Animal, Plant, and Fungi Life
at the Snake Den Mounds

With Naturalist Paul Knoop and
Herpetologist Doug Wynn
Also featuring Uncle Enoch, Baby Waldo, and Chic-Chic

By Dr. Bob Hines



Hi, everybody! My name is Paul Knoop. |
am naturalist here in Ohio. | am going to
show you some of the diverse plant and
animal life at Snake Den. My friend Doug
is going to describe the reptiles.

We are really interested in the different
types of bird life one might see or hear
when they are visiting Snake Den.
Paul, can you tell us what kinds of
birds can be found there?

Hello! | am Doug Wynn. | am what they
call a Herpetologist. | study snakes and
other reptiles and amphibians. So | will
tell you about snakes, frogs, and turtles.

Yes, of course. One of my favorite
birds is often seen soaring above
Snake Den. It is the Turkey Vulture.
They play a vital role as nature's
clean-up crew, eating carrion (dead
animals) which helps prevent the
spread of disease. We should also be
aware of their graceful soaring flight
with minimal wind flapping, their
unique appearance with a bald head
and red legs, and their impressive
sense of smell that allows them to
efficiently find food. They perform a
crucial ecological service while being
fascinating to observe.




If you look up, you might see or hear any one of the following
birds flying overhead or up in the trees.
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If you are lucky, you might see an Eagle or two at the site.



Seeing an Eagle out here is special, but |
get excited when | see an Eastern Blue
Bird or a Cooper's Hawk. Snake Den
truly is a special place for bird life.

| have been to the site at various times
of the year and | can tell you that the
bird life that you will find there is quite
rich-maybe close to one-hundred fifty
different species.

The next time | go
birding, I'll want
Paul to go with me.

The nearby Scioto River Migration
Flyway is used by Uncle Enoch and
Baby Waldo and millions of other
migrating birds.

Migratory birds have navigated their way
from South America to Canada along this
flyway since ancient times and it is
something we need to protect so these
birds can rest and refuel.




Amen to that! | have witnessed the
demise of some of my fellow travelers
as valuable stopover habitants were
harmed by urban developments and

poor agricultural practices.

Baby Waldo and | have noticed some
isolated improvements in recent years,
but more protected habitats are needed to
keep some species from slipping into
extinction.
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No one should think that extinction
can't happen-it can!

Yes, it can happen
and it has happened. ;

Extinct bird species from this area include
the Passenger Pigeon and the Carolina
Parakeet. They would have likely been
found at the Snake Den site at the time this
region was settled by Europeans.

Carolina
Parakeet

Passenger
Pigeon

e




In addition to the interesting bird life, depending on the time of year and
time of day you might see one of the following mammals at Snake Den.
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Okay, | am going to ask
Doug to describe the
reptile and amphibian life
that is present at the
Snake Den site. It may
not be as diverse as it
was hundreds of years
ago, but it is still diverse
and in need of protection.

Doug, what kinds of
snakes are now present
at Snake Den?

Thanks, Paul. | can tell you that the only
species of snakes | have seen out there are
Black Rat Snakes and Corn Snakes. Snake
Den does not have any poisonous snakes
lurking about. You would have to be there
in the early Spring or Late Fall to see the
snakes that winter there.

'/ People claim they saw
Blue Racers in the 1960's,
but no one has seen them
lately.

Black Rat Snakes are Ohio's largest
snake--running about 4 to 6 feet in
length. They are good at climbing trees.
When first encountered they remain
motionless. Black Rat Snakes are one
of Ohio's most beneficial reptiles
because they control the rodent
population.

Junior, get
down from there
before you fall!

Blue racers are sort of a gun metal gray
color, with a greenish or bluish cast.
They generally live in Northwestern
Ohio. The Northern Black Racer occurs
in Southeastern Ohio. They are pretty
much a uniform color. Racers are the
most graceful and quickest of Ohio's
snakes. Still their top speed is only
about 8 miles per hour.




They can become very aggressive when | tell people that if you ever are

alarmed and can rise up to display confronted with a racer that raises up
themselves--especially in the Springtime. its head like a periscope in a

In fact, they will approach a person or threatening manner, just stand your
potential predator to ward them off. ground. Their display is a bluff.

