heads about four
inches in diameter composing a huge mound six or eight feet 
in diameter.  By using a spade and hook, we tore apart the
large mounds, and found in them rare snakes, slow-moving
alligator lizards, and several large frogs which are supposed to
have a call that sounds like the bark of a dog.

South of Tehuacán we again entered the Balsas river basin. 
It was more arid than the part we had seen in Guerrero, and 
the arid part appeared to be much more extensive.  The variety
of cacti was tremendous.  There were large and small barrel-
shaped cacti, four or five kinds of single-stalked giant cacti,
several varieties of organ cactus, and many kinds we had not
seen before.  There was also a peculiar,  branched kind of 
yucca which grew to a great height, and had a trunk flared 
near the ground.  The leaves of that kind fall when they are
dead, contrary to their usual persistence in other kinds, hang-
ing down the sides and giving the plant an unkempt appear-
ance.  The giant cacti, much like the giant saguaro of Arizona,
were so numerous in some places that it was difficult to pene-
trate between them.

Every few miles we passed curious terraced hills with
square, flat areas about eight feet on a side covering the whole
surface.  Some held water, but others were dry and contained 
a white deposit.   We concluded that they were evaporating 
beds used to secure salt.   There were a few large evaporating
plants with large, concrete reservoirs, flush with the ground,
where water was allowed to stand and evaporate.  We once
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walked about the walls between a series of such tanks, and
were accosted by an old man who suddenly appeared from
nowhere on the other side of the tanks.  He cautioned us to
walk with care, as a man had fallen into one of them just the
night before and drowned.  Except for that one watchman, we
saw no people about any of the numerous evaporating plants,
all isolated and remote from human habitation.  The source of
water was not apparent,  for we could find none for our own
scanty needs except in rare, deep potholes in arroyos, which
we found by dint of much legwork.

Although buses and trucks occasionally plied the road, we
found it tough going at the frequent,  steep arroyo and stream
crossings.  They were so difficult that the risk of long delays
became overwhelming.  Time was flying:  we had already
spent two months in Mexico, and our permits allowed us only
one month more.  Since we had planned to return by a dif-
ferent route than we had taken southward, we could well need
all of a month to make it.   A few miles beyond Huajuapan de
León we reluctantly turned around, retracing our steps across
ravines we had sweated to make navigable, to Tehuacán, 
where we took the paved highway to Mexico City.

We left Mexico City with the hope of reaching Guadala-
jara, but somewhere in Michoacán we began following cattle-
trails and bent blades of grass that might lead somewhere, until
we found ourselves in Maravatío, far off our planned route. 
Without retreating, our only course seemed to be to continue 
to Acámbaro.  We were there told that if we went back to
Maravatío we could find a road to Morelia and Guadalajara.

Along the winding dirt road to Maravatío were numerous
small ponds where turtles were abundant.   While we were
wading in them searching the bottoms with out hands for 
turtles or frogs, Ed concluded that we might as well make the
most of our opportunity and take a bath.  I objected, for we
were right out there in plain sight with no privacy.  He insisted
however that at least one bath a month is mandatory.  I had
failed to keep up with him when he had bathed in the icy water
in the mountains we had passed through from Mexico City. 
Here the water was muddy but warm and wet, and we played
and cavorted in it until evening approached.  During the whole
time we had the utmost privacy --- not a single cowboy or car
appeared in sight.

We found the road at Maravatío that was to take us to
Morelia, and early in the morning, with refreshed body and
gleeful spirits we started on the first lap to Guadalajara.  At 
the sight of the rock heaps in the road, our spirits sank, and we
hung on as best we might while the car jolted up and down,
back and forth like a mad creature.  Ed eased the car over the
rocks at the slowest speeds possible, but it seemed that at any
moment the tires must burst or the differential crack on project-
ing boulders.  But what we feared most did not happen.  True,
a tire did go flat,  but just because a cactus spine had been
pounded through it.   We were forced to stop on the side of a
hill,  unable to go farther without cutting the tire.  It was a
situation not to be recommended:  the car on a slant,  no level
place to put a jack, no space to remove the tire once loosened. 
We were in a foul mood by the time we were ready to go
again, only to find that our troubles had just begun.  We went

but another half mile when another tire went flat.   The spines
we had run over cutting across country in Oaxaca were coming
through.  All on the inner-tube side, of course.  We must have
repaired the tires at least six times before we reached Zinapé-
cuaro, and we spent most of the day doing it.   The road im-
proved beyond there, however, and except for one stop to
repair a pinched tube we had no further trouble.

