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Kingsnakes
By Joseph Belli

Kingsnakes may, after rattlesnakes, be the most familiar snakes to the gen-
eral public. Many species feature attractive patterns, usually bands of several

colors. Yet thatds not what theydre kS S e 2s nakes
ing other snakes, especially rattlesnakes, ) venom ttf
That s wher e t he inwhahbetterctittertocbestol uponma snake that eats rattlers than the king

of snakes? Then again, Budwei ser was once known as the ki
time. Kingsnakes, though, continue to enjoy a lofty reputation, getting the thumbs -up even from people who

otherwise have no use for snakes.

Far be it from me to besmirch the goodwill extended toward kingsnakes, but their rattlesnake -killing prowess

is overrated. A friend |Iiving in Gold Country called me
his property and was wondering if that meant the rattlesnakes would disappear. | told him not to hold his

breath. Kingsnakes occasionally eat rattlesnakes, but they have a wide and varied diet consisting of lizards,

amphibians, all sorts of snakes (including their own kind), birds, eggs, and small mammals. In short, they

dondt single out rattlesnakes.

California kingsnakes ( Lampropeltis californiae ), the banded,

two -toned snakes found throughout most of the state, were until
recently considered a subspecies of common kingsnake, one of a
handful of snake species found coast to coast. Recent DNA analy-
sis has shown that they®6re dist
arate species. Thus, the California kingsnake f which ranges
north into southern Oregon and east into Nevada and the Four
Corners region of the Southwest i is the new name for the snake
we once called the common kingsnake in Coe.

nsi der

California kingsnakes are medium -sized snakes which grow to

lengths of four feet. While the dark bands range from light iy IS SR v

brown to black, the light bands are far from uniform A they can California kingsnake

appear from white to cream and pale yellow, and can number

anywhere between21-44. Some may be incomplete. |l ve often wondere

human fingerprints. Some individuals lack bands altogether, featuring instead a whitish stripe down the
back, like a large, dark garter snake. It was once thought that such specimens represented yet another sub-
species, but that notion was put to rest when one hatched among a batch of banded siblings.

California kingsnakes are fr
and early summer, when theyor
increasingly nocturnal.

equently observed, and can be
e most active. As summer ter
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California kingsnakes are but one of two kingsnake species in the park. The second, the California mountain
kingsnake ( Lampropeltis zonata ), is less well known, and, due to its color pattern i red, black, and white

bandsfii s someti mes mistaken for the venomous <cor al snake, w
Whil e mountain kingsnakes arendt habitat specialists, the
preferring woodlands, canyons, and boul der outcrops near

than California kingsnakes, even where they may be abundant, for they are active for only a short period of
time each year, typically in spring, and spend much of their lives concealed in rock crevices or other hidea-
ways. Theydre seen more often in the San-tlevati@rSiereaNela-unt ai n
da, with its forests, extensive granite outcrops, and streams, probably constitute the finest habitat in the state
for the species.
Continued on page 3...



Kingsnakes, continuedeé@

I n contrast, the dry, hot inner
sightings. Theydve been seen in
and are well known from the Mt. Hamilton/Smith Creek area, but
beyond that, reports have been sparse i a few from Pacheco Pass,
and some as far south as Parkfield, yet absent from Pinnacles. It
could well be that the area around Pine Ridge has the most robust
population in the entire region, for mountain kingsnakes are often
reported not far from headquarters .

Their cryptic habits have given mountain kingsnakes an aura of
mystery that has become irresistible to snake enthusiasts. Part of
that allure also stems from the sheer beauty of the species, which —
some proclaim to be the most dazzling snake in North America. As California mountain kingsnake

A result, in some areas, over collecting has become a concern.

DNA research has also influenced how we classify mountain kingsnakes. The California mountain kingsnake
was formerly considered a single species comprised of a number of subspecies ranging from the Columbia Riv-
er gorge in the Northwest to Southern California. Now, the species has been split: coastal populations south of
Monterey Bay are known as Coast Mountain Kingsnakes (  Lampropeltis multifasciata)  while the rest of the
complex retains the California Mountain Kingsnake designation. We tend to think of San Francisco Bay as a
major barrier to animal movement, but the bay is a relatively recent phenomenon, taking its current form af-

ter the last Ice Age. Monterey Bay was actually a more lasting and substantial barrier millions of years ago,
inundating the Salinas Valley and keeping many reptile and amphibian species separate.