Unlike other snake species they rely on
their vision. They have a varied diet that
includes birds, rodents, bird eggs, and

grasshoppers.
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Historically Copperheads and Timber
Rattlesnakes are two venomous species
that would probably also have been found
at Snake Den. Now, those species have
been driven out of the area. The remaining
species like the Black Rat Snake are non-
poisonous.

If you were bitten by a Black Rat
Snake on the hand, it would be
slightly painful and it would wrap
its body around your hand and arm,
because it is a constrictor. But it
would soon let go. A Blue Racer's
bite is a bit different. They tend to
chew as they bite, but once they
realize you are not going to harm
them they will give up and scoot
away.

Timber
Rattlesnake




In the winter our body processes slow
down drastically. We do not need much
oxygen because we are not breaking
down fat deposits quickly. Our hearts
beat slower and we can go longer
periods without breathing. Scientists
have called what we do is brumating. |
really do not care what they call it, | am

w to bed!

I'll wake up when
April gets here.

Snakes are driven to winter dormancy
either by a drop in the outside

temperature, their genes or by the
length of the days.
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3. Free of fungi and
pathogens that
could cause
diseases.
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6. Below the frost
line.

| can tell you based on my study of snakes that in order to have a healthy
dormancy environment snakes need the following:

1. Protection from predators.
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so they do not dehydrate.

e
) ’< 5. A fairly constant temperature.

*, If the temperature goes up, the
shakes metabolism speeds up
(and starts breaking down the fat
bodies of the snake has
stored up and it could
starve to death.




The thing that made Snake Den such a good
brumation spot is that the stone mound has
lots of cavities where snakes can den up.
Those spaces must be providing all six of
the necessary conditions for their survival.
If the stones perturbed by looting were
replaced and a layer of clay returned it
would once again be a great brumation
spot.
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Snakes that collect at sites like
Snake Den to brumate are able to
mate more easily in the spring
because they can find each other.

The thousands of snake bones collected
during the 1897 investigation were
probably from snakes that froze,
starved, or died from pathogens. It
would be interesting to study the bones
collected back then to see if we could
identify the various species from the
ball and socket vertebrae.

| have to say that no animals on earth
have suffered more from human
ignorance and superstition than
snakes, | think this is a
misapprehension since most snakes
are pretty docile and fascinating.




| guess in the early 1800's snakes were
seen as quite a nuisance by the farmers
around the Snake Den site. Snakes
would scare their horses and send them
bolting off with the farmers in tow.

Yes, | can see how that
might be upsetting to
a farmer strapped into
a team pulling a plow.
It is true horses do not
like snakes.

| The history books report that in 1817 a

group of Walnut Township farmers built
a wooden fence around the Snake Den
stone and platform mounds with the
intention of killing all the snakes.

They had someone check every day in the Spring to see if the snakes were
emerging from the mounds. When the time came they either shot or bludgeoned
to death every snake they could see. Despite the massacre, snakes still came
back to brumate in the stone and platform mounds.




~ The menace of Snake
Woods was subdued long
but fear of the place still lingers

ago,

in nearby East Ringgold.
the midst of the grove, prehis-
toric rock mounds once sheltered
thousands of rattlesnakes. They
crawled from their lair each
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spring of 1817, neighboring
farmers built a high board fence
around the rocks and shot
snakes from the barricade’s top

~until most were destroyed.

Charles Brown, who has owned

years, says that his mother often

spring to spread terror over told the story and remembered

Pickaway County. In the earlv

the ruins of the ancient fence.

THE SNAKES”

~ the “Snake Den” farm for many



There is a marsh pond
adjacent to the site that
appears to be a natural
wetland.

A vernal pool near the site is a
shallow water pool that is wet in the
Spring and dries up in the Summer
and late Fall. Amphibians like frogs,
toads, and salamanders are found
here.
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Northern Green Frog American Toad

Spotted Salamander Spring Peeper

Vernal pools are extremely important.
They help prevent floods and allow
water to soak into underground
aquifers. They also provide abundant
food for snakes, skunks, opossums,
and raccoons.

Unfortunately for all the animals in the
food chain, many vernal pools have
been drained and are now rare. Of
course amphibians that breed in these
pools are also becoming rare.

Eastern Spadefoot
(Endangered Species)




Another species of reptile you might see around Snake Den is the Eastern Box Turtle.

