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VICTIMS IN THE HONEYSUCKLE -

Michael V. Plummer

Why would an otherwise gentle and kind old lady sud-
denly hq.::mnr.: a cold-blooded killer? ;

I must have been born with a favorable genetic pn:dn-
position for reptiles and amphibians; for as long as 1 can
remember, 1 have been fascinated by frogs, salamanders,
snakes, lizards, and turtles in any form—photographs, zoo
exhibits, sounds, eggs, road kills, and best of all, living will_:ni

creatures. Encounters with herps while roaming the woods,
~ fishing the creek, or gathering eggs in the chicken house
~were vivid highlights of my childhood experiences and one
event, in p&rncular, became forever etched into my t::n-}'mr
old psyche.

My friends and 1 had discovered a rough green s.lnlu.

in the honeysuckle vines on a neighbor’s side yard fence. - |
~had seen pictures of this dairity denizen of the umiugmwth

“but this was my first encounter, Built like tI:u. nn:;a—-—h.mg:

L rhm and- gm:n—ﬂnl}" its painfully slow movement gave:its

- presence. away. Heanng our obvious excitement, the lady i
- of the house, a seamstress, r,,urm: out and witholir htmt.utcrrl'

'_ walked over ta the fence and ‘cut ‘the. slt.:rhﬂcr snake:in I1.|II' o
cwith her. RhE..I.t‘f, declnnng us “safe.” Safe? 1 didn’t I-:nd-w E_- S

A was in danger! Thad been u}mplctcl}rcuﬁsumc{lm adn‘ilnng--_ 5
e g huuufully grau:tul and delicare: serpent . with' %ctmngl'r S
i, zero capacity to harm anyone when it was eviscerated before -

my eyes. Why did she do that? Why would in otherwise
: gentlc and kind old lady suddenly become a cold-blooded
killer? 1 was disturbed and confused and In.n:.-_l when 1 told
my mother.

- That unsavory event has rcpla}'cd in my mind for more
than 50 years.. It has impacted me deeply and played a sig-
“nificant role.in my transition from boy herpetologist to
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professional scientist. Within the scientific community, it
is sometimes frowmed upon to admit an emotional connec-
tion with one’s study subject; it is deemed more scholarly 1o
- emphasize scientific “problems” and “questions.” Personally,
1 have no problem admitting that 1 like green snakes; in fact,
| love the little guys (and gals). After 15 years of intensive
study and thousands of observartions, | continue to have grear
admiration and amazement for how they live and survive.
Who would have guessed that a love of my life would show
up 'when |'was ten as the snake next door? -

Green snakes occupy a unique niche among North
American snakes; they are arboreal, rypically living between
three to ten feet above ground in trees and other vegeration.
‘Their ability to camouflage themselves is so well developed
that their dainty slender green bodies and slow, swaying be-
havior (like a plant in the breeze) render them extremely dif-
ficult to detect. ﬁlthuugh I didn't realize it then, we were
especially lucky to spy the one on the honeysuckle-strewn
fence. Today, my work as a scientist hinges on successtully
collecting large numbers of green snakes for study. Thus, |
had to come up with a way to consistently obtain specimens.
After trying numerous unsuccessful collection techniques,
happened upon the secret—work at night! The snakes curl
up on the tips of branches to sleep. When the vegetation
is scanned with a spotlight from below, their white under-
bellies shine like bicycle reflectors, making an exceptionally
hard task no more difficult than picking apples. Pick me!
Pick me! And | have—as many as 53 in a single outing,

After catching green snakes, | measure and weigh them
and check them over for various conditions such as the pres-
ence and number of eggs. | give cach snake a unique iden-
tifying mark by clipping its belly scales and then release it at
its original capture site. My hope is to recapture individual
snakes at a later dare to get information on growth, move-
ments, reproductive status, and population characteristics. |
fit some snakes with radio transmitters so that | can follow
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them around to unlock the secrets of their activities. Several
thousand captures and hundreds of hours of radio racking
have provided me with interesting |1*.s|ghr$ into the secrer
life of green snakes,

Unseen by most, green siakes are actually among our
most abundant snakes, occurring in-densitics up to 150-300
per acre. Major portions of a green snake’s maximum eight-
year life may be spent within a very small ground area, less
than a tenth of an acre; however, unlike most other North
American snake species, green snakes have a considerable
vertical dimension to their {Iii.lj_': movement range. I have
collected green snakes up to 30 feer above the ground. To
put that into perspective, im:lginﬁ vourself routinely climb-
ing a tree to a height of 75-100 feet. Wow!

Foraging green snakes sway like branches in the wind
and move with the certainty and :p:nr:d of the minute hand of
a clock, intricately snatching s[uders._-r:_lterplllm. and other
invertebrates from their I:lir:-.__- How . do 1 I{nnw what t|11:3-'
eat? Since green snakes lack the ﬂcftss.:.lf;'p' enzyme to digest
invertebrate exoskeletons, 1 simply examine snake scats for
identifiable body parts. In nature, the predator is sometimes
the prey and green snakes are not exceptional. 1 caught on to
this irony when | radio tracked female green snakes search-
ing for nesting sites. Tracking revealed that blue jays are
VOTAC LS pmhtm nl"gn:d:_n spakcs.:u". a_r_: u't_l'u:r .-m:]ltl:s, such
as coachwhips, racers, and various kingsnakes, which seem 1o
relish them as tasty morsels. Pregnant female green snakes

** - are particutarly vilnerable to predators when they make their .
S+ way to the ground in June to begin a nesting migration toa

site where they deposirt their clutch of six or seven small, rub-
bery eggs. A typical nesting site is three to six feet above the
ground in the hollowed interior of a small tree locared as far
away as 250 feet from the snake’s normal daily activity area.
‘This remarkable arboreal nesting behavior is unique among
North American snakes. Eggshells from earlier years are

