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PREFATORY JoTE. 

The :\I useum gratefully acknowledge. the cooperation of the 
, ew York Zoological Society in the preparation of this Leaflet. The 
author is Cttrator of Reptile at the New York Zoological Park, Bronx 
Park. Through Director \V. T. Hornaday the abundant li'\·ing 
material of the Zoological Park \Yas placed at the di. position of the 
.:\Iuseum for the purpose of making photographs for the illu ·trations; 
and through Director C. H. Townsend imilar courtesie: were extend
ed at the New \ork Aquarium, Battery Park. 

Iention should also be made of the valuable a sistance rendered 
by 1\Ir. Herbert Lang of the l\Iu. emn, who took the photoo-raphs from 
which thirty-. e,·en of the half-tone illu tration. (Figs. 4-8, 10-12, 16, 
17, 21-.-1-7) ,,,ere prepared. The remaining photographs ,yere fur
nished by the author. 

The collection to which the Leaflet refer. may be found at 
present in the Synoptic Hall, No.107 of the ground floor of the I\Iuseum 
building. The animals may be :een i11 the flesh at the Zoological 
I ark and the Aquarium. 
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THE REPTILES OF THE VICINITY OF NEW YORK CITY.1 

BY RAYMOND L. DITMARS, 

Curator of Reptiles, New York Zoological Park. 

I NTRODUCTION. 

I compiling this guide for the identification of the local 
reptiles, the writer has endeavored to present the subject in a 
simple and concise manner, avoiding technicalities as far as 
possible. The usual descriptions of reptiles concern arrange
ments of the scales upon the head and certain other physical 
characteristics that are necessarily associated with technical 
terms, but the keys for identifications and descriptions of the 
species in the present work appeal principally to the coloration 
and form, of the reptiles. With but 2, limited number of species 
to consider, this plan seems appropriate, since it greatly sim
plifies the subject. 

The reptiles described are those which have been found 
within a radius of about fifty miles of New York City. ,Vithin 
this section 28 species are represented. Of these species 14 are 
serpents, 2 are lizards and r 2 are turtles. Thus our local fauna 
may be said to be quite rich in reptile life. In fact, it is within 
the limits of the area described that certain species of snakes 
(the Garter Snake, Thaninophis sirtalis, and the Brown Snake, 
Storeria dekayi) abound to such an extent that hundreds of 
specimens are annually killed and captured ·without apparent 
decrease in their numbers. 

There are but two local species of poisonous snakes, the 
Banded Rattlesnake and the Copperhead. In certain c.istricts 
both are fairly abundant, but may be hardly called a menace to 
mankind, as one is shy and retiring in habits, while the other 

1 Reprinted from The American li1useum Joiirnal, Vol. V, No. 3, July, 1905. 
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evinces an unmistakable characteristic of warning. There are 
but few records of the bites of venomous snakes in this portion 
of the nited tates. 

SNAKES. 

Order Ophidia. 

The snakes are wel] represented in the Atlantic states, four
teen species being distributed through sections of the region 
surrounding ew York City. Some of these reptiles attain fair 
dimensions, and se,·eral of the species are brilliantly colored. 
T"·o are Yenomous and of sufficient size to be formidable to 
man. These dangerous snakes, the R attle nake and the Copper
head Snake, may be recognized by their triangular heads which 
are quite distinct from the neck. The blunt tail of the Rattle
snake, terminating in its warning appendage, is a character 
hardl) possible to be o,·erlooked by the most indifferent obserYer. 
T he Copperhead Snake is so strongly marked that identification 
is but the question of a moment's intelligent examination after 
an idea of the color pattern has been acquired. 

Several of our harmless snakes haYe been provided with 
eccentric and misleading titles. To those unacquainted with 
reptiles, such species as the "Flat-headed Adder," the "Spotted 
Adder," the"\\ ater Moccasin" and others of equally formidable 
appellation might be regarded as reptiles not entirely de,·oid 
of harm. Many of our harmless snakes which are of substantial 
economic importance in the destruction of the smaller injurious 
mammals possess the most e,·il reputation, although they really 
aid the agriculturist. The slaughter of these useful reptiles by 
the misinformed is a genuine calamity. 

In the key to the identification of the local snakes, the at
tention of the student is especially directed to color and the 
fonnation of scales. Snakes are either proYided with snwoth or 
keeled scales the latter ha ,·ing a distinct ridge or keel, running 
length\\·ise. The Garter Snake and the \"\ ater Snake are ex
amples of snakes possessing keeled scales. This simple plan 
makes identification easy, and excludes the usual technical 
reference to the complicated arrangement of the scales or shields 
of the head, "·hich requires technical knowledge for satisfactory 
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comprehension. To aid in this idea, the species are grouped in 
the key without regard to t echnical classification. 

K ey to the Snakes.1 

a . S CALES SM OOTH. 

Size small. 
Light b rown above; p ink ish beneath ; 

snout conical. . . . ................ Worm Snake (Carpho-
phis ammnus). 

P ale green above ; white beneath ... . Green Snake (Cyclo
phis vernalis) . 

Dark gray above; a yellow ring 
around the neck ; yellow beneat h . . Ring-ne eked Snake 

(Diodophis puncta
tus). 

S ize moderate. 
Gray, with chestnut saddles above ; 

beneath white, wit h square spots of 
b lack .. .. . .... .... . ..... . .. . ... Milk Snake (L ampro-

S ize large. 
Uniform satiny b lack above; black 

beneath, with the chin and throat 

peltis doliatus trian.
gulus). 

white . .... .... . ..... . ... . ..... . Black Snake (Bascan-

aa. S CA LES OF THE B ACK F EEB LY KEE LED. 

S ize large. 
Black above ; beneath white, blotched 

with gray ; scales of the sides show 

ion constrictor). 

white edges . . .. . . . . . . . . .... . . . . Pilot Blacksnake (Co-
luber obsoletus) . 

b. S CALES K EE LED. 

S ize small. 
Brown above; pink beneath . .. ... .. DeKay's Snake (Sto-

reria dekayi). 
Brown or gray above; b right red 

beneath . . ........... . .......... Storer's Snake (S. oc-

Dark brown or black above, with a 
yellow stripe down the back and a 
similar stripe on each side on third 
and fourth rows of scales from 

cipito-maculata) . 

underside . ......... . . .. . ...... . . Ribbon Snake (T ham-
nophis saurita). 

