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PREFACE.

e ————

I TrRUST no apology will be considered necessary for
this attempt to sketch the life-history and distribution
of British Serpents somewhat more fully than has yet
been done in any one volume. I should certainly not
have ventured to publish a book on so limited a sub-
ject were it not that for the last few years I have
been honoured with the correspondence of a very
large number of field-naturalists in all parts of the
country, who sought information on one or other
point of this much-neglected branch of British fauna.
That correspondence has been a source of very great
pleasure to me, and I trust it will not cease on ac-
count of my effort in these pages to answer most of
the queries raised. Rather I hope that those already
interested may be induced to inquire more carefully

into the habits of this most fascinating group.
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I have divided the book into two parts. Part L
deals with the three species in turn, with some ad-
ditional chapters on special points connected with
them. Part II. consists of the result of my en-
deavour to ascertain the average length and relative
frequency of the various species in all the counties.
This inquiry has involved an immense correspond-
ence, and I cannot sufficiently express my gratitude to
those who have assisted in it. Every effort has been
made to verify the reports, and I have no reason
to doubt their accuracy: at the same time, of course,
each observer is responsible for his own statements.

The source of these local observations is acknow-
ledged at the end of each report, and I have given
the addresses of the various writers in the hope that
they may thus be encouraged to communicate with
each other, having found from experience that the
great difficulty in getting local information is know-
ing where to apply for it. I am very grateful to all
these correspondents for the trouble they have taken
in sending me their own notes, or in getting the in-
formation from others for me. Without their cordial
help my effort to compare our Ophidia in various
localities must necessarily have been barren of re-
sults. Many of these observers have written books,

or contributed papers on their county fauna, and
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from these I have quoted, with the permission of the
respective authors. There is a very larce amount of
valuable material locked up in the Transactions of
Field Clubs and local Naturalist Societies which
observers in other parts never have the opportunity
of seeing. For example, I have quoted largely from
Mr C. A. Witchell's ‘Reptilia and Batrachia of
Gloucestershire’; Mr Bryan Hook’s papers in ‘The
Surrey Magazine’ on “Surrey Reptiles”; Rev., O.
Pickard Cambridge’s most valuable paper on the
“Reptiles of Dorset,”—all of whom kindly sent me
their observations. OFf larger works on local fauna I
am especially indebted to Rev. H. A. Macpherson,
author of ‘ Fauna of Lakeland,’ and his publisher, Mr
David Douglas, for placing at my disposal the illus-
tration of the curious variety of adder, first published
in that work; and to Mr H. E. Forrest, author of
‘ Fauna of Shropshire,” for much information.

In addition to the above I have to thank the
editors of the following publications for permission
to make use of their columns for purposes of refer-
ence and quotation: The ¢ Zoologist,  Science Gossip,
‘Annals of Scottish Natural History, the ¢Field,
‘Country Life, the ¢Outlook’ “Morning Leader,’
‘Western Mail, ¢ Neweastle Weekly Chronicle, ¢ Car-
diff Express,” and ‘Scotsman,’
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My cordial thanks are offered, too, to Sir Robert
Hodson and Dr Thompson for supplying me with
the actual facts in connection with the occurrence of
ring snakes in Ireland; and to Mr Thomas and Mr
Lewis for so kindly sending me information and
specimens regarding the Plague of Snakes at Llanelly.
I am also indebted to G. A. Boulenger, F.R.S., F.Z.5,,
for the measurements of adders in the British Museum,
and other kind assistance. The fatal case of adder-
bite I have quoted from the ¢ British Medical Journal,’
by permission of the editor; and the observer, Dr P.
P. Jennings.

With regard to the illustrations in this book, all are
from my own photographs with the exception of the
portrait of ¢ Brusher Mills,” which is supplied by Mr
Short of Lyndhurst; the photo of the blunt-tailed
ring-snake, which is by Mr Forrest, and that of the
adder from Rev. H. A. Maepherson’s book, previously
acknowledged. I owe a special debt of gratitude,
however, to Rev. O. Pickard Cambridge for lending
me specimens of the smooth snake to photograph.
Snakes are not the easiest of objects to photograph,
and I trust my illustrations will be judged, not from
the point of view of artistic pictures, but as indicating
the special point aimed at in each.

