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A Really Big Snake 

Size does matter. At least when it
comes to wildlife. In all my years of
working at nature centers, no one, not once,
has ever reported a sighting of any type of
wildlife that was small. “A huge snake!” the
caller will say over the phone, panting. Or
“An enormous bird!” “A monstrous toad!”
No one has ever called in to report a tiny bat
or a small spider.  

But a visitor came to the center one
early autumn day who was willing to put his
money where his mouth was, so to speak.
He hadn’t just phoned in his sighting, he’d
brought it with him. He was a tall, thin
young man with dark hair, and he knocked
on the door on a weekend afternoon, as I
was just finishing my lunch. He was
carrying a large brown grocery bag. 

“I have a snake skin like you’ve
never seen before,” the newcomer
announced, putting the bag on the office
table. “It’s big! I mean it’s really big!”

“Okay, let’s take a look,” I said. I
was expecting to see the most usual
snakeskin found in theses parts: the skin
shed by a common garter snake. True, there
are some good-sized snakes in New York 
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State--black racers or black rat snakes could
get to be five feet or so--but they’re rarely
seen. When people said they’d seen a big
snake, it was almost always a 12-inch garter
snake.

“You won’t believe it,” he said.
“Really big, I tell you.” He thrust his arm
into the bag and carefully took out what
looked like a piece of flimsy, rolled-up
cloth. He set the object on the table and gave
it a push, and I watched wide eyed as it
gently unrolled past me, all the way down
the six-foot-long table and off the far end. It
was a snake skin, sure enough, eight feet
long and almost a foot wide.

“Wow,” I said, touching the fragile,
papery skin that was a perfect replica of the
massive snake who had outgrown and cast it
off. The skin was complete even to the layer
of translucent membrane, thin as a soap
bubble, that had covered the eyeballs, and
the tiniest scales of tail and nostrils. The
skin was transparent, as though it were the
ghost of the great reptile. 

“You found this in Delmar?” I asked.
“No way this is anything native!”



“Yep, not far from the Vlomankill
Trail,” the young man said, surveying his
trophy with pride. “Wound around a log,
looped all over it like a Christmas
decoration.”

“Snakes sometimes wind around
something rough to help pull the skin loose
when they’re shedding,” I said. Peering
closer, I could see a faint pattern of intricate
stripes and diamonds on the back. After
lengthy consultation with A Guide To
Reptiles and Amphibians of the World, we
identified the skin as that of a South
American reticulated python.

“Well, he’s not long for this world,”
I said sadly, holding up the skin, which
draped over my shoulders and across the
floor. “It’s got to be an escaped pet, poor
thing, he’ll never survive the winter.” With
the onset of cooler weather, the snake would
hole up in a hollow tree someplace and die
there when the frost set in. 

After the visitor left, I went out to
check a trail. I knew it was a remote
possibility, but I wondered if I might
perhaps be able to catch a glimpse of the
python. 

The air was cool as I stepped outside
the building and crossed the parking lot,
heading for the Vlomankill Trail. Summer
was ebbing all around, an almost
imperceptible change, like the tide slowly
withdrawing from a bay. The green leaves of
the Vlomankill were being overtaken by
pale yellow, brown, and russet, with
occasional touches of traffic-light red, as a
leaf here and there began the fall change
early. 

The September sun still had some
strength to it, and the shade of the tall trees
along the Vlomankill felt good. Through the
green tunnel of leaves, I could see quite a
few people on the trail; it was a lovely

afternoon, and the trail was crowded. I
stiffened every time I saw a long narrow
shape among the trees, but it always turned
out to be a grapevine or a branch. I had
almost reached the trail’s end when I heard a
voice calling “Ranger! Oh, ranger!” and
turning, I saw a woman hastening towards
me, with two small boys trailing behind.  

“Excuse me,” she said breathlessly.
“I thought we should tell someone. There’s
a huge snake just over there.”  

“Oh, great!” I exclaimed with
enthusiasm. “I was actually out here looking
for it.”

“Really?” she said, visibly
impressed. “You knew it was here?”

“Oh, yes, we had a report of it earlier
today,” I said. “I’ve been keeping my eye
out for it, but never thought I’d find it.”

“It’s right over there,” she said,
pointing into the woods. “Absolutely
enormous.”