1 All of t he local harmless snakes have eyes wit h round pu pils . T he two 
species of local poisonous snakes have elliptical (cat-like) pupils. 
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Size moderate. 
Dark brown or black above, with a 

yellowish stripe down the back and 
a light stripe on each side on second 
and third rows of scales from under-
side ...... .............. . ..... . . Garter Snake (T ham-

Dark brown or gray above, with red
dish transverse bands; white or 

nophis sirtalis) . 

yellow beneath spotted with red .. . Water Snake (Natrix 
fasciata sipedon) . 

Dark yellow or brown, with darker 
transverse m arkings ; snout up-
turned and sharp . .. ............. Hog-nosed Snake (H ei-

H ead triangular, distinct from neck. 
Light chestnut brown or pinkish

gray, with a series of dark brown 
transverse bands, narrow on the 
back and becoming wide on t he 

erodon platyrhinus) . 

sides .. . .. .. . .. . ........ .. .... . .... Copperhead Snake (A. n • 

Yellow, with dark t rarisverse bands; 
sometimes dark tan or uniform 

cistrodon contortrix). 

black; tail ending in a rattle ..... Banded Rattlesnake 
(Crotalus horridus) 

FIG. 2. HEAD OF DIAMOND-BACKED RATTLESNAKE. SOUTHERN STATES 
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DESCRIPTIVE LIST OF THE SNAKES. 

HARMLESS SPECIES. 

FIG. 3. WORM SNAKE 

The Worm Snake, Carphophis amcenus (Fig. 3), is a di
minutive species which, though fairly abundant, is seldom 
seen, owing to its secretive habits. The Worm Snake Worm 

is quite characteristic in appearance with its smooth, Snake. 

shining, cylindrical body and sharp snout; the head and neck 
are of the same width. In color this little serpent is quite 
somber and in harmony with the surroundings in which it lives. 
Above, it is light brown or brownish gray; beneath, the color is a 
delicate shade of pink. In length, the species seldom exceeds 
eleven inches. 

This reptile might possibly be confounded with the Storer's 
Snake and the DeKay's Snake, which small, retiring species it 
in a way resembles, principally in color and size, but it may be 
in1mediately recognized by its smooth scales; both of the other 
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species having keeled scales. The Worm Snake frequents damp 
localities and soft, loose ground, where it burrows with the aid 
of its sharp snout. Specimens are sometimes found in decaying 
logs. It is seldom found wandering about above the surface, 
except among damp leaves or after showers. The food consists 
largely of earthworms and soft grubs. This snake is oviparous. 

Range: Central and eastern United States. 
Local distribution: Long Island; Palisades of the Hudson. 

FIG. 4. MILK SNAKE 

The lVIilk Snake, Lmnpropeltis doliatus triangulus (Figs. 4 

and 5), is one of the most brightly colored of the local snakes. 
Milk The body above is yellowish brown or gray, with a 
Snake. series of irregular chestnut-brown or reddish spots 
edged with black, about fifty in number; on the sides are smaller 
spots in alternation with those of the back. Beneath, the 
reptile is white, with numerous, small oblong spots of black. 
The length, when mature, is from three to four feet. The scales 
are smooth and polished. 



REPTILES OF THE VIC.IN/TY OF VETV YORK CITY 99 

Although this species is generally distributed, it is not of 
common occurrence. From a habit of sometimes frequenting 
the neighborhood of stables and dairies, it has acquired the 
reputation of obtaining milk from the cows. This is an illogical 

FIG. 5. MILK SNAKE ; WITH EGGS 

theory, and proof of the actual deed from reputable observers 
is wanting. In captiYity this serpent is wholly indifferent to 
milk, but will eat mice, young birds and small snakes other than 
its own species . It is a constrictor and closely related to the 
King Snake of the southern states. The l\Iilk Snake is ovipa
rous, laying eggs to the number of two dozen or more. 

Range: The central and eastern United States ; Canada. 
Local distribution: General; frequents woods. 
The R ing-Necked Snake, Diadophis pnnctatus (Fig. 6), is 

the most easily distinguished of the Yarious local snakes. The 
scales of this little reptile are smooth and shining, Ring-

while the body is a uniform dark gray or bluish black, IC ~ked 

with a brilliant yellow ring around the neck imme- Snake. 

diately behind the head. Beneath, the color is orange yellow; 
a single row of black spots is generally present. The length 
seldom exceeds fifteen inches. 

These little snakes may be occasionally found in damp 
woods, under stones or burrowing under the bark of decay
ing trees. The species is quite rare within the limits under 
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consideration, but in some portions of the Hudson Highlands and 
in the Catskill ~Iountains it is rather abundant. In the southern 
states it is very common, the writer having taken seYeral hundred 
specimens within a fe,v days' time by stripping the bark from 
old, fallen trees. The Ring-necked Snake feeds largely upon 
earthvv·orms and the smaller species of salamanders. It is 
0Y1parous. 

Range: The United States east of the Rocky Mountains; 
Canada. 

FI G. 6. RING-NECKED SN AKE 

L ocal distribution: General. 
Dainty and inoffensi,-e both in looks and habits, the little 

Green Snake, Cyclophis 1:ernalis (Fig. 7), may be easily known 
Green by its color ·which makes it quite distinct from other 
Snake. local species. The color above is a uniform pale green 
and beneath is light yellow or white. The scales are smooth 
an 1 possess a satiny luster. 

The Green Snake differs from the majority of serpents in 
being insectivorous. It feeds largely upon hairless caterpillars, 
although it also consumes crickets, grasshoppers and spiders. 
The usual length of the animal is about two feet . This species 
. . 
1s oviparous. 



FIG. 7. GREEN SNAKE:. 

FIG. 8. BLACK SNAKE 

I OI 
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Range: The United States east of the R ocky T\fountains; 
Canada. 

Local distribution: ommon 1n R ockland, Dutchess and 
adjoining counties. 

,, ith the exception of one other species, the Black Snake, 
Bascanion constrictor (Fig. 8), a ttains the largest dimensions of 
Black any of the loca l serpents. Abo\Te and beneath, with the 
Snake. exception of the chin and throat, this reptile is a uni-
form black, the smooth scales imparting to the crea ture's back 
a luster similar to that of a gun-barrel. The chin and throat are 
milky white. 