Most of these photos are now published for the
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first time. One of the adder’s gullet illustrated a
paper in the ‘ Zoologist’ (September 1900) by myself;
and seven were published in ‘ Good Words’ (January
1901) to illustrate an article by F. G. Aflalo; while
two (those of a young ring snake and a bundle of
egas) appeared in ‘Country Life” The editors of
these three publications have kindly permitted their
reproduction here.

I have to thank my brother-in-law, Mr George
Gordon, for the trouble he has taken in verifying
some records and for other help; and my friend, Rev.
M. G. Watkins, for valuable aid.

Lastly, I cannot say how muech I have been en-
couraged in my work by the interest taken in it by
my former teacher, Professor Cossar Ewart, of Edin-
burgh University ; and by the aid and advice of my
friend, F. G. Aflalo, F.R.G.S., F.Z.S,, the latter of
whose various books on animals have furnished me
with many quotations, and whose valued friendship
I owe to a common interest in the animals of this
country.,

GERALD LEIGHTON,

GrosMONT, PONTRILAS,
HEREFORDSHIRE, July 1901.






CHAP,
I.

II1.
I1I.

IV.
V.
VI.
VIL
VIII.
IX.

XIIL

XIII,

THE

CONTENTS.

PART 1.

CLASS REPTILIA . .

TROPIDONOTUS NATRIX, OR THE RING SNAKE

THE

RING SNAKE—confinued. THE PLAGUE OF

BNAKES AT LLANELLY

SNAKES IN IRELAND IN 1900 3 i

CORONELLA AUSTRIACA, OR THE SMOOTH SNAKE

HIBERNATION AND SLOUGHING - -

VIPERA BERUS, OR ADDER

THE
THE

THE

THE

THE

THE

ADDER—confinued, ANATOMY . :

ADDER — confinued, COLOUR VARIATION IN
BRITISH ADDERS g A . :
ADDER—continued. THE EFFECT OF ADDER
VENOM . b . : ! -
ADDER—confinted. THE REPRODUCTION OF
THE ADDER = : 5 : :
ADDER—continued. SWALLOWING THE YOUNG
FOR PROTECTION : . 1

ADDER— continued., STATEMENTS BY CORRE-
BPONDENTS ON THE SWALLOWING OF THE
YOUNG BY THE MOTHER J ! :

PAGH

3
11

109

126

143

164

176



Xiv
XTV.
XV.
XVI,
XVII
XVIIL

CONTENTS.

THE OPHIDIA IN THE MONNOW VALLEY . ;
THE SMALL RED VIPER . . .
CANKER IN BNAKES KEPT IN CAPTIVITY .
EXAMINATION AND RECORDING OF SBPECIMEXNS

VARIOUS INCIDENTS RECORDED OF BRITIEH
SERPENTS

PARE TI.

194
206
214
217

COUNTY AND VICE-COUNTY DIVISIONS OF THE BRITISH

XTX.
XX,
XXI.
XXII.
XXTII.
EXIV.
IXV.
XXVI.
EXVIL
XXVIII.
XXIX.
XXX,
XXXI.
XXXIL
XXXIIL

ISLES (FOR BIOLOGICAL PURPOSES)

CGUHITY AND DISTRICT DISTRIBUTION

PENINSULA PROVINCE 5 - .

CHANNEL PROVINCE

THAMES PROVINCE

OUSE FROVINCE .

SEVERN PROVINCE

SOUTH WALES PROVINCE .

NORTH WALES PROVINCE .

TRENT PROVINCE . ; . : .

MERSEY PROVINCE

HUMBER PROVINCE

TYNE PROVINCE . 4

LAKES PROYVINCE .

SCOTLAND . . : . : .

TABLE OF AVERAGE LENGTHS OF ADDERS AND
RING SNAKES IN COUNTIES AND DISTRICTS.

APPENDIX . - s . .

INDEX b, . ; g . . .

235

237
253
258
273
283
288
303
313
318
325
328
332
337
343



FI.

=

R

s=iea

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
7

18.
19.

