You can discover a hidden cast of colorful
characters in nature if you know where to look.
By John Rakestraw
isit enough parks and nature preserves and you begin to recognize
the types of outdoor hobbyists
who frequent them. Birders, for
instance , carry binoculars and
spotting scopes. Student~ of butterflies and
other insects wield nets and hand lenses. You
might see landscape painters at their easels,
or fossil hunters crawling along rocky hillsides scanning for signs of prehistoric life.
But what about those people walking
along the edge of the marsh? They're not
carrying equipment except for an occasional
cassette recorder. They move quietly, periodically stopping to squat down and look at
the ground or tum over rocks. Who are they?
Herpers. Herpetology is the study of reptiles and amphibians: turtles, lizards, snakes,
frogs , toads, salamanders and their cousins.
Herping is the hobby of looking for these
animals in the wild, and increasing numbers
of outdoorspeople are pursuing it.

V

Herp Habitats
Frogs and turtles are most numerous around
wetlands, but for sheer variety of species, the
best territories are dry habitats. You may find
herps in your own yard (see "Attracting Herps
to Your Garden ," page 67), or in woods
around your house. But a trip to a nearby park
can also prove fruitful .
You 'll want to bring along a good field
guide to the animals in your area. National

guides are widely available , but the
more specific the book is to your
region, the easier it will be to identify
the herps you find. If your bookstore
can't offer a local guide, call your state's
department of natural resources for a
recommendation.
Herps are cold-blooded; their bodies
don't self-regulate temperature. So their
body heat fluctuates with their environment. If the weather is cool, you may
find herps basking in the sun or lying
under a sun-warmed rock. If the weather
is hot, the animals seek shelter under
rocks or in the water. During the winter,
herps hibernate deep under ground.

Rules of the Roll
Hiding under objects not only helps
herps regulate their body temperature,
it also provides safety from predators.
So, a good place to look for many herps
is w1der logs, rocks, and pieces of debris
like boards and sheet metal. There are
three important rules for rolling objects
that every herper should follow:
1) Never put your hand where you
can 't see it. Place your hands on top of
the object you are rolling. If you reach

3) Always replace the object in its original position after you have looked under
it. The microhabitats under rocks take
years to develop and provide homes for a
wide variety of wildlife. If you flip
objects and don't replace them , you
destroy habitat.

Wildlife Watch
Herpers look for a wide range of reptiles and amphibians, and track what
they see by making lists, like birders do.
Here are a few herps you might
encounter:
Turtles are easy to find . Aquatic turtles bask in the sun along lakes, ponds,
and rivers, but they are often difficult
to approach, since they'll slip into the
water at the first sign of danger. A good
pair of binoculars will enable you to
identify many turtles from a distance.
In the spring and summer, aquatic turtles venture out onto land to find a
suitable sandy area in which to lay their
eggs. Box turtles are much easier to
approach and observe because they
spend their entire lives in woods and
grasslands (they cannot swim) . Beware:
Any turtle can produce a serious bite,
and some have very long necks.
Salamanders have smooth or warty
skins and are clawless. They spend most
of their time under logs and rocks.
Depending on the species, these harmless little amphibians range in length
from less than an inch to more than 8
inches. A hand lens will make identifying small salamanders easier.
Lizards are often confused with salamanders, but lizards have scales on their
bodies and claws on their toes. They live in
woods, grasslands, or rocky areas, depend-

ing on the species. Most are very quick.
To increase your chances of getting a look
at a lizard, search for them on cool mornings when they're hiding under rocks and
logs or basking in the sun. Lower temperatures slow them down.
Frogs tend to have smooth skin and
long back legs. They can cover a lot of
ground quickly, making them hard to
approach. While a few species of frogs ,
such as leopard frogs, tree frogs, and
wood frogs , can be found away from
water, most frogs spend their lives at
the edges of ponds, lakes, marshes and
rivers .
Toads and frogs are difficult to differentiate, but toads typically have warty
skin and shorter back legs. Toads can
be found in many different habitats,
from deserts to forests to lawns. On
spring nights, you'll find frogs and toads
in wet areas where they gather to lay
their eggs. Shining a flashlight on the
animal will enable you to get close. To
experienced herpers, each species of
frog and toad can be identified by the
male 's call. Some herpers even play
recordings of these calls to illicit a
response from a desired species.
Snakes live in virtually every habitat.
Some species hide under rocks and
other objects until nightfall, while others are found out in the open at midday.
Many people fear snakes, but the vast
majority of snakes in North America are
harmless (see "A Word About Snakes,"
at left) .
Reptiles and amphibians are easy to
find and fun to observe. Children who
might be bored by birds or wildflowers
will perk right up if you show them a
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Exotic Vegetable Seeds