Young specimens show a remarkable variation from the 
adult snake. Like a ll the snakes described thus far, the Black 
Snake is an egg-laying species (oviparous) . As is the case with 
the majority of the oYiparous snakes, the eggs are left by the 
parent to be hatched by the heat of the sun or of decomposing 
vegetation. At the time of hatching, the young Black Snake 
be hes its name. The body is pale gray with a series of brownish 
blotches down the back ; the head and sides are irregularly 
spotted with black. At this stage it closely resen1bles the 
Milk Snake, but may be distinguished therefrom by the tendency 
of the blotches on the back t o become very narrow as they a p
proach the tail and t o disappear ahnost altogether on that 
appendage. When a year old, the body color has become very 
dark, but close inspection will reveal the dorsal blotches. As 
age progresses the body color becomes darker until it assumes 
the intense black of the adult. 

Extremely agile and feeding upon small rodents, birds, frogs 
and other snakes, the Black Snake is not a constrictor as its 
technical name implies, nor is it nearly so courageous as is 
generally supposed. ,Vhen surprised, this reptile will in\Tariably 
take to flight if this be possible, and few serpents can show the 
speed of this black met or as it darts away, to stop only " ·hen 
apparent safety is attained. \\ hen cornered and escape is cut 
off, this snake will fight braYely, but t he slight st opening is 
instantly taken advantage of by a dash for coYer. Th needle
like teeth can produce nothing but the most superficial wounds, 
yet this serpent is quite genera lly dreaded. \Yithout doubt the 
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Black Snake is of ,·alue in the woods and fie1ds, since its appetite 
craves the smaller mamn1als which a re a menace to the agri
culturist. The average length of adult specimens is between 
five and six feet. 

Range: The entire United Sta t es and southern portions of 
Canada. 1 

Local distribution: General, in rocky localities. 

FIG. 9. PILOT BLACKSNAKE 

The Pilot Blacksnake ; Mountain Blacksnake, Coluber obso
letus (Fig. 9), attains the greatest length of any of the snakes 
embraced in the present list. This species is a power- Pilot 

ful constrictor, and is the northern representative of Blacksnake. 

the large and brilliantly-colored Rat Snakes of the South. 
To the novice this serpent might appear similar to the pre

ceding species. This similarity, hmvever, applies only to color. 
Unlike the Black Snake or Racer, the scales are polished and 
the body presents a metallic, shining appearance instead of a 
satiny luster. 

1 The typical (black) form inhabits the Eastern States; a variety of lighter 
color frequents the liddle States; in the Western States is the variety called 
the Green Racer ( B. constrictor fiaviventris) . 
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The general color abo,·e is black, the scales of the sides show
ing white edges when the body is distended. Beneath , the color 
is white, blotched with gray on th forward p rt ion ; posteriorly 
the gray b comes suffused ov r the entire surface; th chin and 
throat are white and immaculate. Close examination will reveal 
the scales of the back to be faintly keeled, which charact eristic 
at once separates the species from t he Black Snake. The head 
is broad and rather fl.a t ; t he under surf ace of the body is so 
abruptly flat tened as to form right angles with the sides. 

This species is built rather for climbing t han for speed, and 
generally frequents low bushes, where it lies in wait for birds 
and small mammals. The species a ttains a length of more than 
six feet . It is oviparous. 

Range: E astern United States from 1aine to Florida ; the 
Central Sta tes; in the South the species extends westward to 
Texas. 

Local distribution: Highlands of the Hudson ; not common . 
The Hog-nosed Snake, H eterodon platyrhinus (F igs. ro and 

rr ), may be recognized by its sharp, upturned snout, which 
shovel-like appendage is employed to assist the reptile 

Hog-nosed . b . . h d ·1 . h . h . 1· T Snake. 1n urrow1ng 1n t e san y s01 1n w 1c 1t 1ves. he 
markings of this peculiar snake are extremely variable, 

·out the color is generally yellowish brown, with dark brown or 
black irregula r cross-bands. Some specimens show brilliant 
shades of yellow and red ; others are entirely black. The latter 
constitute the variet y niger. 

The species is stout in body, and the scales are keeled. ,Vhen 
annoyed, it assumes a threatening attitude by fla ttening the 
head and neck and hissing loudly . In spite of its hostile de
meanor, it seldom attempt s to bite, but contents itself b y en
deavoring to frighten t he object of its a nnoyance by its eccentric 
antics. In different localities the species has been gi,·en ap
pellations t ha t have placed this harml ss reptile in bad repute. 
Such names as " Flat-headed Adder ," " Blowing Vip r" and 
" Spreading Adder " are energet ically us d by the farmer who 
usually refuses to be convinced that this snake is not akin in 
poisonous faculties to the Copperhead, to which it bears some 
resemblance in proportions and markings. 



FIG. 10. HOG-NOSED SNAKE 

FIG. 11, HOG- NOSED SNAKE (VAR. NIGER) 

10 5 
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\Vhen repeatedly annoyed, this snake will feign death and 
may then be roughly handled without its displaying signs of life. 
I ts food consists principall) of toads. The species is oviparous, 
depositing about two dozen eggs. A large specimen ,._·ill measure 
three feet in length and one and a half inches in diameter. 

Range: The United States east of the R ocky fountains. 
Local distribution: Found in nearly a ll the sandy localities 

adjacent to ew York City. Common on Long Island and the 
Bayonne peninsula. New J ersey. 

FIG. 12. RIBBON SNAKE 

The Ribbon Snake, Thamnophis saurita (Fig. r 2), is a species 
which might be easily conf unded with the Garter Snake, m;ving 
Ribbon to the similarity of markings. The body color is dark 
Snake. bro" n or black, with a bright and , ·ery clearly-defined 
stripe of yellow down the back and a similar stripe on each side. 
The body is Yery sl nder and the scales are distinctly keeled. 
When the skin i <listended the sides of the body show small, 
white spots. 

The chief differences between this species and the Garter 
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Snake are the following: r. The stripes on the sid s are situated 
on the third and fourth rows of scales from the plat s of the 
crawling surface; with the Garter Snake the lat ral stripe is 
situated on the second and third rows of scales. 2. The under
side is immaculate, while the abdomen of the Garter Snake show~ 
a row of small black spots on each side. 3. The Ribbon Snake is, 
in proportion, considerably more slender than the other species. 