“Are they poisonous?” asked one
little boy eagerly.

“Oh, no,” I said. “They use
constriction to kill their prey, I believe.”

“Their prey!” said the woman,
shuddering. “What do they eat?”

“Oh, lots of things,” I said airily.
“Rabbits, birds, stuff like that.”

“Wow,” said the other boy. “A snake
like that could eat a rabbit? How?”

“Well, these snakes are constrictors,
you see. They wrap around the animal and
squeeze them to death, and then swallow
them whole.”             (Continued on p. 7)





(A Really Big Snake--Continued from p. 2)

“Cool! I saw that in a movie! Could
they do constriction to people?” 

“Well, I don’t know, really,” I said. I
wasn’t a python expert. “I suppose so.”

“Well, it’s right over here,” said the
woman, cautiously leading me towards a
tangle of vines and fallen logs a little off the
trail. “Stay behind the ranger now, kids.”

“There it is,” said the little boy,
grinning. “It’s really big.” 

“Where?” I asked, surveying the
logs. I knew pythons could be well
camouflaged, but I couldn't see anything that
looked like a snake.

“Right there on that log,” said the
woman, pointing with a trembling hand.
“Johnny, stay back now.” She clutched the
neck of his sweater. The littlest boy clung to
her other hand. I stared in the direction of
her pointing finger, examining the moss-
covered logs minutely, and finally I spotted
the creature. It was a 12-inch-long garter
snake.  

The snake sat motionless on the log,
dapper in long green and yellow stripes. A
black enamel eye regarded us fixedly.
Finally the snake turned its head towards us
and flicked a tiny pink tongue out of its
mouth. The mother screamed and jumped
back. “Will he constriction us?” asked the
little boy, staring at the snake expectantly.

“Oh, dear,” I said, wishing I wasn’t
wearing my nametag. 

“What? What?” asked the woman,
taking a step backwards.

(Continued on last page)

DIRECTOR’S NOTEBOOK

History: It’s Coming Soon
During the summer, the Friends of

Five Rivers hired a consultant to begin
developing a pamphlet interpreting the
history of the Five Rivers site. From the
Civilian Conservation Corps era, through
the Game Farm period, the Five Rivers site
has an enriching story to tell about the
history of wildlife conservation in America.
Hopefully this ambitious initiative will help
make even the casual visitor appreciate the
pivotal role our site has played in wildlife
management.

Maybe you don’t, or won’t or can’t
know the history of the site as well as staff
does or love the site for the same reasons we
do. That’s perfectly fine. But you should at
least be aware of and proud that activities
conducted here changed the wildlife
management profession and profoundly
affected New York’s landscape. 

What sets Five Rivers apart from just
any old park or hiking area is this nagging
historicism: every time you turn around,
there’s an old stone stairway leading
nowhere, an ages-old apple tree, or an old
barn begging you to ask why it’s there.
These are all narrative elements of a story
only the landscape remembers. 

Now, thanks to this exciting Friends
of Five Rivers initiative, these touchstones
to the past will all finally make sense. They
will help you to better understand how
special a place this site was and to
appreciate how important they are today in
advancing our educational program and in
ultimately forwarding DEC’s conservation
message. I believe you’ll find that, in
looking at old things in new ways, you can
observe a lot just by watching.

        --Craig D. Thompson
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“Um...well, this actually isn’t the
snake I’m looking for,” I said lamely.

“No?” she breathed. “You mean
there’s another one?”

“Well, this one...it’s not, um,
well...big enough,” I explained.

“Not big enough?” she repeated in
horror. “How big is the one you’re looking
for?”

I hesitated, wondering how to put it
tactfully, but in the end I told her. It was
downhill from there. The mother gathered
her children about her and fled, the little
boys looking back regretfully.  

I walked the trail twice that day, and
as often as I could throughout the rest of the
month. I looked in hollow logs, and holes in
trees and under shrubs and rock ledges,
hoping against hope to find the big python
before the frost set in. I found a few good-
sized garter snakes curled up under rocks,
and a handsome milk snake, snuggled
beneath a log and ready for the winter
hibernation. 

But the python had vanished, and
when the first snowflakes fell, I finally
stopped looking. No further trace was ever
seen of the really big snake.

--Anita Sanchez