ILLUSTRATIONS,

PAGE
THE THREE BRITISH SPECIES 4 : . Frontispiece
HEADS OF THE THREE BRITISH SERFENTS - . 4
TROPIDONOTUS NATRIX, OR RING SNAKE (244 INCHES) ; 12
RING SNAKE (3} FEET, CORNWALL) . - - 15
RING SNAKE WITH BLUNT TAIL . : : A ) i
HEAD PLATES OF RING SNAKE . A . 24
PLAN OF LOCALITY, PLAGUE OF SNAKES . . - 32
YOUNG RING SNAKE FOUND IN DEBRIS OF WALL 2 35
EGGS FOUND IN OLD WALL ; - . - 36
CORONELLA AUSTRIACA, OR SMOOTH SNAKE : : 45
HEAD PLATES OF SMOOTH SNAKE : i 3 47
SMOOTH SNAKE . ! : - : 3 58
EYE-COVERING OF ADDER . ) ! ; . 68
SLOUGH OF AN ADDER . ; b : : 71
V-MARKS OF ADDERS : : . . . 79
SIDE-MARKINGS OF ADDER - : : ; 80
DANDED MARKING ON ADDER - - ; : 81
SLOW-WORMS 2 . ) g - . 84
MALE ADDER (2¢ INCHES) CAUGHT AT SKENFRITH,

JUNE 1808 . . : : : : 85
MALE ADDER (25} INCHES) SWALLOWING A SLOW-WORM 89
THE PROCESS OF SWALLOWING LARGE ARTICLES OF DIET

IN ADDERS . ; . i . . o1



XVi ILLUSTRATIONS,

20.
21.
22,
23.

25‘1

31,

46.
47,

48.
49,

SMOOTH NEWTS ’ . M A N
TAIL OF MALE ADDER (3 INCHES) - ; .
TAIL OF FEMALE ADDEL (2} INCHES) : : ;
HEAD PLATES OF ADDER . ; . : *
ADDER (26} INCHES) : - » : :

GULLET OF ADDER, DISTEXDED TO EHOW CAPACITY .
INTERNAL ORGANS OF ADDER . . .

. HEART AND LIVER OF ADDER i . g ’

DISEECTION OF THE HEART, LUNG, AXD LIVER . :
YOUNG MALE ADDER AFTER SLOUGHING IN SPRING (193

INCHES) : : . a : =
OLD FEMALE ADDER (264 INCHES) : ; -
ADDER IN MOTION g ; ; - .
FEMALE ADDER IN YOUNG (OVIDUCTS FULL OF EMBEYOS)

DISSECTION OF OVIDUCTS OF ADDER : - :
EGGS OF ADDER . - " ' : =

. EGGS OF ADDER (LATER STAGE) . : : -
EMBRYO IN EGG . . . % A :
EMBRYO ADDERS . . - -

FEMALE ADDER (254 INCHES) : 5 :

. EMBRYO ADDERS (MALE) .
. TEN EMBRYO ADDERS AT FULL TIME . ; p

FOUR MOXKOW VALLEY ADDELS .

. SMALL RED VIPER. . : . : A
‘“ BRUSHER MILLS,” THE FAMOUS SNAKE-CATCHER 3
RING SNAKE IN A STONE . . ; . E
FEMALE (26} INCHES) AND MALE (24% INCHES) ADDERS,

MONMOUTHSHIRE . : . : %
RING SNAKE ¥ A 5 y - 5
MALE ADDER (24 INCHES), EWYAS HAROLD, HEREFORD-

SHIRE . ; ’ o ; X .

FEMALE ADDER (26§ INCHES), HEREFORDSHIRE .
MALE AND FEMALE ADDERS, CENARTH, SOUTH WALES .

93
94
44
a7

101
103
105
107









CHAPTER I
THE CLASS REPTILIA.

RELATIVE DISTRIBCTION OF .REPTILES — IRELAND — NEW ZEA-
LAND—RELATION TO AMPHIBIANS AND BIRDS —EXISTING
ORDERS OF REPTILES — BRITISH SPECIES — DIFFICULTY OF
OBSERVATION—CLASSIFICATION AND TERMINOLOGY USED IN
BOOEK.

