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usually what drives field biologists. Their
primary objective is to understand rela-
tionships between organisms, their natural
history and behavior, find out where they
came from, and how they have evolved.
When the herpetologists landed on São
Tomé and Príncipe, we were already aware
of the reptile and amphibian species
recorded there and had little anticipation of
discovering new ones. What we were look-
ing for were answers to some questions.

For example: Is Hyperolius molleri, the
green treefrog found on both islands, real-
ly the same species? If so, have the popu-
lations begun to diverge? Is Africa’s largest
treefrog, Leptopelis palmatus, really found
only on Príncipe, or might it live some-
where on the African mainland as well and
been overlooked? There are two tiny,
cryptic, leaf-litter puddle frogs known
from the islands: Phrynobatrachus dispar is
common at all elevations on São Tomé,

but on Príncipe this species is thought to
coexist alongside a remarkably similar rel-
ative, P. feae. It is biologically unlikely that
two nearly identical puddle frogs should
be found in similar habitats on the same
island. Similar questions arise regard-
ing  snakes. The diurnal green snake,
Philothamnus thomensis, known to the locals
as “cobra verde,” belongs to a genus that is
widespread throughout Africa. So, too,
does the nocturnal house snake (Lam-
prophis lineatus bedriagae). Did earlier
scientists describe them as endemic just
because they occur on remote islands? Will
today’s more refined techniques confirm
that they are distinct species? Most of
these questions will be answered by mor-
phological examination or comparison of
DNA sequences from fresh samples. 

However, the more profound question
that led me to design and lead this expedi-
tion is why this reptile and amphibian
assemblage is found on these islands at all,
for much of it is made up of the most
unlikely dispersers, ill-suited to survive
long voyages. It is difficult to imagine
amphibians—especially the terrestrial
species in the genera Ptychadena and
Phrynobatrachus and the legless, burrowing
caecilian (“cobra bobo”)—the legless, bur-
rowing lizard (Feylinia), the blind snakes
(Typhlops), or the worm snakes (Rhinoty-
phlops) clinging to some sort of floating
object and transiting from mainland to
island, for such creatures live in the soil. 

IT’S A BEAUTIFUL
country. I felt welcomed

by the people, who were
kind and friendly. They
would freely offer their
help, no matter how
strange what we were
doing might seem. But it
was strange to explain my
diatom research. I would
say, “pequeña, pequeña
vida,” little, little life, and
point to a bottle of mud. 

Several of us went col-
lecting one day on a high
ridge. We found frogs liv-
ing in little pools that had
formed inside tree trunks.
Each pool was an island
unto itself. And they were
just loaded with diatoms,
which formed the base of a
microscale food chain in
the water hole of the tree. 

Another day we set out
to climb the Pico de
Príncipe. We took back-
packs, tents, bought six to
eight rolls of crackers from
a local store, plus some
tins of potted meat prod-
uct. Mununo, who grew
up on the island, was our
local guide. It got really
windy and Mununo said
that we should stop as
there was the danger of
falling trees. So we
stopped in a village, and in
this little hut with muddy
floors, everybody is drink-
ing from jugs of palm
wine. They climb the

palms to tap them for a
fizzy, slightly sweet, fer-
mented beverage.

When we got going
again, our route got really
steep. It was primal,
undisturbed forest here.
Not even the local people
go; it’s too steep to plant
on, and there is no path.
We were climbing these
sliding mudhills by lung-
ing for tree roots. I’m a
rock climber, and I felt
glad I had that experience.
These were places that, if
we had fallen, we would
have rolled downhill for a
long, long time.

Meanwhile, Mununo
collected huge endemic
snails, as big as oranges,
along the way. He would
poke holes in their shells
and string them on his
walking stick, to bring back
to his family for a meal.

When we stopped to
camp, we noticed a glow
coming from the ground
in the spaces we had
cleared for the tents.
Mununo said it was a
phosphorescent fungus
and advised us not to
touch it, because it causes
rheumatic fever. I won-
dered if that was true and
what properties it has.

On another day I went
out to collect old Miocene
marine deposits, which
were white sediments in

the island’s black volcanic
soil. In the villages the
women and children
would throng around me,
but I had no translator. So
with racks of fish drying
around us, the women
spoke to me in sign lan-
guage. They said, where
are you from? And do you
have any babies? I said no.
Then they said, but you
need a baby. You would be
so happy. Here, have this
baby and see how wonder-
ful it is. I was a complete
stranger, and they had
handed me their child to
hold and enjoy. 
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Above: Diatom expert Sarah Spaulding
inspects her subjects (left) through a
portable diatom viewer. She may be the
first researcher to study the diatoms of the
Gulf of Guinea Islands.
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