The active little Ribbon Snake frequents damp meadows and 
woods. It seldom exceeds three feet in length. Its food consists 

FIG. 13. GARTER SNAKE 

of small fishes, tadpoles and frogs. The species is v1v1parous, 
but the number of young is small, seldom amounting to a dozen . 

Range: Southeastern Canada and the United States east of 
the Rocky Mountains. 

Local distribution: General, but not common. 
The Garter Snake, Thamnophis sirtalis (Fig. r 3), is the most 

common of our local serpents. The general col r above is dark-
brown or black, with three yellowish stripes running Garter 

lengthwise; beneath, the color is greenish yellow. Snake. 

The skin along the sides when distended shows numerous white 
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or greenish spots. The scales are strongly keeled. The species 
varies in color; specimens are occasionally found upon which 
the stripe on the back is indistinct or entirely ,van ting; others 
present a spotted appearance between the stripes. 

Abundant under various conditions of swamp, woods and 
rocky localities, the Garter Snake will continue to exist within 
our local borders long after many of t:1e other species of serpents 
have been exterminated by the ruthless slaughter that unjust 
prejudice inspires. The species is ,·iviparous, bringing forth as 
many as thirty or more living young a t a brood. The young 
reptiles feed upon earthvYorms and gro,, rapidly . "\iVhile im
mature, these snakes are secreti,·e, a nd the character of the:!" 
food enables them to obtain a li,·elihood without prowling forth 
into danger. Far different is the case of the active young 
Blacksnake in each of mice, as it crosses roads and clearings 
into the dang r zone of stones and clubs. 

The adult Garter nake feeds mostly upon frogs and t oads; 
birds and small mammals are ne,·er de,·oured by this species. 
The length of a large spec1men is about a yard. 

Range: Torth America south,vard to Guatemala. 
Local distribution: G neral and common; is found 1n the 

large parks of ew York City. 
ur common ,Yater Snake, A'atrix fasciata sipedon (Fig. 14), 

is a variety of a species abundant in the southern states. The 
Water body is rather stout, ,vith strongly keeled scales; the 
Snake. color is brown with broad irregular cross-bands of 
reddish brown which show more distinctly on the sides. The 
underside is ) ellowish white, brightly marked with red spots 
an l blotches. The young of this species are quite different 
from the aclult in coloration , the body color being gray with the 
cross-bands black and very distinct. The adult attains a length 

f four feet and a diamet r of two inches . From two and a half 
t three feet long, hmY ver, is the usua] size . 

. lways frequenting the vicinity of water, this snake n1ay be 
s en in numbers along slo,v-running streams, either sunning 
itself on the banks or stretched upon the branches of bushes 
that overhang the ,,,at r. It feeds up n fishes, frogs and t oads. 
Th ,Yater Snake is vivipar us, bringing forth as many as forty 
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or more ) oung at a litter. The young a re born during the latter 
part of August and early in September. 

Ranae: The eastern United States from Maine to orth 
Carolina. 

Local distribution: Common near ponds, streams and salt
water marshes. 

FIG. 14. WATER SNAKE 

Among the local snakes, DeKay's Snake, or Brown Snake, 
Storeria dekayi (Fig. 15 ), is unique in sun-i,·ing in localities 
where the other serpents ha , -e long since been ex- Brown 

terminated. It is common in many portions of the Snake. 

large city parks, where its secretive habits, diminuti,·e size and 
quiet colors aid in its protection. 

In color this reptile is brown or brownish gray above, ,Yith 
a minute series of black spots in pairs usually present down the 
back; the space between these spots is sometimes of a lighter 
tint than the body color, producing the appearance of an indis
tinct stripe in some specimens; beneath, the color is pinkish 
white. The scales are keeled. The average length of adult 
specimens is tweh-e inrhes . 
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This snake is most frequently found hiding under flat stones, 
and in such places the reptile searches for its favorite food, 
which consists of earthworms. 

The Brown Snake is ,•iyiparous, producing from fifteen to 
eighteen young during August. During the first year the young 
snakes are very dark with a w hi tis h ring around the neck. At 
this stage they resemble the young of the Ring- ecked Snake, 

FIG. 15. DEKAY'S, OR BROW N SNAKE 

but they may be distinguishe<l therefrom by their keeled scales. 
vVhen adult, the average length of the Brown Snake is about 
fourteen inches. 

Range: Canada and the eastern United States from the 
Atlantic coast westward to Kansas and southward to Mexico. 

Local distribution: Common in rocky localities. 
The Storer's Snake, or Red-Bellied Snake, Storeria occipito

maculata (Fig. r 6), closely resembles the Brown Snake, but may 
. be distinguished . therefrom hy its bright vermilion 

Red-Belhed d .d D h b k f S ' S k h . Snake. un ers1 e. own t e ac o torer s na e t ere 1s 
usually a well-defined stripe of a lighter shade than the 

body color, which is brown or dark gray; occasionally specimens 
are slaty gray with a light stripe down the back bordered with 
rows of minute black spots. On such specimens the bright red 
of the underside is especially intense. It is a smaller species 
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than the preceding, seldom attaining a length of more than 
eleYen inches. The young are produced ali,·e, and are black 
-n·i th a whitish ring around the neck. 

Range: The same as the preceding species, but may extend 
farther north in Canada. 

FIG. 16. STORER'S, OR RED-BELLIED SNAKE 

Local distribution: Not found within the immediate vicinity 
of Jew York City, but is common northward; occurs abundantly 
in Orange, R ockland and Putnam Counties. 

POISONO S SPECIES. 

