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Highlanders Nature Notes – Mistaken Identities
victims of his extermination efforts, believing (as
many others do) that the only good venomous snake is
a dead one. There was just one problem. None of
them were venomous Cottonmouths. They were all
nonvenomous, harmless, Southern Banded Watersnakes (Nerodia fasciata). He learned of his errors
only after proudly showing me his photo collection.
Each photo contained enough detail for me to identify
his victims correctly. He was quite chagrined when
faced with the truth, recalling how he had bragged of
his fearless exploits to all his family and friends back
in New York state.
It has been my experience that a great many people
make the same mistake. There are just too many Florida water snakes that look like Cottonmouths, making
it difficult for most folks to tell them apart. It isn’t that
easy, but there are a few ways to do this.

Nerodia fasciata or Banded Water Snake
Photo Fiona Sunquist ©
I’m a snake lover. Everyone knows that by now. So
here’s another essay on Central Florida snakes.
(Somebody has to speak up on their behalf; might as
well be me.)

First I’ll say that I have lived in Florida since 1969,
and in all that time I have seen only a handful of Cottonmouths scattered throughout the state. I’ve seen
only three in Central Florida since moving here in
1992. By contrast, I’ve seen a great many of the harmless water snake species. They are much more plentiful. So right off the bat, you are more likely to see a
nonvenomous species (in my experience). Once these

A member of my church lives on the southern shore
of Lake Dora, with a boat and dock behind his house.
For many years he prided himself on his ability to dispatch Florida Cottonmouths (Agkistrodon piscivorus
conanti) on his dock and in his yard, no matter how
big they were. He always took photos of the deceased
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snakes get big, their body colors become very similar,
almost identical. The markings that make them easier
to differentiate when they’re young, fade while later
their over-all color darkens to almost black. At maturity, both species mentioned above look very much
alike, unless you can get a good look at their heads.

The second Cottonmouth was mature and lying just
under the bridge we all walked over during the Lake
Norris Conservation Area Firefly walk with the
Dammillers in the spring of 2017. I happened to look
over the side of the bridge as I came to it and saw it
stretched out. With a flashlight I could clearly see its
head.

Some of you may know that all nonvenomous
snakes in Florida have round pupils, while venomous
pit vipers like the Cottonmouth have pupils which are
narrow, cat-like slits. There is also a diagnostic, dark
brown or black line running behind the eye to the back
of the lower jaw on Cottonmouths. Unfortunately, the
Southern Banded Water snake also has a dark line behind its eye, it just curves downward more (I told you
it wasn’t easy).

Neither snake threatened us or even seemed to notice our presence in any way. In my experience, as
I’ve stated in previous essays, it takes some doing to
get a snake to bite, or even bother with you at all. Just
don’t touch or harass them.
I hope you have an opportunity to observe water
snakes of all kinds in their natural habitats. They’re
fascinating, and you’ll stay safe if you give them
plenty of room and don’t interfere with their daily routines. And try to keep in mind these song lyrics by Bill
Staines as you go about exploring nature: “All God's
critters got a place in the choir, some sing low…some
sing higher; some sing out loud on the telephone
wire; some just clap their hands or paws or anything
they got now.”

Right about now I can hear many of you saying that
you’re not about to get close enough to these snakes to
notice such minute details. Point taken. But before
you behave like my church friend and start indiscriminately killing any snake you find near water, consider
this: snakes play a valuable role in their ecosystems.
They are predators who keep their prey populations
(which include rodents) in check. Without them the
natural balance will be altered, and we will definitely
suffer the consequences (as we always do).

–Mike Barnett
Source:

I've seen two Cottonmouths here recently. The first
was a juvenile I spotted on January 15, 2017 on Rock
Springs Run in Wekiwa Springs State Park during my
hospice teen bereavement camp. It was hiding under a
tree root at water’s edge and one of my sharp-eyed
campers spotted it at his feet. Only a small section of
its body was visible, but enough markings showed to
confirm its ID.

