
JUNE 20,  2009 WEEKENDER THE DAILY HERALD6

 

By Suzanne Nielsen

Quick, and seen every-
where on Saba, indoor 
or outside, that is our 
famous endemic lizard, 
Anolis sabanus, found 
nowhere else on earth. 

I have spent years trying 
to get a close-up photo 
of one of these fast 

movers and have never 
really succeeded, so I was 
surprised to learn that Dr. 
Susan Perkins and grad 
student Bryan Falk had no 
di!  culty capturing more 
than 50 of the critters 
during a two-hour morn-
ing hike down the Spring 
Bay Trail. 

To make the point, Bryan 
grabbed his special ® shing 
pole, and within 30 sec-
onds of leaving the cabin 
where they are staying 
at the EcoLodge, he was 
putting a loop around the 
neck of an Anolis just a 
step away from the stairs. 
Susan, who has a quick 
eye, is just as comfortable 
catching them by hand. 
Impressive...not nearly as 
illusive as I had thought" 
At any rate, there are plen-
ty around to practice on: 
it is estimated that Saba 
is home to seven million 
ªsabanuses.º

When their week was over, 
the scientists sampled more 
than 400 lizards from vari-
ous altitudes and areas on 
Saba's ® ve square miles. # e 
location of each capture area 
is carefully determined by 
Global Positioning System 
(GPS) and noted for each 
specimen acquired. 

Susan knows Saba well since 
she has been coming here 
for 13 years and last partici-
pated in Saba's October na-
ture/environment program 
ªSea and Learn,º in 2005. 
Bryan was on the island for 
the ® rst time, but will return 
for more sampling: he is just 
at the beginning of gather-
ing his data. # e ® nal study 
will be presented as Bryan's 
PhD dissertation and will 
be complete in two to three 
years. 

# eir forays into the Saba 
bush took them to the 
Crispeen Track, Ladder Bay, 
Well's Bay, Troy Hill, Spring 
Bay, Sandy Cruz, the Sul-
phur Mine and the top of Mt. 
Scenery. # at's lots of terri-
tory¼especially when each 
trip is made twice: once to 
collect the lizards and back 
again to return them to their 
habitat. Lizards are territo-
rial so it is important to put 

Saba Anole Lizard. Only the male has this spectacular spotted pattern: the female is a drab 
brown-to-green colour.

Continued on page 5Scientists ª® shº for lizards with this retractable ® shing pole. 

Bryan prepares to gently release the lizard from the loop.

them back on home turf.  

WHY DO WE CARE?
Susan, who is an Associate 
Curator of Microbial Sys-
tematics and Genomics at 
the American Museum of 
Natural History in New York 
City, and Bryan, a PhD stu-
dent at the Museum's Rich-
ard Gilder Graduate School, 
are continuing work begun 
on Saba in 1989. # e previ-
ous study carried out by re-
searchers from the Univer-
sity of Vermont (including 
Susan when she was a PhD 
student herself ) looked spe-
ci® cally at the two parasite 
species that cause malaria 
in the anole. No one is ex-
posed to malaria since this 
is not the human variety and 
therefore cannot be trans-
ferred to humans.

# e initial Saba Anolis 
studies seemed to indicate 
that the lizard originated 
from nearby St. Croix or 
St. Maarten. After in-depth 
DNA studies, however, it 
seems that Anolis sabanus 
is related to an anole from 
Guadeloupe, and even the 
malaria parasites are similar 
to those from Guadeloupe's 
lizards. # e Guadeloupe 
anole, Anolis marmoratus 
gira® s, has similar spots, 
and this ancestral relation-
ship has been supported by 
genetic investigation.

# is new eight-day Saba 

# e Lesser Antilles islands 
are home to many unique 
species of Anolis lizards, 
and now these studies will 
allow the scientists to see 
if the parasites show the 
same evolutionary patterns 
as their hosts. # is infor-
mation could tell them that 
the lizards sometimes move 
between islands ± accom-
panied by their ªon boardº 
parasites, of course. 

If the lizard parasites 
are di$ erent, it indicates 
that the lizards have not 
travelled from island to 
island but have stayed 
long enough in one 
spot for the parasites to 
change and to speciate, 
an evolutionary process 
by which new biological 
species arise. # e bot-
tom line, so to speak, is 
to help to indicate liz-
ard movement patterns 
around the islands and 
to help us better un-
derstand how parasites 
move about the envi-
ronment and change (or 
not) as they encounter 
new hosts. 