In Zinapécuaro we were told that we could not get to More-
lia because a bridge on the road had been out for a year or 
two.  We doubted their word, but learned that they were 
speaking true.  We were forced to give up entirely any attempt
to reach Guadalajara, and again returned to Acámbaro.  This
time we took a much more navigable side road to avoid the
rocky main road.  The side road led us to Lake Cuitzeo, an
internal drainage salt lake fed by a number of springs.  We
stopped at one place where three springs flowed into the lake. 
One was so hot that the hand could not comfortably be held in
it; another was comfortably warm; and the third was luke-
warm, and was the only one with visible aquatic life.  All three
filled the air with a disagreeable stench, most notable near the
hottest water.

It was late afternoon when we left Acámbaro for Salva-
tierra, on the main highway north.  The road was full of chuck-
holes and ruts as we left town, but at least nearly dry.  But the
farther we went,  the damper it became, our speed gradually
slackening even though Ed pushed the accelerator to the floor. 
Soon we had to go into second to keep moving, then into low. 
With the motor roaring, we gradually slowed to a stop, and no
amount of roaring or pushing would move us either forward or
backward, but only made the car sink lower and lower into the
mud, until the running boards were flush with the soil.   It was
now raining, and darkness was upon us.  There was no use
trying to dig out of this mess, for the mud over the whole road
was at least 18 inches deep.  Nor could we set up our tarpaulin
and cots in the mess without getting all of our paraphernalia
and the car full of mud and water.  By force of circumstances
we prepared to spend the night curled up in the car, Ed having
the two front seats to lie upon and the steering wheel to wrap
himself around, while I had the luggage in the rear seats to lie 
upon, where there was hardly room for me between the luggage
and the ceiling.  All night we dozed fitfully, tossing and turn-
ing to relieve pain in various parts of the body unaccustomed 
to bearing so much weight.  As dawn broke through the eastern
skies, we crawled out of our den with sore muscles and creak-
ing joints, into a cold and drizzling rain that had covered the
road and surrounding fields with water.  As we stood there, 
too cold to wander far away, and too stiff and muddy to crawl
back into the car, several cowboys came along driving a herd
of cattle down the road.  As I watched each hoof of the ani-
mals sink far into the mud, and come out with a dull plock, I
thought that surely we must leave the car here and travel home
by train.  Several herds of cattle passed us, stirring up the mud
and making any possible hope of getting out seem still more
remote.  As far as the eye could see in any direction, there was
mud --- deep mud, that doesn’t dry in a few days’ time.

Eventually two men with a brace of oxen came by.  After
some bargaining, they agreed to help us back to Acámbaro. 
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We hitched the bueyes to the rear axle, but the combined 
efforts of the motor and the oxen didn’t budge the car.  Fortu-
nately, by this time the drizzle had ceased.  We unloaded the
car and piled all of our luggage on the tarpaulin at one side of
the road.  Even thus relieved of much weight, the car would
not respond to the struggles of the oxen.

The only recourse left to us was to try to dig the car loose
from its mooring.  Mud blocked the axles, differential and
most other under parts.  After working about an hour remov-
ing mud, most lower parts were at least visibly free from mud,
and we were ready for our last stand.  The cowboys goaded
their oxen with their long, steel-pointed sticks while Ed kicked
the car into gear and trod the accelerator.  Amid the roaring
noise of the motor, the cursing and shrieking of the cowboys,
the shouts of the men pushing and the snorting of the oxen, the
car remained as stable and motionless as the Rock of Gibraltar.