Another evolutionary puzzle surrounds their color and pattern. Some researchers have wondered if California
mountain kingsnakes evolved to mimic coral snakes i

r
California, though; theyd&re present in Arizona, where t

that look a lot like those in California. The jury is out on that; kingsnake coloration may be coincidental after
all, especially since coral snakes are red, black and yellow, while mountain kingsnakes are red, black, and
white.

California mountain kingsnakes do show some regional variation in color, though. Some in the Sierra Nevada
have more black on them than those found el sewhere,
red altogether. With just black and white bands, they strongly resemble common kingsnakes. Perhaps the in-
crease in black is to allow more and quicker sunlight (heat) absorption, which would come in handy in spring
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and

at6,000f oot el evation. That woul dndt explain the Californi

off the coast of Ensenada in Baja California. Found only on the island, this rare subspecies lost its red color
altogether, though not to increase sunlight intake.
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Those in Coe, though, dondt exhibit any unusual patterns,

tain kingsnakes are among the most dazzling snakes you could ever hope to lay eyes on. With some persis-
tence, good timing, and a little bit of luck, you might just come across one on a hike in Pine Ridge, and see for
yourself.



California Sisters Neture Notes

Such a Good Sister

"Yuck!" the young scrub Jay announced to his sibling as he spit
out a mangled black, white, and orange butterfly. "Why are you - :
spitting out that butterfly?" his sister remarked as she flew up : 5 s e r

to the top of a nearby oak tree. "I just had one down by the creek : 2 ,'. S
and it was delicious." Well, sis, I'm not going to touch a butterfly

that looks like that ever again.

Mimicking a revolting relative can be to your advantage. The California Sister (named for its black and white
markings on the wings that resemble a nun's habit) is yucky tasting. Their caterpillars feed on oaks which are
loaded with nasty tasting tannins and the taste gets passed on to the butterflies. The similar looking and good
tasting Lorquin's Admiral has caterpillars that are mostly found feeding on willows, cottonwood, and wild cher-

ries.

A sweet tasting Lorquin's Admiral (Limenitis lorquini) looks close enough to a nasty tasting California Sister
(Adelpha californica) that predators learn quickly to avoid both species. The two are actually rather easy for us
humans to tell apart (and we don't even need to do a taste test). The Lorquin's Admiral's orange patches are in
the form of narrow crescents that reaches all the way to the front of the wing. The California Sister's orange
patches are roundish in shape and don't reach the front of the wing. Habitat cans help in identification. Califor-
nia Sisters are most often found around oak trees where they glide gracefully here and there around tangled
tree limbs and other obstacles. Lorquin's Admiral butterflies are usually found near their caterpillar's food
plants and can have aggressive flight when intruders are near, even chasing birds many times their size.

Unlike many butterflies which unfurl their long proboscis to obtain nectar deep inside flowers, the adult Cali-
fornia Sisters suck on rotting fruit, sap, mud, and animal droppings (sounds like another good reason not to eat
these guys). They do occasionally feed on flower nectar, especially in the fall.

Mimicry is a complicated but very interesting subject. Lorquin's Admirals have evolved to have a similar ap-

pearance to the California Sister because it gives them an advantage in survival. Mimicry takes form in appear-
ance, behavior, sound, or scent. When gopher snakes, which look a bit like rattlesnakes, are threatened, they

often, flatten their heads, shake their tails, and a make loud hissing sound. All this imitates the head shape,

the rattling motion, and sounds of a threatened rattlesnake, another example of an adaption for survival, and a
hissing, tail -shaking gopher snake can be pretty convincing.

Not much bothers yellow jackets with their potent sting. Once stung, predators learn to avoid anything with
bright yellow and black coloration. Some hover flies, with colors and patterns similar to those of yellow jackets,
try to fool everyone into thinking they are dangerous animals that should be avoided. If you're sure it's not a
yellow jacket, it's fun to play with the hover flies by holding out you hand --they often will land on your hand
and lick up a bit of sweat.

There are many types of mimicry and one of the most interesting is the deception used by the Malaysian orchid
mantis. It doesn't look or sound like an inedible or dangerous animal. It just looks like part of an orchid flower

that must be full of sweet nectar...and when an insect comes to get some of the sweet nectar, it become the man-
tis's lunch.

"Hey sis, is that a yellow jacket or is it one of those tasty flies that look like a yellow jacket? Well bro, you can
try it, I'm not touching it."

Continued on page 5...
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California Sisters, continuedé@
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