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"These foul and loathsome creatures are 
distinguished by a heart with a single 
ventricle and a single auricle, doubtful 
lungs and a double penis. 
Most amphibia are abhorrent because of 
their cold body, pale colour, cartilaginous 
skeleton, filthy skin, fierce aspect, cal­
culating eye, offensive smell, harsh voice, 
squalid habitation and terrible venom: and 
so their Creator has not exerted his powers 
to create many of them." 

LINNAEUS, 1758 

INTRODUCTION 
As surely as poison ivy itches and beavers eat aspen bark, 

people will fear snakes. 
Snakes and to a lesser extent their close relatives turtles, 

lizards, frogs, toads and salamanders occupy a space in most 
people's minds that is usually reserved for similarly cheerful 
subjects like the Black Plague or Inflation. Those who attempt 
to defend herptiles (the common abbreviation for reptiles and 
amphibians) or - God forbid - praise them are normally re­
garded as yet another example of our permissive society molly­
coddling vicious criminals. But we have a book to write. 
Perhaps better than that, we have a story to tell. Conservation 
is a sad story of losing battles, some already lost, but it can 
seem a pretty sad world any way you look at it. In fact, if you 
give them a chance, herptiles can brighten it up for you. So 
while we discuss some of the many ways herptiles benefit us 

and perhaps prove to you that they are really not such "foul and 
loathsome creatures," the main story is a personal one about 
a means of achieving a higher quality of experience from 
nature. If you have ever been stunned by the vivid colouring of 
a Milk Snake, amazed by a sealed-up Box Turtle, frightened 
by a rattlesnake or even amused by a homely little toad; then in 
a small way you already know the story. The real fascination 
of herptiles lies in their stoic unconcern with man and his 
magnificent plans and in their simple desire to be left alone in 
the niche they have carved for themselves over the centuries. 

In practical terms, National Parks of Canada conducted 
extensive surveys of the reptile and amphibian populations of 
Ontario's three most southerly parks: Point Pelee National 
Park, St. Lawrence Islands National Park and Georgian Bay 
Islands National Park during the summers of 1972, 1973, 1974 
and 1975. The intent was to determine the status of herptiles 
in these parks and to suggest methods of preserving their 
populations. The results of these surveys combined with the 
seasonal observations of the park naturalist staff, revealed that 
together, these three parks contained the most diversified 
herptile fauna of any national park in Canada. It was also 
found that this diversity was very representative of Ontario's 
herpetofauna. Furthermore, a greater variety of herptiles 
exists here than in any other place in Canada. As is the case in 
the rest of the province, some species had already disappeared 
and others were seriously threatened. One final conclusion 
of the study was that a prime element in the preservation of 
herptiles is the education of the public. 

This book is an introduction to these harmless and beneficial 
creatures. 
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"OOOH, I HATE THOSE SLIMY THINGS!" 



"OOOH, I HATE THOSE SLIMY THINGS!" 
"Oooh, they're so slimy!" 
"How can you stand to touch it?!?" 
"I hate snakes!" 
"Does it bite?" 
"Ugh!" (or any similar disgusted 
exclamation.) 

I offer the reader a small wager. I will bring the snake and 
we will pick any random group of passersby on any street in 
any city in Canada. I will present the snake and if the reply falls 
within the list above, you will give me one dollar. For every 
reply other than one of the above, I will give the reader ten 
dollars. Fair enough? By the end of one week of this, I will 
open my own retreat for embittered herpetologists somewhere 
in the Caribbean. 

Herpetologists are people who study reptiles and amphi­
bians. A pretty safe generalization is that they actually like 
those "slimy things," they can stand to touch them, and - if the 
truth must be known - they sometimes even get bitten. But 
herpetologists usually find that they are part scientist and part 
missionary. Their ministry is an appeal to try to understand 
what are probably the earth's most misunderstood creatures. 
In all fairness, they do not have a hard time when it comes 
to turtles. Many people are fond of turtles and many have had 
a little pet turtle at some time in their childhood. Frogs and 
toads are usually tolerated and often there is no real reaction 
for or against. Lizards and salamanders are so rarely seen by 
most people that the majority probably has no thoughts 
whatever about them. But snakes! There is the villain and 
scoundrel of the ages, the tempter of Eve, the living symbol of 
evil and cruelty. Hate, or at least fear of snakes, is so com- the snake . . . there is the villain and scoundrel of the ages 
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young children will handle snakes with curiosity not fear 

monplace that many people assume it is instinctive. In fact, 
research has proven that young children (under age four or five) 
will handle and play with snakes as they will anything put in 
front of them - with curiosity not fear. Many people share the 
recollection of early school days when they used to catch and 
play with snakes or, in the case of boys, use them to scare the 
girls. But at some point, usually in their early teens, a com­
plete reversal of attitude takes place and from then on snakes 
are no longer playthings. Part of this change can be attributed 
to the influence of parents who fear snakes, while part may 
be the result of less time spent out-of-doors in contact with 
these animals. Amazingly enough, fear of snakes is widespread 
in Canada; yet only a very few species can be considered 
dangerous and these arc easily recognized and have restricted 
ranges. But this is not the case worldwide nor historically and 
nowhere is this same attitude found. 

