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Introduction


The science of the study of reptiles and amphibians is known as herpetology, and someone who studies reptiles and amphibians is a herpetologist. Hobbyists have altered these terms quite a bit. Today a herp is any reptile or amphibian, herping is collecting or looking for herps, and herpetoculture is taking care of herps. Someone who is interested in herps is a herper. Although some purists object to these terms, they are here to stay, and you will find them used everywhere in herp literature.


The hobby of keeping and breeding reptiles and amphibians has enjoyed tremendous growth over the past two decades. Among all of the herps, snakes are by far the most popular and the most beloved of keepers, especially of relatively advanced hobbyists. More than 3,000 snake species exist worldwide. Interestingly, however, fewer than 5 percent (which would be 150 species, for those who don’t feel like doing the math) are commonly kept as pets. That’s a fairly exclusive group, wouldn’t you say? Kind of a serpentine country club, comprising the cream of the crop, as it were.


The book you’re holding is about one member of that elite fraternity—the milksnake. Milksnakes belong to the genus Lampropeltis (the kingsnakes) and the species triangulum. (Confused by the Latin names? Don’t worry—I’ll give you a key to understanding them a bit later.) Milksnakes are found exclusively in the Americas and have one of the largest ranges (area where they are found naturally) of any species of snake. Bred by the thousands, these snakes now exist in myriad “designer” varieties, such as albino, reduced black, and even nearly solid red. In fact, their evolution in the pet trade has in many ways exceeded their evolution in nature, with far more color varieties in the terrarium than in nature. It certainly would be safe to say they rank among the most popular of all pet snakes.
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Albino snakes such as these baby Nelson’s milksnakes are popular among herpers because of their vibrant coloring.


I hope that this book will provide the information necessary to make you as knowledgeable and efficient a milksnake keeper as possible. Happily, the captive care of the milksnake is not a particularly difficult endeavor. Milksnakes breed readily, are hardy, take particular delight in feeding, and are almost always amenable to human interaction. And, of course, they are beautiful. Sleek, modest in size (3 or 4 feet for the largest forms), and strikingly patterned, usually with rings of red, black, and yellow or white, they may capture the admiration of even an ophidiophobe (a person who fears snakes). A moment’s reflection makes it easy to understand how the milksnake, in all its varieties, attained its lofty status.


After you’ve finished reading this book, look around to find more detailed information to further your knowledge. Articles on breeding many unique subspecies and color forms have been published in reptile magazines. The Internet is filled with photos and information, including details from successful breeders. Absorb as much knowledge as you can—you’ll be able to use all of it. So set your goals high, and be the best keeper you can be! Your pets are depending on you.





CHAPTER 1



Milksnake Classification


Let’s begin our study of milksnakes by clarifying some key points concerning their many names. Most animal and plant species have two types of names: scientific and common. Scientific names are given to animals and plants by taxonomists (the scientists who identify and describe them) and are often based on Latin, the language of scientists for several hundred years. That’s why scientific names are sometimes called Latin names. However, Greek, Arabic, some African and South American Indian dialects, and many other languages have now been widely incorporated into the scientific naming system.


Since the scientific appellations can be difficult in everyday usage, ordinary people (that is, we who are not taxonomists) have created simpler names—common names or nicknames—for the animals and plants we see around us. Besides, even if herpetology hobbyists know the scientific names for reptiles and amphibians, their “non-herp” friends probably do not. Imagine the confusion that would ensue if you told a non-herp friend that you just bought a new Lampropeltis triangulum syspila! He will probably have a better idea of what you’re talking about if you were to refer to your new pet as a red milksnake.






 







Why Milksnake?


How did this species acquire the common name milksnake? The answer lies in the habits of the subspecies from the northeastern United States, Lampropeltis triangulum triangulum. This brown subspecies was often found around barns in the colonies, where it fed on mice of various types. A legend developed that the snake actually fed on cow’s milk, wrapping around the hind leg of a cow and sucking milk directly from the udder. Of course, this legend is nonsense (no cow would ever stand still for the bite of dozens of tiny snake teeth), but it still serves as the basis for the common name—and some people probably believe the legend to this day. By the way, the name kingsnake comes from early observations of the common kingsnake’s killing and eating rattlesnakes and other venomous snakes, obviously making it the “king of all the snakes.”
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Lampropeltis triangulum campbelli (Pueblan milksnake).