M

ost of the exotic vegetables discussed in "The Global Gourmet's Garden"
won't be available as bedding plants at your local nursery, but you don't
have to travel the world to grow this international crop. just start them from
seed. All of the vegetable seeds are available from mail-order catalog companies. And the following companies specialize in exotic varieties.
BOUNTIFUL GARDENS SEEDS
1800 I Shafer Ranch Road
Willits, CA 95490
(707) 459-641 0
An impressive array of organic and
naturally-grown seeds.
THE COOK'S GARDEN
PO Box 5010
Hodges, SC 29653
(800) 457-9703
Exotic seeds and recipes for cooking
with ethnic vegetables.
THE GOURMET GARDENER
8650 College Blvd. Ste. 205
Overland Park, KS 6621 0
(913) 345-0490
Herbs, mesclun and many other
unusual vegetables.
JOHNNY'S SELECTED SEEDS
Foss Hill Road
Albion , ME 04910
(207) 437-430 I
Chiogga beets to Chinese cabbage.

NEW HOLLAND BULB CO.
PO Box 335
Rockport, IL 62370
(217) 437-2108
Lemongrass plants.
GEO. W. PARK SEED CO.
Parkton Avenue
Greenwood, SC 29647
(864) 223-7333
A good basic source for all kinds
of seeds.
PINETREE GARDEN SEEDS
PO Box 300
New Gloucester, ME 04260
(207) 926-3400
Well-researched growing information
and a focus on ethnic vegetables,
plus they sell in small quantities,
making it easy to try lots of
new varieties.

SHEPHERD'S GARDEN SEEDS
30 Irene Street
Torrington, CT 06790
(860) 482-3638
Wide selection of ethnic varieties,
such as Asian greens, specialty
salad greens, hot peppers, even
epazote and Holy Basil.
STOKES SEEDS INC.
PO Box 548
Buffalo, NY 14240
(716) 695-6980
Hundreds of vegetables and a good
selection of herbs.
SUNRISE ENTERPRISES
PO Box 1960
Chesterfield, VA 23832
(804) 796-5796
Asian vegetables.
TERRITORIAL SEED CO.
PO Box 157
Cottage Grove, OR 97424
(541) 942-9547
French filet beans, fava beans, daikon
radishes and much more.
TOTALLY TOMATOES
PO Box 1626
Augusta, GA 30903
(803) 663-0016
Mostly tomatoes, with a wide
selection of peppers thrown in
for good measure.

Attracting
Herps to Your
Garden

T

oads eat up to one-third of their
body weight in insects each day;
One or two snakes living in your barn
or under your toolshed will provide
safe and effective rodent control.
You can encourage herps to tal<e
up residence on your property. To
entice toads, salamanders, lizards,
and small snakes to move in, place
flat rocks or old boards around the
edge of your garden. Most of these
animals will sleep under the objects
during the day, then come out at
night to feast on insects and other
garden pests.
A pile of large rocks or a stack of
firewood not only provides a safe hiding place for lizards and snakes, but
also provides sites for these animals
to lie in the sun on cool mornings.
Small ponds or water gardens will
attract frogs. Lil<e their cousins the
toads, frogs will eat huge quantities
of insects. However, most species of
frogs require wetter habitats than
toads, which only enter the water to
lay their eggs.
Since amphibians (frogs, toads and
salamanders) absorb water and oxygen through their skin, these animals
are very susceptible to pesticides and
other lawn chemicals. Gardeners
wishing to attract these insect eaters
should refrain from using chemicals
whenever possible.

VERMONT BEAN SEED CO.
86 Garden Lane
Fair Haven, VT 05743
(803) 663-0217
More than just beans, a full selection
of exotic vegetable seeds.

salamander, turtle or toad. While some
people still consider it odd to actually
seek out such slithery creatures, many
are finding that the study of these fascinating animals greatly adds to th eir
enjoyment of the natural world.

WILLHITE SEED INC.
PO Box 23
Poolville, TX 76487
(800) 828-1840
Over 500 varieties of vegetables.

John Rakestraw is a naturalist at Camp Kern,
an outdoor education center near Oregvnia, Ohio.
Thanks to Sarah Grimke Faragh f, PhD candidate in behavioral herpetology at Ndrthem Arizona
University in Flagstaff, for technical assistance.
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