Some parts of the world, such as India and Central Africa, 
have large populations of poisonous snakes and contact 
between these snakes and barefooted natives results in sub­
stantial numbers of deaths. In certain Hindu and African sects, 
the snake is worshipped as a devine or special being. Histori­
cally snake workship is almost worldwide and traces of it can 
be found in nearly every religion. It is not hard to understand 
how this came to be. Primitive man must have encountered 
many snakes and they were probably an important food source 
being easier to kill than most mammals or birds. But in the 
course of this association some people would be bitten and 
would die, often from apparently nothing more than a couple 
of tiny pin pricks. To the primitive mind it would be easy 
to extend mysterious and supernatural powers to an animal that 
could kill so magically. Many cultures believed that snakes 
lived forever and only had to shed their skin to keep growing. 
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Because of the snake's resemblance to a penis, snakes were 
often included in fertility rites. They were associated with 
lightning, rivers and rainbows and seen as both messengers of 
the Devil and symbols of God. Logically, snakes formed an 
important religious entity in areas where snakes were large or 
prevalent so that Canada has little in the way of snake myths 
compared to desert and tropical areas. Nor is this religious 
involvement all ancient as attested by certain Christian sects in 
the southeastern United States. They take as their mission 
Mark 16 verses 17 and 18 in the Bible: 

And these signs shall follow them that believe: 
In My name shall they cast out devils; they 
shall speak with new tongues; 

They shall take up serpents; and if they drink 
any deadly thing, it shall not hurt them; 
they shall lay hands on the sick and they 
shall recover. 

During their religious services people freely handle Copper­
heads, Water Moccasins and Rattlesnakes. Unfortunately 
but inevitably there have been a number of deaths resulting 
from these practices and in certain states these sects are illegal. 

Certainly, no animal is as burdened by superstition and old 
wives' tales as the snake. Some of the most common myths in 
Ontario are that snakes are slimy, that their tongues are stingers, 
that any number of species are poisonous, that the Hognosed 
Snake's breath is poisonous. Many rural areas believe that 
Milk Snakes milk cows. Female snakes are supposed to 
swallow their young to protect them. The Hoop Snake puts its 
tail in its mouth and rolls away from danger. Snakes can 
break into pieces and then join back together again. 

many rural areas believe that Milk Snakes milk cows 

the Hoop Snake puts its tail in its mouth and rolls away from 
danger 
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Some myths are just exaggerations. Nearly every community 
has a story of a snake that is so long it can reach right across 
a road with its head in the grass on one side and its tail on 
the other. One of the most common snake stories is the story of 
the wicked, frozen snake found by a farmer in the middle of 
winter. The good-hearted farmer takes the poor snake home 
and warms him up, at which time the ungrateful serpent bites 
him and the man dies. There is a version by Gotthold Lessing 
that has a boy confront a tame snake with this story and 
accuse it of being malignant and unthankful, to which the 
snake replies: 

"/ am astonished. How partial your historians 
must be! Ours relate this story quite differ­
ently. Your kind-hearted countryman thought 
the snake was really frozen to death; and it 
being a handsome specimen, he picked it up in 
order to skin it when he arrived home." 

Many of the most colourful myths associated with snakes 
are those of the rattlesnake. Certainly any unusual animal is 
bound to have a folklore about it, but the rattlesnake outdoes 
them all. Among the most widespread beliefs are that rattle­
snakes always rattle before striking, they travel in pairs, they 
will not cross a horsehair rope, they will not die until sunset, 
their age can be determined by counting the rattles, they can be 
rendered harmless by removing their fangs, and their bite can 
be cured by the use of dead chickens, alcohol, potassium 
permanganate and any number of other home remedies. The 
truth, of course, is far removed from these myths. 

But what is the truth? The truth is that snakes, along with 
lizards and turtles, are reptiles. Frogs, toads and salamanders 
are amphibians. Well, so far, so good. But what is an am­

phibian and what is a reptile? General rules are dangerous 
because there are always exceptions, but the simplest charac­
teristics defining herptiles are those based on their structures. 
Amphibians and reptiles both have backbones and are cold­
blooded. Unfortunately "cold-blooded" has come to mean 
heartless and cruel and is, in fact, a misnomer. The actual body 
temperature of most herptiles in the summer can be over 32 °C 
so they arc hardly cold. Their problem is that they cannot 
control their body temperature internally as we can so they 
depend on the heat of the sun. That is why turtles like to lie out 
and bask. If it is cold out, the hcrptile's body temperature 
drops and he becomes less active. While the sun is a hcrptile's 
best friend, it can also be his worst enemy. Amphibians have 
soft, wet skin and to some extent breathe through it, so that 
the skin must be kept moist. Because of this, most amphibians 
must stay in the water or hide from the sun in damp locations, 
like under rotting logs. Some, like the toad, have developed a 
thicker skin which allows this amphibian more independence 
to wander around. (By the way, those warts on the toad's back 
are to poison and discourage predators and are not contagious!) 

Reptiles have dry skin covered with scales and usually lay 
hard-shelled eggs (except in some snake species). Another 
obvious difference between amphibians and reptiles is that the 
young of reptiles closely resemble the adult whereas the 
young of amphibians are often totally different in appearance. 

One of the most amazing adaptations of the snake is its 
tongue. It is not a stinger and, in fact, feels like the touch of 
a feather if it touches bare skin. The tongue is really used to 
"smell" the surrounding ground and air. The tongue picks up 
particles in the air and brings them to a special organ in the 
roof of the snake's mouth. No snake's breath is poisonous and 
the Hognosed Snake's hissing is merely part of an elaborate 
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