F RO G Z I L L A
weighing in excess of a kilogram, The African
giant bullfrog, Pyxicephalus adspersus, is the
largest frog in southern Africa and one of
the largest in the world. So what makes these
giants of the amphibian world so hard to find?
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The emergence of African bullfrogs is triggered by the first
significant rains of summer.

During the dry season, bullfrogs live in
underground burrows, which they dig
with their powerful hind legs. Certain
areas of their range can be completely dry for most of the year,
with surface temperatures of over
100 degrees Fahrenheit. In order
to avoid water loss, the frogs wrap
themselves in a cocoon of dead

skin and enter into a state of low
metabolic activity known as
aestivation, subsisting on their
fat and moisture reserves.
For several years during our
safari travels, we’d hoped
to witness the re-emergence
of these amphibians from
their underground lairs, and

Onl y
heavy
rains (65mm
or more) can penetrate the frogs’ underground chambers and bring them to the surface.
(Image shows Pyxicephalus flavigula, close relative of
the giant African bullfrog)
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in January 2017, we finally had the
good fortune to be in the right place
at the right time, on the fringes of
the Central Kalahari Game Reserve
in Botswana. Heavy rains triggered
the re-emergence of these frenzied
frogs, and they tunneled back to the
surface, ready to breed in the shallow, temporary waters.

Breeding behaviour begins immediately after emergence. Adult
males congregate in ponds where
they call with deeply nasal, guttural
croaks, sometimes likened to the
sound of a cow mooing. More impressive than the sound itself is the
noticeable vibration that it creates,
which may be an additional factor in

attracting females.
The larger males occupy the most
coveted spots in the centre of the
pond, aggressively forcing the
smaller males to the outer edges
of the colony. Females remain at a
distance, where they are serenaded
by the chorus of croaks until they’re
ready to enter the fray.

The African bullfrog exhibits extreme
size differences between the sexes, with
males (background) being much larger
than the females (foreground).

Bull frogs have a rapacious
appetite and basically
gobble anything they can
fit into their huge drawbridge-like mouths. Their
eyeballs can recede into
the top of their head if needed, to help push through
larger prey items,
like this
mouse.

(Image shows Pyxicephalus
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The male bullfrog’s croak sends
ripples across the surface of the
water.

Fights between
males are violent
and may result
in death.

When a female dares to enter
the cauldron of Jabba the Hutt
lookalikes, chaos erupts. The
larger males launch lightning fast leaps at each other,
mouths agape and teeth
bared, often grabbing their
opponents head first.

African bullfrogs are notable for the titanic battles that break
out between rival males for the right to mate. Fighting takes
the form of chasing, throwing and biting, as each male attempts to assert his dominance. They are equipped with bony
tooth-like projections called odontoids, located in the center
of the lower jaw, which can deliver a very painful and bloody
bite to an opponent (or the finger of a human being).

Female bullfrogs lift their hindquarters
out of the water during spawning.

Eggs
A female bullfrog produces up to
4,000 eggs during spawning. To
ensure they are fertilised by the
largest, strongest male, she heads
to the centre of the breeding colony, diving underneath smaller males
at the edge of the group. The successful male then grasps her behind
the forearms and applies pressure,
causing her to release her eggs,
which he will then fertilise.
If a larger male enters the fray, he
will try to dislodge the couple. The
smaller male will often trying to
leap away whilst retaining a tight
grip on the female.
Once the fertilised eggs are released into the water, the spawned
female’s role is over. The males,
however, may attemp to mate
with additional females.

Tadpoles hatch after 48 hours
and start swarming in the pools.
They grow very quickly, reaching
full size and metamorphosing
into adults within three weeks,
before the pools evaporate.

Tadpoles may reach a size of 6.4
cm (2.5 inches) before metamorphosis.
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During the tadpoles’ development male
bullfrogs may guard their young

After the flurry of breeding ends, females and
many males leave the spawning area. However,
some of the larger males will demonstrate
parental care by guarding their tadpoles
against predators. These guardian males will
pounce at anything they regard as a threat,
and have been known to attack animals
much larger than themselves in defence of
their offspring. If the pool is in danger of
drying out, they have also been known
to use their powerful legs and head to
dig a canal, safely moving their tadpoles to adjacent pools.

To photograph the bullfrogs, I slipped into their shallow pond and lay in wait. They
quickly approached me and went about their warfare with each other. Even though I
was many times larger than the frogs, some of the more aggressive males would puff
themselves up and walk over to where I lay, trying to intimidate me. When I did not
move off a few of them launched full-bodied leaps at me or my camera, biting down
on whatever they made contact with. On more than one occasion I let out a few choice
expletives!

Although people commonly visit
Africa for the ‘Big 5’ mamals, rest
assured that spending a few hours
watching giant bull frogs battle it
out is every bit as entertaining.

Since rainfall is highly
unpredictable, giant bullfrogs are opportunistic
breeders. Favourable
conditions are generally
confined to the period
between September and
January, so the best time
to look for them is during
the South African summer.
They are only active for
short periods, since their
breeding pools quickly
evaporate again.
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As the waters subside, and mud turns
to clay, the frogs return to their underground tombs for a wait that may last
several years - until enough rain falls
again.

(Image shows Pyxicephalus
flavigula, close relative of
the giant African bullfrog)
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Baby giant bullfrogs are distinctly different in appearance to adults, being patterened with various shades
of green and possessing a bright yellowish stripe from
their nose to the rear end.
Metamorphosis of tadpoles into
froglets is followed by rapid growth,
because the young must build reserves
quickly, in preparation for the next
drought. Their ability to aestivate
underground during dry conditions
allows giant bullfrogs to survive across
much of sub-Saharan Africa, making
them one of the most adaptable amphibians on earth. These long periods
of dormancy, punctuated with short
bursts of frenzied breeding and spectacular mortal combat, help ensure that
this ‘amphibian with attitude’ has a
long and bright future in the savannahs
of southern Africa.

If you visit Southern Africa during the rainy
season, pay attention to the swampy ponds that
often line the roads. They may well conceal a lion
dressed in a frogs body!
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