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Herpetologist with
High Honors

Thomas Pauley made a name for himself—
and thanks to some grateful students, two
animal species share it.

ZACHARY FELIX

WRITTEN BY PETER KRCH

T

WV Division of Natural Resources

homas Pauley grew up in the 1940s and ’50s
exploring the Kanawha County wilderness,
fishing on the Elk and Greenbrier rivers with
his father and wading through shallow waters
in search of salamanders. As years went by,
he never outgrew this youthful curiosity.
Instead, it evolved into a passion that would fuel his success
in the field of herpetology.
What led him to amphibians and reptiles was,
surprisingly, birds. “I was a naturalist at Holly River State
Park in 1963 or 1964,” Pauley says, “and I had just taken
an ornithology class, so I did a lot of birdwatching.” This is
how he met the late Bill Wylie, also a West Virginia State
Park naturalist at the time. “One night, Bill was there,
and we were watching birds,” Pauley says. “I heard a frog
call—which, I had no idea what it was at the time—and I
said, ‘Bill, what is that?’ He said, ‘That’s a green frog.’ And
I just thought, ‘Wow!’” It was this moment, Pauley recalls,
that sparked his interest in herps—a term that describes
amphibians and reptiles collectively.
Now a renowned herpetologist and Marshall University
professor emeritus, Pauley has spent the majority of his
81 years outdoors. For over five decades, he’s studied the
creatures creeping around forests and creeks, and today he
is widely regarded as an authority on the amphibians and
reptiles of our region—a reputation he’s rightfully earned.

COURTESY OF THOMAS PAULEY

The Tadpole Becomes the Frog

Before he even graduated from high school, Pauley knew he
wanted to be a biologist. “My 10th grade biology teacher,
Maxine Thacker—her class just turned me around,” he says. “I
fell in love with biology.” So that’s what he decided to major in
when he attended Morris Harvey College, now the University
of Charleston, in the early 1960s.
It was in graduate school at Marshall University that he
developed an intense interest in amphibians and reptiles,
mostly thanks to a vertebrate natural history course taught
by the herpetologist Norman Bayard Green. “I became so
enthralled with salamanders—and herps in general,” Pauley
says. “I liked them all, but I concentrated on salamanders
because we have so many of them here in West Virginia.”
He became increasingly fascinated with salamanders’ natural
history. “I wanted to know why they do the things they do.
What do they eat? When do they lay their eggs? How long
does it take those eggs to hatch?”
Pauley completed his master’s degree with Green as his
thesis advisor. Later, the two co-authored a book. To Pauley’s
knowledge, this 1987 publication, Amphibians and Reptiles in
West Virginia, is still the only book ever written on the subject.
While simultaneously earning his Ph.D. at WVU and
teaching at Salem College, Pauley took an opportunity that
would ultimately define his professional career. “I received
a letter from a biologist at Monongahela National Forest
regarding a salamander,” he says. “They wanted me to identify
it, and I did—it was the Cheat Mountain salamander.”
Professor Green had described and named this species in
1938, and Pauley had first observed it when he’d taken Green’s
herpetology course in 1969. “That was the beginning of my
40-year study on the Cheat Mountain salamander,” he says.

“I looked in almost 1,300 places for that animal. I mean,
there’s hardly any place in those mountains I haven’t been.”
Pauley started teaching at the University of Pittsburgh
in 1981, and, after five years there, he found his way back
to Marshall. He taught there until his retirement in 2013.
“Some people struggle with finding what they want to do
in life, but luckily, I didn’t,” he says. “Teaching—I never
gave it much thought. That’s what I wanted to do.”
Over his 26 years as a professor at Marshall, Pauley
mentored more than 90 graduate students, many of whom
have followed in his footsteps and become biologists,
herpetologists, and professors themselves.
A couple have even honored him with the ultimate
tribute in the field.

A Crayfish Called “Pauley”

Back in 2015, Pauley was hiking through the Allegheny
Mountains when former graduate student Zachary
Loughman called and asked what he was up to. “I told
him I was in Elkins, but I was heading home shortly, so
he told me to call him when I got home,” Pauley says. “At
the time, I was working on updating the West Virginia
herpetological atlas, so I thought Zac was probably calling
because he’d found some records that he wanted to give me
to put in the atlas.”
When he called back, he learned that this was not the
case. “Zac had named this beautiful blue crayfish in the
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several rare and
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contributions
to the field of
herpetology.