. often I'c-u:nd in tI:u:-, nests; huwt.v-;r, 1 hawz Yt to- ﬂ:t-ermm:
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'whcther the dlﬁ;Llfll'I! :15!;2:.[- eggshells ;.:F',—}.,q,h-'", -EHHE from v

" different females or those of a smglf female tlm TETUTIS 10
“the same nest site each year. : ;

‘Although ecologically green snakes are am-:.:—ng our h:s-l- T

£ k-nnwn. ;-r.:rpnnts,muchnf our kn::-wﬂmlg: has-come from stud-

ies conducted in a small part of their geographic range. Does. - 5

3 : gmlwml:::_p:_t;r]ngy differ in other parts of the range?* |- don’

- -know,  Are green snake populations equally dense in other . ¥

areas? | 'don't know this either. - But answers to these ques--
" tions must be forthcoming if we are to'be concerned about '
the health of the ‘species-and ‘whether they will be around
for our grandclulﬂrr:n ta cnjﬂjf Green snakes do not have
official conservation:stariis in most states within their geo-
graphic range, probably due to a lack of concrete knowledge
about green-snakes in those states rather than a particular
knowledge that their populations are in good shape. Thus, |
am not sufe what the future holds for green snakes. Snakes
in general are notoriousty difficult to study and our knowl-
edge is far overshadowed by our ignorance. Unforrunately,
the unwis¢ and unnecessary slaughter of snakes continues to
pervade our society and despite remarkable advances in sci-
ence, the gap between scientific knowledge and public igno-
rance of the -.uIm:- and role of snakes in nature may be wider
than ever. ‘1t scems that mast everyone is inclined to strong
emotions wl_um snakes are involved. But it remains a mys-
tery to me why the :ﬂimmm of others are often far different
from, perhaps even the antithesis of, the profound sense of
loss | felt when 1 witnessed my. first green snake slashed and
writhing on the grmuul o
My ]Ltclmag passion for uml-.rsumimg nature and pre- -
serving biodiversiry; as well as: the countless hours 1 have
spent observing green srﬂ.kn, softshell wrtles, and other
reptile species, has led me to think beyond the strict biologi-
cal boundaries of * animal” species. For example, where does
the human species h f': into, the grand scheme of things? O,
more I&emm.l_'th wh:r: 4:|i.r m_-,r r:!mllj-’ and 1 fir in? It scems

-
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to me that, from a hinlnghﬂ:pi:niilt"fcaf'v-'r-:w human beings are
not completely unlike green 511ﬂ|:1.,l-,, ]llbl['l-l'"."illl.'lr'., we are the
products of many of the same. Tamiliar biological processes
that universally shape every n'l:].'u_t '-:'FIE."I..M.'-— compention,

predation, and selection, for gx u‘nplu Each man, woman,’

and child seeks to fulfill his or hu‘ owi biological needs and
wants, often to the detriment of mhtr individuals and spe-

cies. Bur unlike green snakes,. hufnans are spiritual beings
“and have the capacity to ponder a. ]ﬂrgur sense of connuec-

tion and place within the physical: and spiritual worlds. It is
largely a spiritual activity to be coneerned about the welfare
of others, to make moral choices, .murl to take responsibil-

ity for something beyond oneself.- I-i.:rr the most part, biolo-
gists believe that green snakes and m-'et'v other species, except

Homo sapiens, do not engage in blll..h%]‘l\-'ll.’ll,:.. Does possess-
ing, these qualities obligire |lllil'ﬁ:I'rll.h-r to concern itsell with
speties other than its own Iv:uui*' 1 tluﬂk so, but in practice,

we have done a poor job of 4 *‘n::lm-g on that obligation. .

- .'The eminent naturalist, P.e ). 'L'Filwn. bauménting the e’
r.:a:l-: rated extinction of "-'u|'!'LLIE5' by hlluun Aactivinies, described -
_each species as a creation .:.wrmbktl with extreme care In
g-emus—.l_ u.trungh' h|1|r1mdr5tdthﬂLTﬂ The |1-|_1’1_:.|1't|m‘| of to |

whom or what Wilson's * gtmm rdm::.d differs among those
who have bothered to pund»:r Triks f--::-: example, the Biblical
view is that the purpost of Lmatmr\ I'r nature) is to glority
God and that God mmnnm"l::d’ m.m to be a steward of his
Creation. By definition, a mwanl is sameone who cares for

T hadin thatd’ L mm:,mnr:a wnnda‘rﬂt'lmi‘ the: h1.ﬂ|=H:1L dworld

., - :-,md |I'I'q"|.l'lﬂ,EL"."r mmmnt :J:.-l;.s p]'{)lmrn.- Ullhrtumfclv‘ Lml
ok _-','h‘ﬁ had ampﬁ chance b Witness- Imm-;m.;j;, Fioor stew _“ﬂ
?._..:q}up of. nature: ';J[unfy 'Emid? Wh at Liﬂ'ﬂ’ s mbm b

would : be ]Hu. if more hijimans umil.nl_:m:-d arid pmcﬁcrﬂ

'. -.5"_r['u¢ hmd.lmcntal 1-w-wardsh1p p_nncuph: ‘f}lmnutmnw im- - B

- miéddiately comes o mjnd=—millions:of green snakes. lﬂﬂg

i honey smlr.lf.-avnmq Ii:rre:lllu ng u‘g&ganﬂc a‘}gh of. ri:]mf 1|.|-:l=
lllu_ me. e 2