The Copperhead Snake, Ancistrodon co1itortrix (Fig. 17 ), is 
a strongly marked species and easily determined. The body 
color is light chestnut brown, sometimes assuming a copper

tinge of pink, crossed " ·ith dark, reddish-brown bands, head Snake. 

which are narrow on the back and wide on the sides, resembling 
from aboYe the outlines of a dumb-bell; these bands are darkest 
at their edges, particularly on the sides of the body. The head 
is somewhat lighter than the body, usually exhibiting a coppery 
tinge or a bright hazel brov, n; the sides of the head are of a still 



uz THE A.AtIERICAN MUSEUM JOURNAL 

paler hue. The line of intersection of the lighter color with the 
coppery tints of the top begins behind the eye and runs to the 
angle of the mouth. Beneath, the bod1 is pinkish white, with 
two rows of reddish-brown blotches; the scales are keeled; the 
pupil of the eye is elliptical. 1 

Although the head of this serpent is triangular and distinct 
from the neck, the general appearance of the reptile would not 
immediately lead the uninitiated to class it as a poisonous snake. 
Several of our local serpents are quite as heavy in body as the 

FIG. 17. COPPERH EAD SNAKE 

formidable Copperhead. The Milk Snake, the Hog-nosed Snake 
and the \Vater Snake are sometimes confounded with the Copper
head, partly on account of a similarity of pattern, and partly on 
account of the stout bodies of the last two species. From the 
Milk Snake the Copperhead may be at once distinguished by its 
keeled scales; from the Hog-nosed Snake and the Water Snake 
by the arrangement of the plates under the tail. 2 Beginning 
from the vent, these broad plates in the harmless reptiles are in 
two rows; in the Copperhea<l. they are arranged in one row, ex
tending across the underside of the tail like the plates of the 
belly, with the exception (in son1e specimens) of a few scattered, 
diYided plates near the tip of the tail. From all the harmless 
snakes the Copperhead may be distinguished by the presence of a 

1 The eyes of all of our harmless snakes have round pupils . 
2 The sub-caudal plates of all the harmless snakes are in two rows. 
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pit between the eye and the nostril, a characteristic of the crotaline 
snakes that has led to their popular t itle, " the Pit Vipers." 

The upper jaw of the Copperhead is provided with two long 
fangs which fold against the roof of the mouth when the latter is 
closed. These t eeth are hollow and are provided with an open
ing at the tip for the ejection of poison. They are precisely the 
same in their formation as the needle of a hypodermic syringe. 
The poison is secret ed in glands behinct the reptile 's eyes, and 
is forced through the fangs by muscular cont raction during the 
act of bi ting. 

The Copperhead is the most beautiful of our local snakes, 
its delicate colors so closely resembling the falling leaves of 
aut:.imn that it is with difficulty to be distinguished from its 
surroundings at that time of the year. '\iVhen annoyed, it im
parts a rapid, vibrator y moven1ent to the tail, which when among 
dried leaves produces a distinct rattling, audible for several feet . 
Its bite is ·very dangerous, but the snake is not habitually hostile 
and it prefers flight to combat . When cornered, however, it will 
fight bravely, striking from a partly coiled position. The food of 
this snake consists of small mammals, birds and frogs. From 
six to nine young are produced alive during August or early in 
September . The t ails of the young snakes are bright sulphur
yellow, which tint graduaHy fades as the repti le matures. A 
large adult specimen will measure three feet in length. 

R ange: Massachusetts to Florida, westward to Texas. 
L ocal distribution: P alisades of the Hudson River, northern 

Westchester, R ockland, Putnam and Orange Counties, N. Y. 
Prefers thick, damp woods and in some districts (Orange and 
R ockland Counties) is moderat ely abundant. 

With the ra ttle as an unvarying characteristic, t he dangerous 
Banded R attlesnake, Crotalu s horridus (Figs. 1 and 18) , may 
be instantly recognized. Female specimens are gen er- Banded 

ally sulphur-yellow or brown , with black, or dark- Rattle-

brown transverse bands; the males are usually very snake. 

dark brown or black with little trace of the bands, except yellow 
markings tha t show the location of the borders of the transverse 
blotches. The scales are roughly keeled. The head is triangular 
and covered with small , irregular scales. 
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The young are produced during the latter part of August to 
the number f about a dozen. They grow rapidly and acquire, 
on an a,·erage, three joints of the rattl every year; the young 
snakes are born with a single" button'' on the t ail. The a,·erage 
length of a mature snake f this species is from three and a half 
to four feet. 

FIG. 18. BANDED RATTLESNAKE 

Subsisting upon larger prey, such as squirrels, rats, young 
rabbits and birds, the Rattlesnake is a bolder reptile than the 
Copperhead. Pro,·ided \Yith proportionately longer fangs and 
a more Yirulent poison, the bite of this species js more dangerous 
than the former. I t oenerally freq uents rocky localities and has 
a wide range of distribution. 

Range: l\Ias achusetts to northern Florida, and v:estvvard 
to Texas. 

Local distributio11,: "\Yithin fifty miles of ev,: York City, the 
R attlesnake is nmY Yery scarce. Occasional specimens are re
ported from Putnam County. 
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LIZARDS. 

Order Lacertilia . 

The local Lizards, which number two species, are so different 
in general aspect that immediate identification is possible eyen 
to the no-,·ice. The smooth, shining Blue-tailed Lizard and the 
rough, somber-tinted Fence S-wift are the examples. The oc
currence of the latter species is rare within the limits embraced 
by this list. Both species are Yery acti,·e, and are insectivorous 
in habits. 

Key to the Lizards. 

a . BODY SMOOTH A ' 0 SH!l'\ING: 

Two phases-
aa. Body black, with five y ellow 

stripes; tail blue . .. . ...... .. . Young . 
ab. Body brown; stripes indistinct or 

wan ting; head reddish ....... . M nture. 
aa and ab .. . . . . .. .. . .... .... . Blue-tailed Lizard 

b. B ODY ROUGH; THE SCALE KEELED: 

Gray or brown with lighter blotches .. 

(Eumeces quinque
lineatus). 

Fence Swift (Sceloporus 
undulatus). 

DESCRIPTIVE L IST OF THE LIZARDS. 

The Blue-tailed Lizard, Eumeces quinquelineatus (Fig. 19), 
is an active species, generally distributed. It may be readily 
recognized by its smooth, shining scales and bright 

1 T 
. · Blue-tailed 

co ors. here are two phases of colonng, one repre- L ' d izar . 
senting young indi,·iduals and the other the fully 
matured animals. Young specimens are black, with five bright 
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yellow stripes running lengthwise on the body; the tail of such 
specimens is usually a brilliant blue,-hence the name. Upon 
approaching maturity the body assumes a brownish tinge, the 
stripes become less distinct, and upon the males disappear al
together, while the head takes on a tinge of red. The females 
retain the stripes, although they are less distinct against the 
brown body-color than in young specimens; the head of the 
female is much narrower than the male, while the red tinge upon 
the same is never so brilliant as in the other sex. The complete 
color transformation takes about four , ears. 