Gibbons, Whit and Mike Dorcas. Snakes of the Southeast. Athens, GA: The University of Georgia Press,
2005.
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Notes from the Chairperson
I consider summer in Central Florida the equivalent
to winter in the North. In both instances we are indoors more, but there are differences. In Central Florida we are trying to stay cool, not warm and there is
rain, not snow. The trails are filled with water and insects: ticks, chiggers, and mosquitoes. The ticks and
mosquitoes can carry diseases. If ticks are removed
within twenty-four hours of attaching they seldom
transmit illness. There are no deer ticks in Central
Florida so Lyme Disease is not a problem. In Florida,
mosquitoes may transmit zika, dengue fever, and
malaria. These infections are most common in South
Florida. Mosquitoes in the Eastern United States may
transmit Eastern Equine Encephalitis also known as
sleeping sickness. This is an infrequent problem for
humans, however in most years a few horses die from
the infection. During the summer I restrict my hikes
to urban areas.

Authority, will be presenting a program on Lake
County Parks. Please remember to recycle and bring
your aluminum cans and other metals.
On Thursday, August 23rd, the Highlanders will
have a Pot Luck meal and summer evening together at
the Lake Griffin State Park. We will meet at 5:00 PM
and eat at 6:00 PM. Bring a cold dish and something
to drink; the chapter will provide plates and utensils.
The park has an entrance fee of $5.00 per car (up to
eight people). Please remember to bring your recyclables. Just like people in the North have an urge to
come to Florida in late winter to get warm, Ginger
and I develop an urge to go North in late summer to
get cool.
Our other summer activities are similar to what
hikers do in the North during winter. We repair and
replace equipment, make plans, and rest and recuperate for an active fall. Get your hiking boots ready for
fall.

Although during summer our activities are reduced,
the Highlanders are still active. On Thursday, July
26th we will have a Chapter Meeting at 6:00 PM at
the Leesburg Public Library, 100 East Main street in
Leesburg. Ben Gugliotti, from the Lake County Water

– Bill Leach, Highlanders Chapter Chair
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FTA State Awards Presented at May Chapter Meeting
(photos by Judy Leavers)

Van Tran, Community Outreach Manager for the
FTA, presents the Lifetime Achievement Award to
Bobbi and Francis Keenan.

Gene Bouley accepts the Special Services Award
honoring himself and Terry.

Bill and Mary Ellen Milton receive the Activities
Leader Award.

Jim and Janet Walsh are honored for 25 years of
continuous membership in the FTA.
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Earth Day at PEAR Park – April 21, 2018
(photos by Judy Leavers)
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Highlanders Activities for July and August 2018
Thursday, July, 26, 2018
Highlanders Chapter General Meeting – 6:00 PM. We meet at the Leesburg Public Library 100 East Main
Street in the meeting rooms at the front of the library. Meeting starts at 6:00 PM. Come earlier for social time.
Please bring your aluminum cans to recycle in non-dripping plastic bags and a snack to share. Program: Ben
Gugliotti, from the Lake County Water Authority, will be presenting a program on Lake County Parks.. Open to
the Public. 28.811093, -81.874858
Thursday, August 23, 2018
Highlanders Summer Picnic – 5:00 PM. Lake Griffin State Park, 3089 US Highway 441/27, Fruitland Park.
Enjoy a pot luck meal and a summer evening at the pavilion. There is a nature trail or kayaking to Lake Griffin.
Bring a chair, a cold dish to share, and your own drink. We will meet at about 5:00 PM and eat at 6 :00 PM.
The chapter will provide plates and utensils. There is a State Park Entrance Fee of $5.00 per car for up to eight
people. Contact Mary Ring, momring@yahoo.com or 352-250-1426 or Mary Ellen Milton, mem32735@aol.com or 352-669-3628 for more information. 28.857409, -81.902248

Additional Highlanders Hikes
Highlanders Activity Leaders who live in The Villages typically lead hikes on Wednesdays. All chapter members and guests are invited to participate in these activities. Leaders post notices of activities the weekend prior
to the hike. To view new and old postings go to www.groups.yahoo.com/group/thevillageshikingclub . Once accessed, click on “Conversations” under the banner.