IN very few countries of the world are the members
of the class REPTILIA so sparsely represented as in
the British Isles, and in all probability there are
few persons who regret that fact. The charm of 1
ramble through solitary English woods, or over the
more rugged mountains of Scotland and Wales, is
not materially lessened by the dread of encountering
venomous serpents, as is ‘the case in so many
countries which are otherwise delichtful. What a
striking contrast, for example, to the continent of
America, where “out of some three thousand species
of living reptiles known, three hundred and forty-
eight are North American”; while “there are one

2
hundred and thirty species of snakes in America
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north of Mexico!”1' JIn Anustralia, too, there are
large numbers of serpents: first, the harmless, of
which there are some five-and-thirty; secondly, the

. "
et ol BN
F

i) ~'_.'-':I'L'._ i A
R
2. 3.
Fig. 1.—HEADS OF THE THREE BRITISH SERPENTS.
1. The Adder. 2. The Ring Bnake. 3. The Smooth Soake.

venomous, over seventy, including the sea-snakes.”®
Compared with such countries as these, our British
serpents do not form a very imposing list, three
species only being found, only one of them at all

I Packard.
2 Aflalo, Natural History (Vertebrates) of the British Islands.
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venomous. Even these three are confined to England,
Scotland, and Wales, there being no representative
of the serpent tribe indigenous to Ireland—another
grievance from the naturalist’s point of view, per-
haps! St Patrick’s decree of banishment has long been
popularly associated with this curious local immunity,
while others have suggested that the fact points to
Ireland having been cut off from the continent of
Europe before the serpent species had reached so far
west. Whatever the real explanation may be, the
fact remains that (with the exception of some isolated
occurrences referred to later) Ireland has no serpents.
Lizards are the only reptiles found there.

New Zealand, too, has no serpents except venomous
sea-snakes, though here again the order of lizards is
represented ; and there are other oceanic islands which
exhibit a similar peculiarity.

Climate has, of course, a great deal to do with the
distribution of reptiles, as they are essentially in-
habitants of warm and temperate lands, becoming
rarer the farther north one goes. Thus, “In Europe
snakes cease at 60° north latitude, and at 6000 feet
elevation in the Alps”;! the lizards, however, ex-
tend both to the more northern latitudes and to
higher elevations, except in North America, where
the serpents are found more northerly than the
lizards. _

To the naturalist who studies the development of

! Packard.
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animal types, the class Reptilia is one of absorbing
interest. Standing, as it does, next to the amphibians
on the one side and to the birds on the other, the
reptiles show a distinet relationship to both; so that
there is found in them a further development of a
type of structure first seen in the amphibians, and
at the same time indications of features which appear
in greater perfection in the birds. So much so, indeed,
15 this the case that reptiles and birds have been
classed together as a single series of animals under
the one name Szuropsida. Thus we see that “no one
class of verlebrates stands alone by itself. Every
year fresh researches by paleontologists and the re-
examination of living vertebrates, especially in their
embryonie history, prove that no single class, not even
a type so well circumscribed as the modern birds, is
without links, forming genetic bonds, allying them
all together. The different classes of vertebrates, as
well as of other branches of the animal kingdom,
form an ascending series.”’

In the class Reptilia we find some members which
are equally at home in water or on land, or which
spend part of their time in one element and another
part on the other.. Our own common ring snake,
though a capital swimmer and fond of water, 18
mainly a land serpent; while our adder, as a rule,
is averse to water, and is but rarely found at all in
damp places.

1 Packard.
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The only existing forms of the class Reptilia—there
are six extinct orders—are the following :—

Order 1. CHELONIA (tortoises and turtles).
w 2. LAcERTILIA (lizards).
w 3. OPHIDIA (serpents). :
n 4. CrocopiLiA (alligators and crocodiles).

The curious New Zealand lizard is by some authori-
ties given an order to itself, but we need not concern
ourselves with that point. As we have already said,
our British reptiles are confined to the orders of ser-
pents and lizards, and there are three representatives
of each of these orders.