FIG. 19. BLUE-TAILED LIZARD, YOUNG AND ADULT 

The female of this species deposits her eggs, to the number of 
about a dozen, under the bark of a decaying tree, and coils about 
the edge of the cluster in serpentine fashion until they hatch. 
Large specimens of the red-headed form measure eight inches in 
length. In the South the species grows much larger and is very 
abundant. The adult males are called "Scorpions." 

Range: Southern ~Iassachusetts to Florida; westward to 
Texas. 

Local distribution: General in sunny openings of woods, but 
not common. 
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The Fence Swift, Sceloporus undulatus (Fig. 20) , common 
everywhere in the southern United Sta tes, is very rare within a 
radius oi fifty miles of ew York City. In the pine 
forests of southern Ie,v Jersey this agile creature is 
particularly abundant, and may be seen darting with 
bewildering speed along fences and fallen trees. 

FIG. 20. FENCE SWIFT 

Fence 
Swift. 

Unlike the Blue-tailed Lizard, so conspicuous on account of 
its shining scales, the Fence Swift presents a rough, lusterless 
surface. The scales are keeled and terminate in sharp, spine
like fashion. The bodv is rather broad, the head wide. In 
color this lizard is gray or brown with a series of V-shaped 
blotches on each sicte of the body; the underside is dark-gray or 
black with se,-era l la rge patches of blue. The latt er patches 
vary in intensity according to conditions of temperature and the 
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actiYity of the reptile. Six inches is the a,·erage length of fully 
mature specimens. 

Range: ew Jersey to Florida. 
Local distribution: Recorded from the Palisades of the Hudson 

R iYer and ~Ionmouth County, . J. 
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TURTLES. 

Order Chelonia. 

Of the twelve species of turtles, or chelonians, found locally, 
three are marine wanderers from warmer climes and of rare 
occurrence. The marine turtles may be immediately recognized 
by their peculiar paddle-like limbs which are frequently t ermed 
'' flippers.'' The use of these members in the progress of a sea 
turtle through the water has been a ppropria tel y com pared to 
the flight of a hawk or an eagle. Of the other species of chelon
ians, one is strictly terrestrial in habits, while eight species are 
semi-aquatic and frequent the neighborhood of ponds and 
marshes. 

The upper shell of a turtle is technically known as the "car
apace," the lower shell as the "plastron ." These terms have 
been employed throughout the description of the species with a 
view of abbreviation. 

K ey to the T urtles. 

a. LI MBS LONG AND PADDLE-LIKE (FLIP-

PERS) ...... . ..... . ...... . . . ..... .. SEA TURTLES. 
aa. Carapace with seven heavy keels, 

running lengthwise. 
Uniform dark b rown . . .. . .. Leather - back Turtle 

(Dermochelys coriacea) . 
ab. Carapace smooth. 

Olive - brown; head very 
large ; usually two n ails on 
each flipper .......... ... Loggerhead Tur t 1 e 

Olive or brown , m arbled with 
yellow; head of moderate 
size ; u sually one nail on 

(Thalassochelys car
etta). 

each flipper ...... .. . . ... Green Turtle (Chelonia. 
mydas) . 
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b. Ln.rns AXD FEET WELL DEYELOPED; FEET 

WEBBED .................... ... .. . . POND AND MARSH 

ba. Carapace smooth. 
r. Plastron hinged to close against 

the carapace. 
Dark brown; a yellow stripe 

TURTLES. 

on each side of the head .. .. Musk Turtle (Aromo
chelys odoratus). 

Dark brown; head speckled. Mud Turtle (K inoster
non pennsylvanicum) . 

2. Plastron rigid. 
Black or oliYe aboYe; lo\\·er 

edge of carapace brightly 
marked "·it h red; plastron 
yello\\· . ....... . ..... . ... Painted Turtle (Cliry-

Carapace black with numer
ous yellow spots; plastron 
black, blotched with yel-

seni ys picta) . 

10\Y .. . ... . ... ... . ...... Spotted Turtle (Chelo-

Carapace black or brown, the 
shields sho"·ing lighter 
borders; head black; a 
brilliant yello\\" patch on 

pus guttatus). 

each side behind the eye . . Muhlenberg's Turtle 
(Chelopus muhleJZber
gii ). 

bb. Carapace showing raised, angu ar 
lobes. 

Plates of carapace concen
trically ringed; light brown 
abO\·e , limbs, neck and 
fleshy parts salmon red ... Wood Turtle (Chelopus 

'insculptus). 

Plates of carapace with nu
merous concentric rings ; 
color, olive ab::)\·e, head 
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and limbs gray p rofusely 
spotted with black .... . .. Diamond-Back Terra-

T ail long , partly co\·ered 
with plates; head \·ery 
large ; color brown or 

pin ( Tt1 alacoclemm ys 
palustris). 

oli\-e ....... . .... .... . . . Snapping Turtle (Che-
lydra serpentine) . 

C. FEET CL U B - S H A PED , K OT WEB BED . ....... TORTOISES. 
Carapace high ; plastron 

hinged; color brown , ir
regularly m arked with yel-
low .......... . ....... . . Box Tortoise (Cistudc 

carolina). 

FIG. 21. HEAD OF LEATHER-BACK TURTLE 



-· 
FIG. 22. LEATHER-BACK TURTLE 

FIG. 23. LEATHER-BACK TURTLE i ON ITS BACK 

1 2 2 
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DESCRIPTIVE LIST OF THE T URTLES. 

The Leather-back Turtle, or Trunk Turtle, Dermochelys 
coriacea (Figs. 2 r, 2 2 and 2 3), is easily distinguished from the two 
other species of sea turtles occasionally taken off our 
coasts, by the heavy, ridge-like processes, seven in Leather-

b . l h . I back Turtle. num er, running engt wise on the carapace. nstead 
of the horny plates usually present on turtles, the carapace and 
plastron of this species are covered with a leathery integument. 
The Leather-back Turtle attains a large size. In warmer waters 
specimens are occasionally captured which exceed seYen feet in 
length. The general color is dark brown, although there is 
sometimes a sprinkling of yellow. Like the other sea turtles 
this species neYer con1es t o the shore, except for the purpose of 
depositing eggs. Its flesh is of no value for food purposes. The 
reptile feeds upon fishes, crustacea, mollusks and seaweeds. 