The problem with common names, and the reason many taxonomists do not like them, is that they can be imprecise and misleading. For example, more than one serpent bears the common name of milksnake. So saying “I have a milksnake” does not reveal the whole picture. If, however, you said, “I have a Lampropeltis triangulum syspila,” then you’d be telling someone in the know exactly what snake you have. That’s the value of the scientific names—precision.


Binomial Nomenclature


The system for giving an animal a scientific name is called binomial nomenclature. This term essentially means “names with two names,” and that’s just what an animal receives through this process—a scientific name of two parts. The first part, which is always capitalized, is the generic name (the genus), and the second, which never is capitalized, is the specific name (the species). Take, for example, the scientific name Lampropeltis triangulum. Lampropeltis is the genus of all kingsnakes, of which there are at least ten species, including the milksnakes. The second part of the name, triangulum, is the name of a distinct kingsnake species, the milksnake proper. The next level beneath species, called subspecies, is used when even more specificity is necessary. Not all species have subspecies within them, but the milksnake does, as in Lampropeltis triangulum syspila (red milksnake) or Lampropeltis triangulum gaigeae (black milksnake). Often the genus and species names are abbreviated after they have been used once, so Lampropeltis triangulum could be written as L. triangulum and Lampropeltis triangulum gaigeae could be given as L. t. gaigeae. The genus (adj. generic), species (adj. specific), and subspecies (adj. subspecific) parts of a name are always set off from the type around them when written, usually by being underlined or italicized.


Technically, the scientific name also includes two other parts, the name of the describer of the species and the year in which he or she described it. Lampropeltis triangulum was described by a French scientist, the Comte de Lacépède, in 1788. Thus formally, the full scientific name of the milksnake is Lampropeltis triangulum (Lacépède, 1788). The parentheses around the describer and date indicate that the species was originally described in a genus other than the one in which it is currently placed. In this case, Lacépède, in 1788, placed the milksnake in the genus Coluber, classifying it as Coluber triangulum—today, as noted above, the milksnake resides in the genus Lampropeltis (kingsnake), with the specific classification Lampropeltis triangulum. The system of binomial nomenclature is some 250 years old, and it has been modified many times over since its inception. The basic system arose from the work of Swedish botanist Karl von Linne, who made the first practical attempt to describe and name all the plants and animals known to Europeans in the mid-eighteenth century. Linne, who wrote in Latin as Carolus Linnaeus, arranged all living things known to him in groups by obvious physical characters and then finely tuned the larger groups into smaller and smaller groups. The smallest groups were given names as species, while slightly larger groups were named as genera. In 1758, Linnaeus published a landmark volume that gave generic and specific names to all the animals then known to him, which at the time did not include any of the American kingsnakes. He did not formally describe our common kingsnake until eight years later, in 1766, when he assigned it the name Coluber getulus. The common kingsnake has now been reclassified, so its full scientific name is Lampropeltis getula (Linnaeus, 1766). The genus Lampropeltis (meaning something like “shining shields,” in reference to the glossy scales) itself was first named in 1843 by the European herpetologist Leopold Fitzinger, who described many common snake genera.
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Lampropeltis triangulum sinaloae (Sinaloan milksnake).


Taxonomy


While the process of assigning proper scientific names to an animal is called nomenclature, the process of arranging and categorizing animals themselves is called taxonomy. Taxonomy isn’t as complicated as you might think; it’s just a system of organization. Taxonomists spend their time wondering, “Where does this one belong?” and “How do we tell these two apart?”


In the most basic terms, the structure of the taxonomic system is a very special hierarchy of groups. At the top of the hierarchy is the kingdom (plants, animals, fungi, and so on), with the phylum—Annelida (segmented worms), Arthropoda (insects, crustaceans, and spiders), and Chordata (all vertebrate animals)—just below. Scientists recognize from two (Plantae, Animalia) to five kingdoms (add fungi, bacteria, and monerans) and from twenty to forty or so animal phyla—these are very large groups. At the opposite end of the hierarchy are the species and subspecies, the lowest levels of variation given formal names. There are probably well over a million species of animals living today, 75 percent of them beetles, with ants and some other insects not far behind.






 







Lampropeltis doliata


If you look in the scientific literature before about 1970, you are likely to be puzzled by seeing the milksnake called by the scientific name Lampropeltis doliata (Linnaeus, 1766). What happened here? It seems that when Swedish scientist Carolus Linnaeus described this snake using a specimen he received from South Carolina, his description was so general that the name could be applied either to what is now called the scarlet snake, Cemophora coccinea, or to the scarlet kingsnake, L. triangulum elapsoides. In 1967, the name doliata was officially designated as a synonym for the scarlet snake, and the milksnake took the name L. triangulum.