With the failure of this attempt, our hopes dimmed greatly,
as we sat and panted, looking at the contraption which con-
trived to give us so much trouble, yet at times served us so
well.   While we were thus involved in turning over in our
minds the dismal facts of the situation, another team of oxen
appeared down the road.  Eager for just one more try, we
engaged their services, and together the four oxen, aided by 
the motor and pushing men, slowly pulled the car backward
from its mire.  Afraid to let the car stand in one spot and again
start settling, we kept it moving backward about a quarter of a
mile, until we reached ground we knew the car could travel
over under its own power.  We carried all of our luggage 
back, loaded it in and continued back to Acámbaro without
further mishap.  Evening had again approached, but we were
glad to remain in town and enjoy the comfort of a real bed,
even if hard, the warmth of a hot meal and the pleasures of our
first Mexican picture show.

It would have been foolhardy to attempt to travel the next
day over the wet roads.  The sun was shining, but we let the
roads dry a day or two before we tried our luck again.  In the
meantime we collected near the town.  The country was much
like certain parts of eastern Kansas, with moderate stands of
trees here and there, low rolling hills and rocky little streams
of clear water.  The surrounding hills must has been famous
many years ago, for outcroppings of obsidian, the Indians’
favorite stone for making tools and weapons, were every-
where.  Frequently we found fragments of fashioned imple-
ments, mingled with broken bits of pottery, among the out-
croppings of untouched stone.

The following afternoon we left Acámbaro for the last time,
taking the road to Jerécuaro and Coroneo.  It was marked on
maps as a worse road than the one to Salvatierra, but we hoped
that lesser traffic might make it better in the rainy season. 
Indeed it did prove to be somewhat better,  but at frequent
intervals we would encounter mudholes, which we had to
circumvent.  The other road had been just one long mudhole,
so we were satisfied with our choice.

Nevertheless it soon appeared as though the gods had 
decreed that we take up our abode in Acámbaro, for we had
gone but a few miles when we sank deep into one of those

mudholes we had tried to circumvent.  We were nearly as
badly stuck as before, and evening had fallen.  With our ex-
perience, however, we knew what we had to do, like it or not.  
The night we spent in the car was just as miserable as before,
for experience did not soften the objects on which we had to
lie.  But the next day we immediately unloaded the car, dug it
loose from the mud, and engaged four oxen to pull us through. 
This time we went forward, for we could not face retreating to
Acámbaro every time we got stuck.

We were thoroughly confused as to the route we should 
take northward.  Not having a suitable road map, we took the
routes advised by various people we met.  Most of them,
unfortunately, had purely local knowledge and advised roads
that were shortest, not necessarily most easily navigable. 
Following oxen or burros all their lives, they hardly conceived
of what constituted a passable road for cars.  Since they 
viewed a car as such an improvement over animals, they
seemed to take it for granted that cars could go anywhere
animals could, and even where they could not.   So, instead of
going to San Juan del Río, where we could have taken a gravel
road to Querétaro, we went north from Coroneo over dirt
roads.  At Querétaro, instead of taking the direct route north to
San Luis Potosí,  we again lost our way and went through
Celaya, Salamanca and Irapuato to Silao.

Since we had come so far from our direct route, we deter-
mined to see Guanajuato, a few miles off the road to the east 
of Silao, and to visit the state university there.  One of the 
most famous of Mexican naturalists, Alfredo Dugès, had lived
at Guanajuato and taught in the university.  We hoped that we
might see his collection, if it still existed, and examine certain
specimens in which we would be interested.