These are as follows :—

Order LACERTILIA or LIZARDS:
1. Lacerta vivipara, common lizard,
2. Lacerta agilis, sand-lizard.
3. Anguis fragilis, slow-worm,

Order OPHIDIA or SERPENTS :
1. Vipera berus, the adder.
2. Tropidonotus natriz, ring snake.
3. Coronella austriaca, smooth snake.

The lizards do not come into the scope of this
work, except in so far as their presence or absence
affects the snakes, a point to be dealt with later on.
“They bave been studied with great accuracy and
detail by various observers, and have a literature of
their own.
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Our harmless ring snake, too, has had a good deal
of attention paid to it; but our only venomous serpent,
the adder, seems to have been much neglected, at any
rate as far as the study of its habits in a state of nature
is concerned. It is not difficult to see why this should
have been the case. In the first place, many people
have a great horror of venomous serpents, even people
who are keenly interested in most other animals.
Secondly, the observation of adders in their natural
haunts is beset with difficulties greater than any which
apply to the study of many other branches of our
fauna. Adders are not to be found in every field, nor
Just when one has the time to give to their obser-
vation. They are unobtrusive creatures, and always
keep out of sight if possible, and they are, of course,
most undesirable pets. For all these reasons it is
most difficult to gain anything like an adequate idea
of the natural life of our adders. Indeed there are
few subjects requiring so much patience and per-
severance as an investigation such as this. But since
the adder is the member of the group whose life-
history has been least worked out, I have given most
of my attention to it, and hence this species will be
found to occupy what might otherwise appear to be an
unduly prominent position in these pages. There are
many curious ideas about adders prevalent in some
districts, and still more queries concerning them await-
ing solution. They have been credited with some
very startling performances, the evidence for and
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against which we shall have to carefully consider
and examine; and without giving them eredit for
possessing any supernatural powers, we shall find,
I hope, that they present a most interesting study.

Before beginning to describe various species of our
serpents, it will be well to have a very clear under-
standing as to the terminology employed. We have
already classified the species above, and also enum-
erated them. Let us consider now for a moment their
ordinary everyday names.

Our venomous serpent is sometimes spoken of and
written about as “the adder,” and as often, perhaps,
as the “viper.” These are synonymous terms, both
correct, and both referring to Vipera berus. But in
some books, especially the older writings, the Latin
name of Vipera communis is used, or again Vipera
verus may be found. These also, then, are synonyms.
In order to avoid any confusion we shall always use
the term Vipera berus for the adder. It is convenient
to restrict the use of the term “viper” to the small
red variety of the species. This reptile is not at
present regarded as a distinet species, though, I con-
fess, it seems to me that it might well be so. The
scientific name of our harmless common British snake
is Tropidonotus matriz (the Latin nafriz meaning a
water snake). In English we hear and see this species
spoken and written of as the ring snake or as the
grass snake, the former term having reference to the
peculiar marking, the latter to the habit, of the reptile.
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This snake has many other names given to it, of more
or less local application. These terms are again syn-
onymous, and equally correct ; but for the sake of uni-
formity, and also because it is more descriptive, we
shall always refer to Zropidonotus natriz as the “ring
snake” when using the English name.

With regard to our third British species, the
rare “smooth snake,” the name Coronella levis is per-
haps most usually adopted. But it is more correct to
deseribe this serpent as Coronelle austriace, and hence
this term will be used.

To sum up, then, our terminology—

Vipera berus means the adder.
. T'ropidonotus natriz means the ring snake.
Coronella austriace means the smooth snake.

The small variety of our venomous serpent we
shall refer to as the “small red viper.”

We shall often have occasion to refer to Anguis
Jfragilis, and this lizard we shall eall the “ slow-worm,”
not the “ blind-worm,” because it 1s not blind, though
it is somewhat slow to get out of one's way; but its
movements cannot by any means always be described
as “‘slow.”

Lastly in this connection, let us be careful not to
use the term “snake” as opposed to “adder,” as some
do. This is most unscientific and wrong. All the
Ophidia are “ snakes,” which is only another name for
“serpents.”

S S .
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CHAPTER II.
TROPIDONOTUS NATRIX, OR THE RING SNAKE.