Turtles seem to be so slow, do they
eat just plants? !
Box turtles are omnivorous

land turtles. They eat almost
everything they can find
including earthwormes, spiders,
ants, or anything else they find
on the ground. They also eat
berries, roots, flowers, and
even bird eggs. They would
certainly love to snack on the
frogs living in that vernal pool
next to Snake Den.




Speaking of spiders, ants,
bees, moths, and other
insects, that vernal pool is
also important to insect
macroinvertebrates like
dragon flies and damsel
flies.

Ohio is a great state for
dragonfly and damsel fly
diversity. To date, 164
species have been recorded.
People who study bugs are
called "entomologists.”

Okay, | am going to turn
things back over to Paul so
he can tell you about some
of the plant species that
are found at the Snake Den
site.




Thanks, Doug! Let's start with the trees and then work our way to
understory trees and prairie plants. Then we will end with fungi like

mushrooms.
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Red Oak White Oak Shagbark Hickory

Honey Locust Wild Black Cherry Sassafrass
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Black Walnut Hackberry Red Cedar




There are shade tolerant understory trees and shrubs.

Flowering Dogwood

Blackhaw

Spice Bush

Wildflowers like Spring Beauties can
also be found on the forest floor at
Snake Den.

Unfortunately, a number of woody
invasive plants are squeezing out the
native plants.

Autumn Olive




In addition to these invasive woody plants, there are a number of non-woody

invasive plants that were introduced to Snake Den after the beginning of
European settlement.

- Queen Anne's Lace or
Great Mullen Wild Carrot

There are a number of Red Cedar
trees on the hillside below Snake
Den. They thrive with an alkaline soil.
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It is hard to determine what vegetation was
here prior to the influx of Europeans,
because they disturbed the site by
cultivating crops right up to the footprint
of the mounds.

We do know that the early natives
would have gathered nuts from
the walnut and hickory trees |
mentioned. Certainly they would
have also picked the Pawpaw
fruit.

The Hickory nuts from the Shagbark
Hickory trees on the site are quite
sweet. It is interesting that the charcoal
found in the linear pits was from the
Hickory trees.

Black Haw provided a berry that tastes
a lot like a raisin and the Hackberry
fruit is also quite edible. The Spice
Bush has a wonderful aroma and could
have been used for flavoring foods
prepared by these ancient Native
Americans who created Snake Den.




A walk through the wooded
part of the Snake Den site
will reveal another important
form of life—the fungi. Fungi
aid in the breakdown of
organic material, recycling
essential nutrients back into
the soil. Fungi produce
fruiting bodies called
mushrooms. Mushrooms
found here were eaten by
the ancient cultures using
Snake Den, but they also
had to learn which ones
were safe to eat and which
ones were poisonous.
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There are also examples of parasitic
fungi at Snake Den like the Bitternut
Hickory Tree Cankers (also known as
Galls).

The study of fungi is called "mycology".
A father of American mycology is
William Ashbrook Kellerman.




This famous American botanist was

born in Ashville and grew up just a few
miles from here at Cedar Hill. He was the
editor of the Journal of Mycology and
many plants have been named in his
honor including a type of wild
sunflower.

- Kellemtan's Sunflower” .,
(Helianthus Kellermianii)

-
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The journal he started is still being
published.

JOURNAL OF MYCOLOGY -
VOLUME 12, NO. 81

WLLIAM 2S-EROCK KELLERMAN ANDJOS BICKNELL ELLIS
AND UNITID STATES. SECTION OF VEGETABLE PATHOLOGY
AND BENAMN NATLACK EVERMART AND UNTED STATES.
DMSION OF VECETASLE PATHOLOGY

Maybe someday we will
recognize his
contributions to the field
of Botany by sowing some
of the native species that
were named in his honor
up at Snake Den.

Paul what do you think
about re-establishing
native species of plants at
the Snake Den site?



As far as the restoration of the site goes, | would hope we would reintroduce native
trees and understory plants and remove the invasive species. | would like to see
herbaceous plants that would have been here prior to European settlement. | would

hope that it is a not nicely manicured grass-covered site like many other public
mound sites. Allow it to be prairie, but neat for visitors.

3 ;{” This is an invasive SN -\:Z{”?ﬁ-’ £
) that we need to i .
remove by the root.




Naturalist Paul Knoop Herpetologist Doug Wynn

We hope you learned something from our Snake Den
Ecology experts.
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