Until recently, taxonomists had to basically depend on visible characteristics to name species and try to determine how they were related to each other. During the past twenty years or so, the powerful new tool of molecular genetics (looking in detail at the DNA making up the genes) has become available, making taxonomy a bit more accurate. Although the use of DNA and related molecular genetic characters is still in development, it is allowing snakes and all other living things to be viewed in a quite different way, looking beneath the skin, as it were. Not surprisingly, this is leading to changes in the names of familiar species and how they are categorized as relating to each other.


Although milksnakes, specifically, have not yet been studied in detail using molecular genetics, scientists are now fairly sure about where kingsnakes (Lampropeltis) the genus group to which the milks belong, generally fit into the scheme of things. The kingsnakes fall into a very distinctive group of strictly American snakes called the tribe Lampropeltini of the family Colubridae. Within this tribe also are the closely related snakes known as the American rat snakes (formerly called the genus Elaphe but now being split into five genera for American species—Scotophis for the rat snakes proper, Pantherophis for the corn snakes, and Mintonius for the fox snakes, as well as Bogertophis and perhaps Pseudelaphe for related species), the pine, gopher, and bull snakes (genus Pituophis), and a group of small relatives known as the genera Stilosoma (short-tailed snakes), Arizona (glossy snakes), Cemophora (scarlet snakes), and Rhinocheilus (long-nosed snakes).


New work on the molecular genetics of Lampropeltini shows that the short-tailed snakes, genus Stilosoma, are actually modified kingsnakes, perhaps related to the common kingsnake, and now to be included in Lampropeltis. It also seems to show that the scarlet kingsnake, Lampropeltis triangulum elapsoides, genetically is a species distinct from the rest of the milksnake subspecies and deserving of its own species, Lampropeltis elapsoides. For now, I’m continuing to treat the scarlet kingsnake as a type of milksnake, but be aware that many people believe they have good evidence to call it a full species. American rat snakes, bullsnakes, and kingsnakes are very closely related and sometimes can be forced to interbreed in captivity. In fact, some specialists want to place all the American rat snakes into the same genus as the bullsnakes, Pituophis. But fortunately, this controversy does not concern us here.
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The scarlet kingsnake.






 







Other Lampropeltis


Although some herpetologists argue about just how many species of kingsnakes to recognize, the following are the traditionally accepted species:





Getula group


• Lampropeltis getula—common kingsnake


• Lampropeltis calligaster—prairie kingsnake





Extenuata group


• Lampropeltis extenuata—short-tailed kingsnake





Triangulum group


• Lampropeltis triangulum—milksnake





Pyromelana group


• Lampropeltis pyromelana—Sonoran mountain kingsnake


• Lampropeltis zonata—California mountain kingsnake





Mexicana group


• Lampropeltis mexicana—Mexican kingsnake


• Lampropeltis alterna—gray-banded kingsnake


• Lampropeltis ruthveni—Ruthven’s kingsnake


• Lampropeltis webbi—Webb’s kingsnake





Don’t pay too much attention to the groups, which are for convenience of discussion only. Recent DNA work shows that the species may be related to each other in ways different than traditionally believed by herpetologists.









Species and Subspecies Challenges


Taxonomy was originally practiced more as an art than as a science, and it was (and still is) hard to get two workers to agree on all details of where and how to classify an animal. A genus is an artificial category with manmade borders, while a species is supposedly a real biological entity. The problem is that even if species are real, they are variable, and often one species varies into another, the lines between them blurring. In theory, a species is a group of similar animals that reproduce among themselves to produce similar offspring—they share a common genetic makeup. In reality, species usually are pretty much what the last or most respected worker decides is a species.


The case for subspecies is even fuzzier, as they are geographically restricted parts of a species that have generally distinctive characters but fail to hold their characters where they come into contact with other subspecies—they intergrade, in other words, to produce intermediates. Some herpetologists do not believe that subspecies are real and feel they should not be given formal scientific names. Other herpetologists believe that any somewhat recognizable segment of a species with a fairly discrete range should bear its own name. Still other workers wonder about the status of isolated populations—subspecies with ranges (geographic distribution) that do not come into contact with other subspecies. Such isolated populations are now commonly being treated as species rather than subspecies, and DNA work often backs up such changes. The isolated range of the Utah milksnake, Lampropeltis triangulum taylori, for instance, leads some taxonomists to suspect it should be treated as a full species.
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