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Magnificent, Masterful and Misunderstood
by Larry Gfeller

| remember a signature moment during a chapter meeting in which a dragonfly was described devouring a
hummi ngbird. There was this collective o0ahhhh, é as|t

juxtaposition of expected roles. Such is life in the natural world. Positions in the familiar order of things can
someti mes be

turned around. Youdre hiking the backwo
snap under your boots every step you take . . . then you hear
that distinctive buzzing sound near your leg as you step over a
deadlogn SNAKE! There isndt one amopng
such a sound doesndt realize t hley

lowly status of criminal trespasser on the rickety ladder of life.

l'tds difficult to feel
trespassing, and us who are responsible for nearly
exterminating timber rattlesnakes in Texas. The timber rattler
is perhaps the most efficient predator on earth, yet their
existence is threatened here despite their prowess. So it has 5%
been with the black bear, the mountain lion, the wolf. Ask a
wildlife biologist in Texas what he is doing about it and you will
hear , OWe are monitoring the siijtu
OWe are watching them die, 6 for|
urbanization.
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Historic (red) and current (green) range of the timber
rattlesnake

The species is extinct in Canada, Maine and Rhode Island, and nearly extinct (extirpated) in New
Hampshire. It is on the o0threatenedd6 | ist in Texas| a
not a concern to biologists. Where it has experienced problems, timber rattlesnakes have been losing their
& Dbattle because of outright intentional destruction or the loss of places they need to live, hunt and hibernate.

Timber rattlers are the only protected species of
venomous snake in Texas, but not often seen. The timber
rattlesnake (also known as canebreak and banded
rattlesnake) is one of our
East Texas is believed to be the southern boundary of
this mostly northeastern pit viper (the only rattlesnake

in that part of the U.S.), but boundaries are imaginary
mental constructs; there have been two deaths in

Bastrop County from timber rattlesnake bites in recent
years, neither of which should have occurred. The truth
is, few people actually die from snake bites these days,
given our medical knowledge and near instant
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communication systems (these two fatalities had
extenuating circumstances). So, what do we know about
timber rattlers?
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(Continued from page 1)

The eastern timber rattlesnake is one of some ten rattlesnake species/sub  -species found in Texas, more than
any other state except Arizona. The snake has oOkeel
have a ridge down the center, making them rough and ragged looking. These keels generally smooth out as

they reach the belly. The function of the keels is not really known, but one thing they do provide is a less

shiny surface, allowing the snake to hide more easily i possibly an evolutionary advantage. Regardless, as

Bi | | Brooks reminds us, o0lf youdre close enough to

The timber rattler has no recognized subspecies, yet it
presents a number of different looks. The back of the snake is
marked with crossbands of dark brown or black on a yellowish
brown or greyish background. These crossbands have
irregular zig -zag patterns and may be V -shaped or M -shaped
(making them nearly impossible to see in leaves). Often there
is a rust -colored stripe down their back as well. Their bellies
are uniform yellowish, or yellowish marked with black. Some
individuals are very dark (almost black) . . . a condition known
as mel ani sm. Many timber ratt
black. If you are fortunate enough to hear its warning rattle,
none of this matters fi step back and get the hell away!

Ti mber rattlesnakeds keel ed

Why are sightings relatively rare? In Texas, the timber rattler
is mostly found in our pine forests. The deciduous oak motts and grasslands are the realm of its brother, the
diamondback. Pregnant timber rattlers like to bask in the sun before giving birth in open rocky areas

known as basking knolls. Timber rattlers have a relatively mild disposition, relying on their natural
camouflage to blend into their surroundings, rather than reveal their presence. Unless surprised, it takes a
great deal to provoke one into rattling or biting. Before striking, they usually perform a good deal of
preliminary rattling and feinting. Moreover, in warm areas like ours, they hunt mostly at night, although

they remain active during the day during spring and fall. In winter, timber rattlesnakes hibernate in dens
and limestone crevices, often with copperheads, rat snakes and others.