The university was contained in a single building.  We
entered it one morning, and sat down in the study hall,  a large
room on the first floor, while we awaited the arrival of the
director.  There were four long study tables in the room, about
which grouped 20 or 30 rather frolicsome students.  We tried 
to make ourselves as inconspicuous as possible, but the students
immediately recognized us as foreigners and soon gathered in 
a far corner, frequently glancing at us and laughing hilarious-
ly.  One of the students soon broke away from the rest of them
and approached Ed with a sheet of paper in his hand.  On it
was a passable caricature of Ed, emphasizing his lantern jaw
and stern visage that always catch the eye of any caricaturist.  
Ed glared at the drawing for a moment, and as time passed the
laughter ceased and was replaced by some apprehension, for 
an Ed Taylor glare can be most intimidating.  Then Ed smiled
and broke into a merry laugh.  All was well then, and the
students gathered around him to talk and hear him criticize the
caricature.

The director’s entrance broke up the party, the students
returned to their work and Ed and I left for the director’s
office.  Yes, the famous Dugès collection was still housed at
the university.  Might we see it?  Yes, on one condition --- that
we take nothing from the jars.  Everything must be examined
through their glass containers.  We argued that we would like
to count scales and take measurements, which would be impos-
sible through glass, but the director remained adamant.  Fear-
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ing that the director, who was rapidly warming to the argu-
ment, might change his mind and refuse to let us look at the
specimens at all if we pursued the matter any further, we
accepted the condition and went upstairs with the guide.  The
collection, although not extensive, was in good condition. 
Most of all,  there were several invaluable types --- single speci-
mens upon which the description of a new species is based. 
Unable to remove the specimens from their containers, to get a
closer view of their characters, we could do little more than to
note their existence.

The region about Guanajuato and Silao looked like a sec-
tion of feudal Europe.  Hacienda buildings were like castles,
with turrets and lookout towers, provided with slitlike aper-
tures to fire through, all built of heavy stone.  Many castle-like
buildings were abandoned and in disrepair.   The whole area
seemed fortified, and the visitor is struck with an aura of
hostility.

Between Silao and Guanajuato we took off on a wrong road
and entered a rather large village, separated from the road only
by a moat over which a bridge was placed.  As we juggled
down the cobblestone streets, a deathly stillness gradually
became apparent.   There was no noise, no people moving
about.   I walked up the street in search of a grocery store, but
not a soul appeared; all the houses and buildings were either
vacant or boarded shut.  As we left the city and were again on
the main road, we met a man who volunteered that the village
was named Marfil,  and that it was deserted except for a hand-
ful of people who had been unable to leave.  We never learned
its history.

From Silao, our road led through León, thence to San Luis
Potosí.   Here again we took the wrong road, although this time
it did not take us out of our way.  It led through Moctezuma
and Charcas, thence across to Guadelupe, where we met the
main highway northward from San Luis Potosí,  passing
through Cedral and Vanegas to Gómez Farías.

A few miles north of Gómez Farías we passed through the
middle of an enormous prairie dog town which stretched mile
after mile in all directions.  Perhaps because we were gazing
too much on this remarkable animal town, or perhaps because
of the descending darkness, or perhaps because of the rain
which obscured our vision, we drove off the road slightly and
sank right down into one of the prairie dog homes.  It was too
late to dig out that evening, so we set up our tarpaulin, tied to
fence posts we borrowed for that purpose, and prepared to
sleep more comfortably than we had been able to do recently.

Previous nights we had spent in mudholes had been very
unpleasant,  but this one was to be different.   Somewhere in the
distance we could hear a big frog chorus.  When frogs were
calling we could not set around camp bewailing misfortune.  
So we lit out for the chorus, which must have been at least a
mile away, for it seemed that we walked for hours before we
reached it.   We soon silenced the boisterous chorus by collect-
ing most of the calling males, as well as some of the silent
females, and headed back to the car.  It was quite dark, as the
sky was still cloudy.  We had followed a zigzag row of trees
toward the pond, and followed what we thought was the same

row back to the road.  But the car was not there, nor were
there any tracks.  We must have followed the wrong row of
trees, somehow.  For an hour or so we followed first one row,
then another, always coming back to the road in the wrong
place.  We were by then utterly confused, and took a chance in
following a road that might be the one with our car.  We 
walked a long distance on it,  then found that the tracks we had
been following turned off to an hacienda.  Wearily we retraced
our steps, following the road far beyond the place where we
had first come upon it.   Not having located the car, we turned
back on one of the rows of trees we had followed before. 
Stumbling about in a tired daze, in any direction intuition led
us, a bright light ahead made us lift our heads and hold our
lanterns higher the better to see what or who might be ap-
proaching.  It was only our car, reflecting our lantern lights
back to us.

