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1

A LOVER OF SNAKES

o FEw people like snakes that anyone who not only likes them but
S spends much of his time studying them is sure to be asked: “How
did you come to like snakes and when did you first become interested
in them?” Of all questions, I have had to answer the second of these
most frequently; the first I cannot answer. My father says that when
shown early one day a hole under our house and told that a snake had dis-
appeared down it I spent the rest of the morning waiting for it to come
out again, I was about five years old at the time and lived in the town of
Washington, Georgia. When 1 was six we moved to Mt. Airy, a still
smaller town in the northeastern part of the same state. My father had
secured a fifty-acre farm with woods, peach orchards, fields, pasture, and
garden. A stream flowed right across our land and along this stream I de-
veloped a love of snakes.

My earliest recollection of snakes at Mt. Airy takes me back to a walk
to this stream with my mother. I killed a common garter snake, opened
its mouth with two sticks, and said: “That’s where its poison is.” My
mother’s only reply was, “I'm sure it is harmless.” Of course, she was
right, but neither one of us actually knew anything about snakes, so we
were glad to close the argument. My mother died soon afterward and I
remember no other incident with snakes that involved her. The fact that
I cannot recall that she ever said anything against snakes has always im-
pressed me. She was sorry that I had killed the garter snake and was sure
of its harmlessness, although she could not demonstrate her belief.

After my mother’s death there was no one at Mt. Airy to encourage
my interest in snakes. In fact, everyone discouraged or ridiculed or tried
to frighten me. There was, however, one bright spot on the horizon; my
mother’s sister who lived in Savannah had given me a copy of Ditmars’s
The Reptile Book, and 1 was rapidly absorbing its contents. In spite of
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4 SNAKES ALIVE

this I always had a sneaking fear that Ditmars might be wrong or :};'t I
might make a mistake. This fear was strongest after one of my little
snakes had nipped me. Then I trembled lest the bitten place really throb
and swell and everyone say: “I told you so.” My imagination would go
still further and I could see myself deathly sick with the deaf Mt. Airy
doctor shaking his head and all my friends telling how they had warned
me over and over again. These fears always wore off rapidly and I would
find myself on the way back to the stream to search for more snakes.

I was ever alone with my pets for few boys lived near us and no one of
them shared my interest. Common water snakes were easily found on
our place, so it was with these that I played chiefly at first. My initial bit
of real success happened one afternoon. I had a small specimen in a wire-
fronted box of my own construction. Rocks, sticks, and a pan of water
were in the box to make the snake feel at home, and a lone tadpole hid
among the rocks in the pan. While I lay on the ground in front of the
box the snake crawled into the water. This pleased me greatly, for was it
not a water snake? My gaze followed its movements. The tadpole re-
mained motionless as the snake’s head slowly approached. I was all agog;
was the snake actually interested in the tadpole? No snake had ever eaten
for me up to this time. My excitement increased far more rapidly than
the distance between snake and pollywog decreased. Didn’t the tadpole
realize that an enemy was approaching? Although on the point of being
touched by the reptile’s snout the tadpole did not move. A mouth de-
liberately opened and closed; a few movements of the jaws and the tad-
pole had vanished. Apparently far more emotion had been aroused in
me than in the victim. I rushed off to find somebody to tell. I soon found
my brother and sister busy with a game and, suppressing my excitement
as much as possible, I told them what had happened. They thought the
incident worth hearing about, but neither wanted to see the snake and
so I returned greatly disappointed. Nobody else in my world really cared
about snakes—I would have to love them all alone!

One morning at six o'clock my father called: “Clifford, get up, there’s
a snake down here for you.” Excitement ran through me as always at
that word and I dressed with lightning speed. The sight that met my
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eyes thrilled and warmed and chilled me all at once, for there in a box
lay a shining ball of black and gold—a beautiful common king snake
rolled up the way king snakes sometimes do when frightened. I couldn’t
take my eyes away from it, and eating breakfast was a trial. Life was
wonderful with a brand-new kind of snake in my possession. There was
a box to be made for it, food to be secured, its life history to be read about
in Ditmars, and, best of all, there was the creature itself to be carried
about in my pocket from daylight to dark. In fact I was so delighted with
the snake that it was some hours before I stopped to learn how it had
been caught. Our Negro cook, on her way to the cellar to get some stove-
wood, had seen a snake halfway under the cellar door. She had seized
its tail, slowly worked its body out, and got it into the box without hurt-
ing it or being bitten herself. Thus I had found a new and true friend!
To this day I have seldom seen such a display of courage, for our cook
was afraid of snakes, daring to catch this one only because she knew how
much I would like to have it.

At the age of eleven I went to Tome School, Port Deposit, Maryland.
My interest in snakes was perfectly fixed by then, and there I found boys
who also liked snakes. The snake craze that developed finally required
the most severe disciplinary measures to curb. It so happened that a rail-
road watchman only two or three miles from Tome caught snakes as a
pastime and usually kept some at his watch-box. It was from him that
we drew our supply until our dormitory had become a good place in
which to observe and even hunt snakes. If the aged mother of the direc-
tor had not lived in our dormitory, severe rules might not have been
thought necessary. Anyway, the director was afraid that the sight of a
snake might seriously frighten so old a person and we were told that
possession of one in the dormitory meant instant dismissal. This merely
forced us to keep our boxes out of doors and our snakes out of sight. No
one ever knew how many got loose in that dormitory, but I recall that one
visiting girl fainted at a school dance when a snake dropped upon her
from some overhead decorations.

In the fall of 1915, at the age of sixteen, I went to Marienfeld Planta-
tion, Dr. C. Hanford Henderson’s outdoor school near Pinehurst, North
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Carolina. There for the first time in my life my interest in snakes was
unrestrained. In fact, during the spring I fear that I spent more time
hunting and playing with snakes than studying. Davis Merwin and I
made a cement pit which we bordered on three sides with boards and
on the fourth with a large box. The resulting pen measured about six
feet on a side and was securely covered with wire. Into it we put any and
every snake that we could find and no one objected or made special
rules to disturb us. Dr. Henderson himself often came to see our catch.
He looked at the specimens with interest, but steadfastly refused to hold
them; we were always amused at this and asked why he was afraid. He
denied being afraid but we were never fully convinced. We had among
other kinds common king snakes, blacksnakes, common water snakes,
coachwhips, and a fine pine snake. One afternoon we found a water
moccasin which we caught with some misgivings and brought back. It
did not take us long to decide to kill and skin it. At the end of the year
I took the whole lot down to a wild valley and watched them crawl de-
liberately away to freedom.

The same aunt who had given me The Reptile Book had decided to
do what she could to enable me to become a naturalist. She had seen Dr.
Ditmars and persuaded him to permit me to work in his reptile house
in the Bronx Zoological Park after leaving Marienfeld. The very thought
of doing this thrilled me beyond measure, and I wasted no time in reach-
ing New York and renting a room in the Bronx. I had never before
known anyone who talked seriously about reptiles and actually received
money for working with them as the keepers did. Keepers Toomey,
Palmer, and Deckert did everything to encourage my interest, and the
days flew by. This summer at the Bronx was the turning point of my life,
for not till then did I learn that an interest in reptiles could be pursued
seriously.

This interest in snakes never waned during the years I spent in col-
lege, but I did not acquire very much new information about them there.
Many of my friends had advised me to learn about other things as well,
and doubtless this good advice had its effect. I spent two summers at Wil-
liam Beebe’s Tropical Research Station, Kartabo, British Guiana, but as