Male snakes reach sexual maturity in about 3 years, females can
take up to 4. Mating season is early springtime, only once every
two or three years for females (possibly another factor in their

slow decline). Babies are born live (between 5 and 20 little ones,

age of a rattlesnake by the number of rattles it has; however, free -
ranging snakes may molt three to six times a year. They live, on

o : - P4 # average, about ten years. As a generalization, timber rattlesnakes

28 : § S # that live in the southern region of their range hibernate for a

Pregnant females cluster together in birthing rookeries in - shorter time, grow more quickly, reproduce at an earlier age and
groups of six or more. have shorter reproductive intervals.

These reptiles are awesoamdwhuhoepséeédalbeydlrgiagobeti

waiting for their prey to pass on a common path or rodent trail . . . they can wait several days for a meal . . .
then ZAP! After striking with their powerful venom, they easily track down their victim with an excellent
sense of smell. They are fond of rabbits, squirrels, rats, mice, occasionally birds, other snakes, lizards and
frogs. Toxicity of their venom varies widely, mostly by geographic region, with type A venom being the most
deadly (found in the north and parts of the southeast).

(Continued on page 14)
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Oaks Are a Mess...

by Liz Pullman

My obsession with oaks, particularly the ones that were within
the area of the 2011 Bastrop wildfires, began last July when
Judy Turner and | visited a property northeast of Bastrop in a
severely burned area. We were surveying a yard that had
unfamiliar plants (yes, some were weeds) appearing. Walking
around the yard and checking out what was coming up in the
barren sandy, gravelly soil we noticed sprouts from a bluejack
oak (Quercus incana). An alert | had received from the
Wildflower Center asked for help in collecting acorns from
bluejacks for propagating new trees i an arboretum project. We
headed over to check out the tree, knowing that it was only
sprouts from a tree that had burned all the way down (and Judy Turner took this photo of a bluejack oak branch with
below?) ground level. But, why not check for acorns? The more normal eggshaped leaves at the trunk and lobed leaves at
we stared at the tangle of regenerating sprouts, the more we the tip

began to note the weird leaves on some of the lateral branches.

The leaf shapes near the trunk were radically different from

the leaf shapes out at the tips of the branches. Both Judy and | spent a good amount of time staring at
these strange looking leaves. After a few e -mail exchanges, Judy went back and photographed an entire
limb. A photo was sent to our botanical guru Bill Carr, who is a botanist with Acme Botanical Services, but 7
he declined to jump in and give a definitive answer. Since our taxonomy class was coming up, Judy
returned (the owner is very supportive) and this time snipped off an entire branch that she brought to
class. No answers were forthcoming at our show -and-tell class session but Flo Oxley, who is Director of
Plant Conservation and Education at the Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center, opined that it might be
some sort of hybridization. In any case, we now had a specimen, which we put in a plant press, dried, then
shipped off to the University of Texas®6 Plant ResouUur
come up with a quick and easy answer. Given the substantial time gap between sending a plant and
feedback, we wait.

Meanwhile, on another property scorched by the wildfire, |

noticed a small bl ackjack oak i|n
yard while surveying his camphorweed invasion. The origin of
p the oOtreed6 was the result of juldi

sprouts except the finest vertical one; it was now a well -shaped
little tree standing 10 ft. tall. | started looking at the branches

and OOPS! some of them had leaves of two very definite
shapesfi the wide paddle -shaped leaves toward the trunk and
the definitely lobed ones at the tips of the branches. We needed
an oak leaf expert. Larry suggested Tom Byram, a geneticist at

A blackjack oak that grew from postildfire stump sprouts| Texas A&M University. | sent a query by e -mail about the

Note the change in leaf shape from tip to trunk. extremely weird oak sprout leaves in the wildfire area. | was
hoping for an answer such as 00Qh
occurrence" but instead he had this gem to offer: ‘0
| eaves and shade | eaves. 0 On a more positive note
after being O0destroyeddéd in harsh | ogging practices

they will exhibit exceptionally rapid growth due to an extensive root system that originally supported a
mature tree but is now supporting only one stem. Oak forests can regenerate rapidly without planting
acorns.
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