For many weeks we had been jostling the car over the 
worst kinds of roads, over hidden ruts, rock piles and flying
through mudholes.  Inured to rough riding, we hardly noticed
the roughness of a hill we climbed north of Gómez Farías.  
But to our car it was the last straw.  When the engine sputtered
and refused to go further even with much choking, we clam-
bered out and glanced at our surroundings.  To our surprise,
lying in our tracks far back on the road, was our gas tank.  
Our walk back to pick it up turned into a sprint when we saw
that the tank was upside down, its gasoline gurgling merrily
into the soil.   Turning it right side up, we carried it back and
carefully laid it to rest on top of the luggage in the back seats.

Fortunately we had with us a carbide head lamp, equipped
with a long rubber tube to carry the gas from the generator to
the lamp.  With the spring pulled out, the tube served effec-
tively as a feed line from the tank directly to the gas line at the
carburetor.  The idea would have had no drawbacks if it were
not for the fact that each time the car went over a bump, air
would get into the tube and break the flow of gasoline.  And
the road was dry and full of ruts.  Each time the gasoline
would cease to flow, I had to get out and suck on the tube until
the flow was renewed.  Furthermore, the gasoline was not now
being strained.  Dirt would clog somewhere in the feed line of
the car, necessitating much blowing and sucking to dislodge it.  
As the gasoline in the tank lowered, we were stopping so
frequently to have the tube sucked on that we were making
little progress.  To relieve the situation, we poured the remain-
ing gasoline into a gallon jug.  It was initially nearly full,  so
for a short time we had no further trouble with it.   Then the
siphon tube sprang a leak near its middle.  We could not patch
the tube, so we cut it at the leak.  Fortunately one of the ends
was long enough to serve as a siphon, but it was not long
enough to reach the front seat.  At that point it became neces-
sary for me to stand on the running board, holding onto the car
with one hand and onto the jug with the other.

As the gasoline lowered and splashed about in the jug, 
again I had trouble restoring the flow.  My lips were burning
from frequent contact with the gas, and I had a very uneasy
feeling in my stomach.  When there was but an inch or so of
gasoline left in the jug, we gave up the effort and waited. 
Eventually a truck appeared, and the driver was persuaded to
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part with enough gasoline to get us to Saltillo, which we en-
tered with me holding the jug from my perch on the running
board.  There the gas tank was repaired and replaced where it
belonged.

We still had ten days to spend in Mexico if we liked. 
Rather than lose them, we took the only available road, other
than that to the border, to Torreón and Durango.  Except for
20 or 30 miles through the mountainous section north of Saltil-
lo, the entire road as far as Torreón was in excellent condition. 
Providing care was used to avoid the deep chuckholes and
prairie dog burrows, one could travel at considerable speeds. 
We were passing, in a nearly straight line, through semiarid
desert, with scattered, low, barren ranges of hills to the south,
and occasional ridges to the north.

Our camp that night was beside the elevated road.  For the
first time in weeks we could be safe from rains without our
tarpaulin, and we could go to bed without shivering.  And,
what we appreciated more than anything else, was desert night
collecting.  The success is not always as great as in some other
habitats, but it was a pleasure to walk ad libitum over unob-
structed ground where every snake could be seen; under a
starry sky unbroken by hovering clouds; with silhouettes of
mysterious shapes on the horizon; and encountering creatures
seldom or never seen in daylight.   There is none of that op-
pressive feeling fostered by dense tropical vegetation, but
rather a feeling of great freedom, of vast space in which to
enjoy it,  and of a welcome solitude.