Chapter Officers and Committee Chairs
Chapter Chair, Bill Leach, wwleach@hotmail.com or 352-728-6438
Vice Chair, Mike Tamburrino, miketamburrino@yahoo.com or 303-809-3284
Secretary, Mary Ring, momring@yahoo.com or 352-250-1426
Treasurer, Diane Roesch, cattail3638@gmail.com or 407-469-3638
Trail Coordinator, Francis Keenan, fkeenan@embarqmail.com or 352-787-8654
Activity Chairs, Mary Ellen Milton, mem32735@aol.com or 352-669-3628, Bobbi Keenan,
bobbiszoo@yahoo.com or 352-787-8654, and Mary Ring, momring@yahoo.com or 352-250-1426
Membership Chair, Mary Ellen Milton, mem32735@aol.com or 352-669-3628
Chapter Coordinator, Bobbi Keenan, bobbiszoo@yahoo.com or 352-787-8654
Outreach Coordinator, Kathy Lamb, kalamb1950@gmail.com or 352-383-1950
Newsletter Editor and Meetup Coordinator, Wade Williston, wwillist01@gmail.com or 407-584-7431
Program Chair, Ginger Leach, gingerleach@hotmail.com or 352-728-6438
Chapter Council Representatives, John Grob, johndgrob@gmail.com or 352-750-0341 &
Mike Tamburrino, miketamburrino@yahoo.com or 303-809-3284
Webmasters, Bobbi & Francis Keenan, bobbiszoo@yahoo.com, fkeenan@embarqmail.com or
352-787-8654
Chapter Photographers, Judy Leavers, jvleavers@yahoo.com or 352-360-1717 &
Diane Dammiller, Dammiller@aol.com or 407-832-1214
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Grant Writer, Dee Bender, deebender829@gmail.com or 352-460-7085
Quartermaster and Archivist/Historian, Christine Pena, pena2081@comcast.net or 908-499-2215
Media PR Coordinator, Glenda Moore, gmaemoore@yahoo.com or 352-324-2570
Calendar Editor, Jane Williams, glenandjane@eastlink.ca or 352-633-3248
Memorial Committee Chair, Stuart Force, stuart.force@comcast.net or 352-303-5623
Recycling Coordinator, Bill Leach, wwleach@hotmail.com or 352-728-6438

Trailmasters and Activity Leaders
Trailmasters: Arlene Beal, Sandy Bell, Dee Bender, Gene Bouley, Stuart Force, Dennis and Melodie Hardy,
Karen Harrington, Francis Keenan, Kathy Lamb, Bill and Ginger Leach, Jon and Judy Leavers, Mary Ellen Milton, Steve and Bernice Nemeth, Howard Pospesel, Mary Ring, Diane Roesch, Mike Tamburrino, Jane Williams,
Wade Williston, and Bruce Zollner.
Activity Leaders: Mike Barnett, Arlene Beal, Gene Bouley, Diane and Ken Dammiller, John Grob, Dennis and
Melodie Hardy, Brad Hoopes, Bobbi and Francis Keenan, Jon Leavers, Bill and Mary Ellen Milton, Steve
Nemeth, Diane Paul, Howard Pospesel, Bob and Suzanne Sippey, Mike Tamburrino, Don Valcheff, Wade
Williston, and Bruce Zollner.

Links
Florida Trail Association:
Highlanders Chapter, FTA:
Meetup for Highlanders:
Highlanders Photos:
Previous Newsletters:

http://www.floridatrail.org
http://www.highlanders.floridatrail.org
https://www.meetup.com/Florida-Trail-Association-Central-Florida-Chapter/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/highlandersfta/albums/
http://highlanders.floridatrail.org/NewsletterArchives.htm
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