Range: Tropical seas. 
Local distribution: Occasionally off the Atlantic coast of the 

Middle Atlantic and New England States, where its presence is 
accidental. 

The Loggerhead Turtle, Thalassochelys caretta (Figs. 24 and 
2 5) , might possibly be confounded with the Green Turtle, owing 
to a similarity of the shells of these species. Certain 

h h k d 
. . Loggerhead 

-c aracters, owever, ma e eterminat10n compara- T tl ur e. 
tively simple. The head of the Loggerhead is very 
large in proportion to the reptile's size; the flippers are generally 
-provided with two nails, while the shell is dark brown, some
times marked with a lighter brown. The colors of the Green 
"Turtle are much lighter; the head of medium size; there is 
_generally one nail on each flipper. Both of these species have 
shells covered with smooth shields. The flesh of the Loggerhead 
-is little cared for. It does not deposit eggs in temperate regions. 
This species attains a length of six feet. 

Range: Tropical and semi-tropical seas. 
Local distribution: An accidental visitor off the Atlantic 

-coast. 



FIG. 24. LOGGERHEAD TURTLE 

FIG. 25. LOGGERHEAD T URT LE i ON ITS BACK 
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FIG. 26. GREEN TURTLE 

FIG. 27. GREEN TURTLE i ON ITS BACK 
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The Green Turtle, Chelonia niydas (Figs. 26, 27 and 28), is an 
attractive species, the coloration of the shell being a pale olive, 

Green 
Turtle. 

marbled ·with yellow. The Green Turtle obtains its 
name from the distinctly green hue of its fat. Highly 
esteemed as an article of food, these turtles are com

monly seen in the markets lying upon their backs, in "·hich 
position they are helpless. 1 In tropical waters this species is 
alleged to attain a weight of a thousand pounds. 

FIG. 28. GREEN T URTLE ; HEAD 

Range: Tropical and semi-tropical seas. 
Local distribution: An accidental visitor off our northern 

seacoasts. 
The Snapping Turtle, Chelydra serpentina (Figs. 29 and 30), 

represents the largest species of our local turtles, excepting the 
three already described. Its rough carapace of 

Snapping 
Turtle. somber brown, ·with its keels and serrations, and the 

proportionately huge, sinister head combine to make 
this creature unique among our turtles. The tail is long and 
possesses a series of plates which form an alligator-like crest; 
the carapace is deeply serrated posteriorly. In proportion to 

r The majority of the fresh-"·ater turtles, however, when so placed, can 
readily roll o,·er through the comb:ned assistance of the head and limbs. 



FIG. 29. SNAPPING TURTLE 

FIG. 30. SNAPPING TURTLE ; ON ITS BACK 

127 



128 THE AMERICAN MUSEUM JOUR.1VAL 

the reptile's size the plastron is ,-ery small and pro,,ides little or 
no protection for the limbs in time of danger. In color the 
Snapping Turt le is dark brown, with no markings. Adult 
specimens a ttain a length of two feet and a weight of from 
thirty-fiye to forty pounds. The carapace of old specimens is 
often co,-ered with moss. 

Slow-running muddy streams and large ponds are the lurking 
places of these reptiles, \Yhich a re exceedingly voracious. Lying 
partly hidden in the mud, they await the approach of fish or 
even young water fowl. P ossessed of a pugnacious disposition, 
a large specimen might well be rated as dangerous. The hooked 
jaws are capable of inflicting deep wounds, and a re, moreoYer, 
employed ,vith energy "' hen the reptile is annoyed. Y\ hen of 
medium size, the species is said to be edible. The eggs are 
deposited in June, to the number of from two to four dozen; 
they are perfectly spherical and possess a hard shell. 

Range: Canada and the United States east of the Rocky 
Mountains; southward to E cuador. 

Local distribution: Genera l and abundant. 

FIG. 31 . MUD TURTLE 
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The 1ud Turtle, I{ inosternon pennsylvanicum (Figs. 31 and 
32), is often confounded with the Musk Turtle (A.romochelys 
odoratus), which it resembles in shape and size. The 
principal differences between the two species a re in 
the markings of the head and the width of the plastron. 

Mud 
Turtle. 

The head of the l\lI usk Turtle shows on each side two distinct, 
yellowish stripes, beginning at the tip of the snout and running 
to the neck, and the plastron is Yery narrow and is 1nuch shorter 
than the carapace. affording little protection. The Mud Turtle, 
on the other hand, shows no stripes upon the head and neck; the 
head is irregularly · speckled with green or yellow; the plastron 
is wide, is but a trifle shorter than the carapace, and can be closed 
to afford substantial protection. The aYerage length of the Mud 
Turtle _in this vicinity is about three and one-half inches when 
adult. It is not as common as the Musk Turtle. 

Range: The eastern United States from New York to the 
Gulf of Mexico. 

Local distribution: General in slow-running, muddy streams 
and ponds. 

The Musk Turtle, Aromochelys odoratus (Figs. 33, 34 and 35), 
may he distinguished from the Mud Turtle, which it closelv re
sembles, by the points given under the preceding caption. 

FIG , 32, MUD TURTLE j ON ITS BACK 



FIQ. 33. MUSK TURTLE 

FIQ. 34. MUSK TURTLE 
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In some localities the Musk Turtle is very common, particu
larly in slow-running rivers with soft, muddy beds. When 
annoyed, it gives off a musky odor which is strong 
enough to be offensive. The carapace of an old speci
men is usually so overgrown with moss as t o be seen 

Musk 
Turtle. 

with difficulty when the animal is lying in the mud in shallow 
water, as is its habit. This species is frequently hooked in fresh
water fishing. In many ways the species resembles, in minia
ture, the Snapping Turtle. From three to four inches is the 

. . 
maximum size. 

FIG. 35. MUSK TURTLE; ON ITS BACK 

Range: Eastern North America from Canada to the Gulf of 
Mexico. 

Local distribution: General in slow-running streams and 
ponds. Occurs within the limits of New York City, and is very 
common in the Bronx River. 