We found Torreón to be the hottest place we had encoun-
tered in Mexico, situated as it is at the bottom of a cup-shaped
valley and surrounded by hills of barren, shiny rocks.  In-
quiring about possible roads to Durango, we were advised on
every hand not to go there, and that we would be risking our
lives to do so.  Definitely we should not risk camping away
from towns.  We could scarcely credit the warnings, and 
indeed encountered no difficulties as we traveled in Durango. 
We camped wherever we saw fit,  and encountered no hostility. 
Our only loss was a jug of formalin stolen during the night
while we slept.   One can only imagine the consternation of the
thief when the nature of the jug’s contents became apparent.  
Presumably it was thought to be alcohol.

While I was wandering up one of the canyons in the moun-
tains near Pedriceña, a buzz a few feet away warned me that a
rattlesnake was near.  It was slowly crawling up the sandy side
of the shallow arroyo at the bottom of the canyon, but as I
approached it began rapidly crawling toward a hole a few feet
away.  Fearing it would escape, I lunged for it,  and succeeded
in grabbing its tail.   Spontaneously the snake spun around to
strike.  I was off balance and could not swing the snake back-
wards into the open.  I had already resigned myself to a bite
from the serpent when with a jerk the snake’s head stopped an
inch or two from my hand.  The snake happened to have 
swung around a small bush as it struck, and was unable to
reach my hand.

Returning toward camp with the rattlesnake in a bag, some-

what nervous from my narrow escape, I saw Ed in another
arroyo, turning rocks.  I went over to display my snake, but 
Ed put me to work helping him turn a big rock he had been
unable to move by himself.  I pushed from the upper side as he
pulled from the downhill side.  Grunting and panting, we
slowly were turning the rock over, when suddenly Ed left the
ground completely and flew backwards with tremendous force,
landing on his back at the bottom of the arroyo, very narrowly
missing on his downward flight a big boulder next to which his
head now lay.  Fortunately, the fall had merely knocked his
wind out.   We had each that day narrowly escaped a serious
misfortune.

Our foray toward Durango had led us but about two-thirds
of the way there, but time was running out and we had to start
our return to the States and our responsibilities at the Univer-
sity of Kansas.

At our camp on the return trip just a few miles west of
Saltillo, we were awakened as we slept late by a shrill cry of
“víbora,  víbora.”  “A rattlesnake,” Ed shouted to me as he
hastily jumped into his clothes.  I followed him as quickly as
possible toward the ravine from which the shrieks were ema-
nating.  There stood a small girl,  pointing to a rattlesnake a
few feet from her.  Ed ran up just as did the girl’s father and
mother.  The father was armed with a hoe and was prepared to
kill the snake, when Ed dashed in and took matters into his
own hands by stepping on the snake (gently) and picking it up
behind the head.  The little girl promptly began to cry into her
mother’s dress, while both of her parents motioned excitedly
and jabbered almost unintelligibly.  Both thought the snake had
been charming the girl,  and looked rather hostile when I
scoffed the idea.  Ed smoothed matters over by assuring the
father that such might have been the case, and by offering
money for the snake.  The farmer refused the offer, being only
too glad to be rid of it.

We were jostling and rattling down the road to Monterrey
from Saltillo.  Suddenly one of the tires went flat.   “That right
front tire again,” I remarked to Ed as we piled out to fix it.  
“Go ahead,” said Ed, “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”  With
the picture of a flat right front tire firmly in my mind, I hur-
ried the process as much as possible, hoping to have the spare
tire mounted before Ed returned.  He beat me to it,  however,
returning just as I was ready to pull the right front tire off the
axle when his voice boomed out from behind me.  “Hey, what
the hell do you think you are doing?”  Abashed, I realized that
conditioning had gone much too far.  The flat was on the left
rear wheel.

It was three months, to a day, from the time we entered
Mexico at Laredo to our return at the same port of entry.  We
had passed through 17 Mexican states during that time, and 
had accumulated over 5500 specimens.  We relished reliving
every minute of it,  however difficult at the time, but we thor-
oughly enjoyed the renewed luxuries of home and paved high-
ways.

To be continued
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