Greenbrier County area in my honor,” Pauley says. “I was
just floored. I was speechless.”
This previously undescribed species of crayfish—which
Loughman named Cambarus pauleyi—is a burrowing
crayfish and a fitting tribute to Pauley. “Burrowing crayfish
create habitats that reptiles and amphibians utilize,”
Loughman says, “so if you conserve the burrowing crayfish,
you’re also conserving salamanders and frogs and snakes.”
Long before describing this species of crayfish,
Loughman had its name in mind. “I knew that the first
person I was going to name a crayfish after was going to
be Dr. Pauley,” he says, “because I literally wouldn’t be
studying crayfish if he hadn’t given me the chance to.”
Among the graduate students working in Pauley’s lab,
Loughman’s interest in crayfish had been unconventional,
but Pauley encouraged his curiosity. “It’s pretty unheard-of
for a graduate student to find a focus that’s outside the
realm of their graduate advisor’s work,” Loughman says,
“and have their graduate advisor say, ‘Yeah, you should
probably go explore that.’” Today, Loughman is a national
expert on crayfish.

The Perfect Retirement Gift

Another one of Pauley’s graduate students, Zachary Felix,
was working with him on an inventory of the Bluestone
National Scenic River in the early 2000s when they came
across a unique salamander. Pauley suspected it to be a
variant of a known species—Plethodon wehrlei, commonly
called Wehrle’s salamander.
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“Well,” Pauley says, “Zach Felix wouldn’t take my
word for it.”
Felix recalls that he simply could not accept the
identification. He acknowledged the resemblance, but
something told him that this was a species that had not
yet been identified. “It looked different—it was sort of
smaller—and it acted differently,” he says. “Everything
about it was different. I just kept thinking, this is not
the same animal as the Plethodon wehrlei.”
Years later, Felix was still fascinated by this mysterious
salamander—so fascinated that he began a project to
study it with Jessica Wooten, another one of Pauley’s
former graduate students. Sure enough, the two gathered
enough evidence to prove that this salamander was very
different indeed. “Since it met all the definitions of a new
species, we were able to publish a paper and name the
species,” Felix says. “I thought, there’s only one logical
name for this animal—and I think any of Dr. Pauley’s
graduate students who might’ve made this discovery
would’ve done the same thing.”
Although Pauley retired from teaching in 2013, he
continued his work in the field until 2018. “My years
were catching up with me,” he says, “and my knees
were bothering me, so I decided to retire from doing
the Cheat Mountain salamander field work I’d been
doing for 40 years.” Folks from Marshall University and
several state and national agencies Pauley had worked
with organized a retirement party for him in 2019 at
Blackwater Falls State Park.
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Pauley wasn’t surprised to hear from Felix and Wooten
the morning of the party. “Other former graduate
students were calling to tell me congratulations and all
those sorts of things, so I assumed that they were just
calling to say congratulations.” But when they told him
they had named a salamander in his honor—Plethodon
pauleyi, the creature now commonly known as the yellowspotted woodland salamander—Pauley found himself,
once again, speechless. “I remember, I was in my room
at Blackwater Falls State Park, and I just kept walking. I
didn’t know—I mean, what do you say? ‘Thank you’?” he
says. “I was just very humbled and very appreciative.”

On the other end of the phone, Felix’s own humility
and gratitude echoed his former professor’s. “I don’t know
how that opportunity fell into my lap,” he says modestly
as he recalls his discovery. “But Dr. Pauley was all about
giving people the opportunity to do good work, and to
learn, grow, and explore. And I always really appreciated
that about him. I think that's something I’ve taken
forward with me as I teach.”

Leaving a Footprint
on the Mountain State

Over the course of his professional career, Pauley has
authored and contributed to dozens of publications and
worked with several state and national agencies, including
the West Virginia Division of Natural Resources, the
United States Fish and Wildlife Service, and the United
States Forest Service. He was also the first individual to
ever receive a Lifetime Achievement Award from all three
of these agencies for his extensive body of work on the
Cheat Mountain salamander.
This year, Pauley will celebrate his 82nd birthday—and
he’ll probably have a walking stick in his hand and hiking
boots on his feet. Though he’s retired from teaching,
he’s still out there exploring our state’s wonderful
wilderness. He also spends time writing and collaborating
with colleagues and former graduate students. “All
50-something of us are working on the second edition of
my book I wrote with Dr. Green, Amphibians and Reptiles
in West Virginia, which we hope will be out before too
long,” he says. “In the meantime, I’ve got another contract
with the Ohio University Press to write a book about my
experiences looking for amphibians and reptiles in Central
Appalachia over the past 50 years, and I’m very busy with
that. So, that’s my life in a nutshell.” w
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