SCIENTIFIC LAB SET 
UP AT ECOLODGE
After their morning liz-
ard harvest on Saba's 
trails, the scientists re-
turn to their small cabin 
at the EcoLodge where 
they have installed their 
scienti® c equipment 
± nothing too elaborate 
(nothing needs to be 
plugged") for the initial 
processing. # e lizards 
have each been placed in 
a numbered, clear plas-
tic zip-lock sandwich 
bag, which looks like it 
normally holds a ham-
on-rye. # is unique 
number follows the spe-

study by Susan and Bryan 
is part of a larger Carib-
bean study to determine 
what parasites are carried 
by anoles and whether their 
parasites are the same spe-
cies. Bryan will conduct 
comparative studies on oth-
er islands in both the Lesser 
and Greater Antilles. He 
hopes to include Cuba, but 
that depends on political 
changes that will allow him 
access.
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ci® c lizard through the 
entire process. # e num-
ber will have all the statis-
tics (weight, size, sex, etc.) 
on that lizard, including 
the longitude and lati-
tude from the general area 
where it was captured, de-
termined by the GPS unit 
that is one of their tools-
in-trade.  

In the con® ned quarters of 
the cabin, Bryan reaches 
over to pick a plastic bag-
gie from the bucketful col-
lected that morning on the 
Spring Bay trail. He ® rst 
weighs the lizard, leaving 
it in its plastic bag, which 
is suspended from a gauge 
that gives him its weight. 
He removes the animal to 
measure its length from 
the end of its snout to its 
vent, i.e., the anus. 

He inverts the lizard's 
tummy up to show me 
some small yellow/brown 
spots, which are mites, 
small parasites related to 
spiders that live on the 
skin of lizards. # ese are 
just visible without mag-
ni® cation and hide in the 
armpit, at the vent, and 
around the male's dewlap. 
Bryan removes these and 
puts them into a small, 
numbered vial ® lled with 
alcohol. Other parasites 
live in the gut of the lizard, 
and with just a little en-
couraging pressure from 
Bryan, the lizard poops 
out nematodes. Bryan 
points to a pinworm, as 
® ne as a silk thread¼these 
also go into a vial for de-
tailed study back at the 
Museum. When Bryan 
has completed his part, he 
passes the lizard over to 
Susan.

Bryan is putting some debris in the lizard cage. After the 
lizards are processed, he will carry it to the place they were 
caught and release them.

This collapsible ® eld container brought 50 ªpackagedº lizards back from a Spring Bay 
Trail excursion for processing.

The ® rst step in processing is to weigh the lizard.
Susan has cut off this male lizard's toe tip to take a blood sample to test for blood parasites. Each round ® lter paper will 
take 5-7 numbered samples. The unique number for this lizard is just visible and ends in 23.

What a population hosted by 
this little beastie ± parasites 
on the skin, in the gut¼but 
also in the blood stream" Su-
san performs the surgery by 
snipping o$  the very tip of 
one toe in order to express 
blood onto a piece of white 
® lter paper, next to where 
the lizard's unique number 
is written. Each ® lter paper 
will hold ® ve-to-seven liz-
ards' unique blood samples. 
She said a lizard could grow 
back its tail, but not its toe. 

# e missing toe can also 
serve as a marker¼the team 
will be on the lookout next 
year to see if any caught liz-
ards are missing toe-tops 
clipped during the current 
study. No harm done, Susan 

says. # ey found two lizards 
without whole feet or legs 
and getting along just ® ne" 
Many are missing or have 
regenerated tails. # e lizard 
can lose its tail in combat, 
by trauma, or¼by voluntary 
sacri® ce when it tries to foil 
its predator by dropping its 
tail to skedaddle out of the 
way sans tail but with its life, 
while the predator (Pearly-
eyed thrasher, hawks, and 
the racer snake) toys with 

the dropped appendage. 
Quite a trick of nature"

When Susan has completed 
her part, she puts the lizard 
into the black mesh, en-
closed bucket full of dried 
leaves so that the lizards 
have some protection from 
one another. # ey are ter-
ritorial, and some of those 
lost appendages were sac-
ri® ced in battles over space 
and love life. # e scientists 
will take the bucket back 
along the same trail they 
walked over in the morning, 
and deliver the lizards back 

where they were collected, 
with no fatalities. No lizards 
are taken back to the Mu-
seum laboratory, only the 
parasites. Susan says that 
this year the anole popula-
tion seemed to be abundant, 
but young¼perhaps many 
were harmed by last year's 
storms. 

# e Saba Conservation 
Foundation (SCF) assisted 
the scientists in procuring 
from appropriate authorities 
all the permits they needed 
to take their samples back to 
the Museum. # e Museum 

insists on proof that all 
scienti® c work was un-
dertaken legally.

For those interested 
in more information, 
the SCF Trail Shop in 
Windwardside has cop-
ies for purchase of the 
® rst lizard study, which 
was undertaken by Ver-
mont University: ª# e 
Saban Anole, # e Story 
of a Unique Lizard on a 
Small Caribbean Island,º 
1996, written by Susan's 
PhD advisor, Dr. Joseph 
Schall.


