
“In your first field season, you learn what doesn’t work,” my 4th-year lab mate told me 
prior to my departure for my first field season in Gabon. I shrugged off this comment until a 
month later when I found myself deep in the rainforest with the realization that my team lacked 
the time and resources to carry out our research as planned. Prior to summer 2019, I had never 
traveled to Gabon or led my own project. I had also only been learning French for four months. 
After spending two months in the field supported by funding from DUCIGS, I have increased my 
familiarity with my field site, developed resilience as a scientist, and achieved a higher level of 
proficiency in French. In addition, I was able to mentor both a Duke undergraduate and 
Gabonese masters student and develop relationships with villages surrounding my field site.  

Conducting research as a field ecologist requires an understanding of your field site to 
know the scope of what is possible--and even then, projects often do not go according to plan. I 
did as much preparations for the summer as possible, but it took time on the ground to 
understand my limitations in the system I was working in. Originally, I proposed to study 
differential rates of seed predation by rodents driven by hunting-induced defaunation. Previous 
research in the lab had shown that hunting intensity is highest closest to villages and decreases as 
distance from village increases. Therefore, distance from village could be used as a proxy for 
hunting intensity. It only took a few days in the field, cutting through dense vegetation and 
getting stuck in swamps, to realize that traveling the proposed distance into the forest everyday 
would not be sustainable for me and my team. I saw the need to reformulate my study to 
incorporate a different taxonomic group that would provide more interesting results at a shorter 
distance gradient. The answer was to study dung beetles, which are often used as an indicator 
species for determining the health of arthropod communities and play critical ecological roles as 
nutrient cyclers and secondary seed dispersers. I used pitfall traps baited with elephant dung to 
survey dung beetles 100m, 1km, and 2km from villages.  
 The connections I made with villages were as valuable as the time spent in the forest. I 
learned to use my limited French to communicate my research and to navigate cultural 
differences to be respectful of where I was working and ultimately feel more comfortable 
working there. Prior to starting field work in the forest, I visited each village and spoke with the 
chief to request permission to work on their land. I also hired a guide from each village to assist 
with field work and help me navigate the forest. The two-way exchange of information in these 
relationships was an invaluable and will hopefully serve as a foundation for many more 
productive and fulfilling field seasons to come. 



 

 