None among our turtles is better known, although possibly 
only by name, than the Diamond-back Turtle, or Terrapin, 
M alacoclemmys palustris (Figs. 36 and 3 7). The Diamond

shields of the carapace rise from the surface of the back 

shell in a series of rough, concentric rings ; the row of Terrapin. 

shields down the back shows a broken keel which rises rather 
sharply in the center of each plate: this condition is especially 



FIG . 36. DIAMOND-BACK TURTLE (TERRAPI N) 

FIG. 37. DIAMOND-BACK TURTLE ; ON ITS BACK 
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FIG- 38- PAINTED TURTLE 

FIG. 39. PAINTED TURTLE; ON ITS BACK 
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prominent in young specimens and decreases with age and con
sequent wear of the shell. The color of the carapace is uniform 
green or olive, although the edges of the plates are sometimes of 
a slightly different shade. The general color of the limbs, head, 
neck and tail is pale gray, profusely spotted with black; the 
plastron is yellow, lined and spotted "·ith gray. 

The Diamond-back is the familiar market terrapin, and at 
certain times of the year sells as high as 70 per dozen. It is 
becoming rare in the north. Large specimens will measure ten 
inches in length. This is the only species of local turtle (with 
the exception of the Sea Turtles) that frequents salt water. 

Range: Th tlantic coast from ew York to Florida. 
Local distribution: Salt marshes in the Yicinity of Long 

Island Sound, Staten Island and ew Jersey. 
The Paint d Turtie, Chrysemys picta (Figs. 38 and 39), is one 

of the most common of the local species and is easily recognized. 

Painted 
Turtle. 

The general color aboYe is dark oliYe or black, with 
the margins of the shields of a paler shade. The 
margin of the under side of the carapace is black, with 

bright red markings; the plastron is yellow. Limbs, tail and 
neck, black, lined with red; head, lined with yellow. The shell 
of this species is flat and smooth; about fiye inches is the normal 
length. 

Abundant in the vicinity of ponds, streams and marshes, 
these turtles may be often seen on floating logs or the like, from 
which they plunge quickly if alarmed. The food consists 
principally of small fishes and insects. Captive specimens thrive 
on raw chopped meat or fish. 

Range: orth America from New Brunswick to Georgia. 
Local distribution: General and abundant. 
Muhlenberg's Turtle, Chelopus muhlenbergii (Figs. 40 and 41), 

which somewhat resembles the Spotted Turtle(Chelopus guttatus), 
Muhlen- may be easily distinguished from the latter species 
berg's by the brilliant orange spot on each side of the head. 
Turtle. The carapace is dark brown or black, sometimes 
marbled with light brown; the shields often show lighter mar
gins. The shell is black beneath, blotched with yellow. The 
spot on each side of the head is quite characteristic. It is 



FIQ, 40, MUHLENBERQ'S TURTLE 

FIQ, 41, MUHLENBERQ'S TURTLE 
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FIG. 42. WOOD TURTLE 

FIG- 43, WOOD TURTLE ; ON ITS BACK 
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situated a little behind the eye and slightly above the region of 
the ear. The species is very rare in this vicinity. An adult 
specimen will measure four inches in length. 

Range: Southern ew York, New J ersey and eastern 
Pennsylvania. 

Local distribution: R ecorded from Staten Island and the 
Palisades of the Hudson River. Frequents shallow streams and 
swamps. 

The Wood Turtle, Chelopus insculptus (Figs. 42 and 43), 
sometimes called the Wood Tortoise, is a species quite terrestrial 
in habits. The general aspect of the carapace is 
rough, the plates being raised in concentric rings, and 
there is a distinct keel down the back. The color is 

Wood 
Turtle. 

brownish above, irregularly and rather indistinctly marked with 
yellow or light brown; the plastron is reddish yellow with a 
blotch of black on each plate; limbs, neck and fleshy parts 
tinged with salmon red. The head is uniform hrov::n. 

Although ne,·er found far from the vicinity of ·water, this 
species is not a water turtle, but prefers to roam about on swampy 
ground. In habits it resembles the Box Tortoise (Cistudo 
carolina), feeding largel :i upon vegetable matter. The vV ood 
Turtle attains fairly large dimensions, the length of an adult 
specimen being eight inches. 

Ranoe: The northeastern United States. 
Local distribution: General in swampy districts, but not 

common. 
The Spotted Turtle, Chelopus guttatus (Fig. 44), rivals the 

Painted Turtle in being the most common of the local chelonians. 
The shell is smooth and black above with numerous 
round, yellow spots which vary in number on different 
individuals. The plastron is yellow, blotched with 
black. The average length of an adult specimen 
inches. 

Range: faine to South Carolina, ; westward to Ohio. 
Local distribution: General and abundant. 

Spotted 
Turtle. 

1s four 

The Box Tortoise, Cistudo carolina (Figs. -l-5, -1-6 and 47), is 
a strictly terrestrial s1 ecies. The plastron is pro,·ided ·with a 
remarkable, practical double hinge, which i employed for pro-



FIG. 44, SPOTTED TURTLE 

FIG, 45. BOX TORTOISE 
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tection in time of danger. "\iVhen the reptile is annoyed, the 
front and rear sections of the plastron are pulled upwards to
wards the carapace, and so closely do the tvYO shells 

Box 
come together that it is difficult to insert even a fine Tortoise. 

wisp of straw at an> point between them. 
The Box Tortoise liYes to great age, as is shown by the fact 

that specimens have been found upon the shells of which were 
names and dates that had been carved there sixty and seventy 
years before. Such tortoises were found near the fields in which 

FIG. 46. BOX TORlOISE::; ON ITS BACK 

they lived when marked, hence the probability is that the ani
mal is not a great tra Yeler. During very dry seasons the Box 
Tortoise has been known to abandon the surface of the ground 
and burrow deeply into moist earth or mud. 

Extremely variable in coloration, although the general colors 
are brown or black, irregularly marked with yellow, the species 
is more readily recognized by its form. The carapace is arched 
and high; the limbs are club-shaped and fitted for a terrestrial 
existence. Male specimens may be recognized by a distinct 
concave area on the rear section of the plastron and by their 
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reel eyes. The Box Tortoise is largely herbiYorous. It is Yery 
fond of berries. The length of an adult specimen is about six 
inches. 

Range: The eastern Unitecl States. 
L ocal distribution: General and common. 

FIG, 47. BOX TORTOISE WITH CLOSED PLASTRON 
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