DISTRIBUTION — DESCRIPTION — BIZE — MARKINGS — HAUNTS —
FOOD—REPRODUCTION—ANATOMY—FREQUENCY—BYNONYMBS
AND CLASSIFICATION.

Distribution.—The ring snake is by far the most
numerous of the British serpents; but while this is so
it by no means follows that its distribution 1s uniform
throughout ‘the country, and indeed this is far from
being actually the case. Its detailed distribution is
considered under the head of “ County Distribution ”
later, but it may be noted here that this species is
practically absent from Scotland, occurring only in
one or two of the south-eastern counties, and there
but rarely. In the north of England, too, it is scarce,
the Cumbrian mountains apparently offering an ob-
struction to its progress on the north-west.

The ring snake is seen in greatest abundance in
Wiltshire, Gloucestershire, and in some of the Welsh
counties; but it has a universal distribution through-
out the south of England, except in some restricted
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districts where the local conditions are altogether in
favour of the adder. Such a locality is the valley of
the Monnow, on the South Herefordshire border.
For a distance of eight miles in this valley I have seen
only one ring snake in five years, during all of which
time I have been snake-hunting there in the summer

s |

Fig. 2.—Troripoxorvs Narerx, or RINe SNAKE (24} inches).

Note—
FPlates on head. Markings on sides of body.
Yellow eollar. | Tail tapering to fine point.
Dark rim behind eollar. | Scales (ventral and dorsal).

months. This single specunen has supplied my 1illus-
tration of this species, and was caught by one of the
keepers at Kentchurch Court on September 26, 1898.
I happened to drive up just as he caught it, and the
keeper told me that he saw the snake crossing the
drive, coming from the yard to a stream which runs

e e e e —
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just by the drive on the opposite side. It was a most
beautifully marked specimen, and I have it now in my
collection, sole representative of its species as far as
this valley is concerned. No doubt it had been
brought to the Court in a load of something, as I am
quite satisfied that these ring snakes do not breed
in this locality. If they did they would be far more
common. A more extreme instance of the same kind
of thing is reported from Ireland in ¢ Country Life’
(November 3, 1900), to which reference will be made
later on.

This reptile is by far the most common snake in
Europe, being found in almost every country—in vary-
ing numbers, of course, according to the -climate.
Thus it does not oceur in the most northerly portions
of Russia ; while it is present in the island of Siecily.

Description.— Nothing to my mind is more diffi-
cult than to describe colours and shades, especially
those of animals. The personal conceptions of in-
dividuals are so different in the matter of colours.
Still the attempt must be made; but a careful inspec-
tion of a specimen will convey more than any amount
of printed description. What strikes the observer at
once on looking at a ring snake is the brilliant yellow
or orange collar, divided in the middle line on the
back of the neck by a narrow dark line. Immediately
behind this collar is an incomplete dark - brown or
black patch, the incomplete part being on the ventral
surface. This dark band is much wider on the sides



14 BRITISH SERPENTS,

of the neck than on the back of the snake. Behind
this again the general body colour is olive - green,
darker above than below, shading off into a light
greenish-yellow on the sides of the body, the ventral
surface (that which is in contact with the ground
when the snake is in motion) being dark bluish-
black. Along the sides of the long attenuated body
are two rows of irregularly shaped black patches,
one row on either side of the body. Above these
on the back are two parallel rows of smaller black
spots. The young are darker all over when first
born, but they soon show all the brilliant hues
of their elders, the yellow collar becoming very
bright in a few weeks. In a specimen about two
months old 1t 1s noticeable that the two largest
head-plates (the posterior ones, that is) are of a
distinetly darker colour than the anterior ones.
Size.—The ring snake grows to a far greater length
than does either the adder or the smooth snake, vary-
ing in different localities. The average length of the
adult may be said to be from 30 to 36 inches (though
when a snake becomes an adult precisely is very
difficult to say). Much larger ones, however, have
been recorded. F. G. Aflalo mentions that Lord
Londesborough had one measuring 5 feet 8 inches,
from the New Forest. Such a length 1s of course
most exceptional, and it is very rarely that specimens
of 5 feet are taken. I once got one of 40 inches
in North Monmouthshire, near Abergavenny, the

e .

















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































