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Greetings!
September/October 2013September/October 2013

Although the daylight hours are noticeably growing shorter, the herping season is still going strong. Early fall is an 
interesting time of year for field herpetologists, with opportunities to make some unique observations. On crisp 
October mornings, basking turtles are slightly more reluctant to bail, and slightly easier to approach. Snakes are 
winding their way back to overwintering sites, where they will enjoy basking in the last warm days of the year before 
a final retreat into the  secure depths of their winter retreats. Some of these will be females with young-of-the-year 
in tow, ‘scent-trailing’ their mothers to winter safety. This is an ideal time to search for snake hibernacula. This is 
also time for Marbled Salamander reproduction. By now, many females are vigilantly guarding their eggs, waiting 
for autumnal rains to flood seasonal pools and disperse their progeny.  It is a good time of year to detect the 
presence of this species, but one should take great care when searching, as brood-guarding females may be literally 
be directly underfoot.  

The PARS team continues to be amazed by the upwelling of support, and high quality data from Pennsylvania’s 
diverse legion of citizen science volunteers.  We greatly appreciate the efforts of all involved in this project. Be 
sure to check out page 5 for highlights of August and September field herping. The PARS Master database has 
also swollen significantly, as several new institutions have contributed their collections data. Another important 
development is the formation of the PARS Verification Committee. The details of these important updates can be 
found on page 3. 
 
If you have not already done so, please be sure to enter all of your September data onto the PARS website and 
submit your September volunteer time sheets.  PARS must submit quarterly reports to account for grant-matching 
volunteer hours at the end of March, June, September and January, so it is critical that we receive your time sheets 
promptly at the end of these four months. With so much great herping still to be had before the onset of winter, we 
want to give a quick reminder to please be safe, respectful of habitat, and as always, have a great time! 

Good herping,                                                                                                                                                                                           
Marlin Corn, PARS State-wide Coordinator    
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September 29, 2013, 10:00 a.m.
Herp-blitz on the Pocono Environmental Education 
Center

October 12, 2013, 10:00 a.m.
Meet at the Crooked Creek Environmental 
Learning Center, 10:00 a.m.

April 13, 2014
Adams County  

Group survey outings, or ‘Herp-Blitzes’, are occasionally 
conducted throughout the state.  Regions or counties, 
and dates are shown here; exact locations and times will 
be given to registered participants closer to each survey 
date. Currently, the following outings are scheduled:

Scheduled Herp-Blitzes

September 28, 2:00 p.m.  
Pocono Environmental Education Center 
‘Introducing PARS’, followed by a short field survey 
 
October 5, 1:00 p.m.  
Bucks County Audubon 
Introducing PARS’, followed by a volunteer herp survey on the Bucks County 

Audubon Honey Hollow preserve. 
 
October 13, 2:00 p.m.  
Crooked Creek Environmental Learning Center, Armstrong County 
‘In Search of Pennsylvania’s Imperiled Herpetofauna’  
 
October 22, 5:30 p.m.   
Silver Lake Nature Center, Bucks County
Pennsylvania Master Naturalist Program, Herpetology Session

PARS Presentations
Informative presentations about PARS and herpetology-related topics scheduled 
at these venues:

If you are interested in participating in a Herp-blitz, 
contact Marlin Corn: mcorn@machac.org



The PARS Project: 
Why Conduct a Herpetological Atlas? 
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Why Conduct a Herpetological Atlas? Part 1 

Why are we surveying for reptiles and amphibians (a.k.a. 
‘herps’)?  This question has undoubtedly crossed 
the minds of at least a few people who have heard 

about the PARS project. The immediate, visceral reaction for 
many PARS volunteers would certainly be; “Because they are 
fascinating and beautiful animals, and we love them!”.  But 
would this answer satisfy a non-enthusiast wondering why 
state resources are helping to fund such a project?  

Why any plant or animal atlas is important lies at the heart of 
being responsible stewards of our natural resources, indeed 
of our planet, and can’t be explained in one simple statement.  
To understand why a herp atlas is important, one must first 
understand why herps are important. Amphibians and reptiles 
are important to us for a number of reasons, perhaps for even 
more reasons than experts are currently aware.  Because this 
issue is important and multifaceted, this will be the first section 
of a three-part article.

A healthy ecosystem, whether on a local, or on a global scale, 
depends on the very important 
concept of biodiversity; in 
general, the more complex an 
ecosystem, the healthier it is.  
A crude analogy could be the 
human body.  We know from 
nutrition studies that a varied 
diet is a healthy diet.  How 
healthy would you be if you ate 
nothing but potato chips? As a 
human body needs to interact 
with a large variety of different 
nutrients from different 
sources, a healthy ecosystem 
needs interactions among a 
large diversity of organisms.  

Reptiles and amphibians play 
integral roles in the overall 
health of an ecosystem. Many 
herp species utilize both 
aquatic and terrestrial habitat during a portion, or all of their 
life span.  For this reason they are important in the overall 
transfer of nutrients across our natural landscapes.  Most herp 
species play a dual role as both predator and prey in many 
ecosystems.  Many are fed upon by fish, birds,    mammals, 
predatory invertebrates, and other herps.  Many frog species 
produce copious numbers of offspring each year, most of 
which will never make it to adulthood; the vast majority will be 
dined upon by fish, birds, mammals, predatory invertebrates, 
and other herps. Remove one of these frog species from a 
landscape and you deprive these other animals of an important 
food source. Conversely, most herps are also important    
predators, which keep their prey populations in check. Many 
of the critters they prey upon can have huge impacts on our 
own well-being, if not being controlled this way. Again, remove 
a frog species from a landscape and you remove an important 
natural control of mosquito populations.  Remove snakes and 
you lose an important control of rodents. 
One way to gauge the importance of a species to its landscape 
is to gauge its relative biomass.  A researcher once conducted 

a study in a New England forest to determine and compare the 
relative biomass of all vertebrate (backboned) animals there.  
In other words, the researcher determined how much all of 
the white-tailed deer in this forest weighed, how much all of 
the raccoons weighed, and the gray squirrels, and the bears 
and the box turtles, and all of the other vertebrate species 
present, then compared these weights.  Findings indicated that 
the diminutive Eastern Red-backed Salamander, Plethodon 
cinereus, represented the greatest relative biomass of all 
vertebrate animals in this forest, which is, in terms of woodland 
salamanders, very similar to most of the forest in northeastern 
North America. 

For some of us, the continued survival of herpetological species 
may be important in more direct ways; many species have 
potential medical applications. Snake venom is being intensely 
studied for its use in the treatment of cancer, stroke and 
other life-threatening medical conditions. Some salamanders 
have the ability to re-grow amputated limbs, and are being 
intensely studied to unlock the secrets of how they accomplish 

this amazing feat. Frog skin 
has been found to contain 
anti-aging properties. A 
vast reservoir of ‘medical 
herpetology’ has likely only 
barely been tapped.  

As previously mentioned, 
the greater the biodiversity 
of an ecosystem, the 
healthier that ecosystem 
is. Just how healthy that 
ecosystem is can often be 
gauged by the presence or 
absence of herpetological 
species; for they are among 
the most sensitive groups 
of animals when it comes to 
environmental disturbance.  
This is particularly true 
of amphibians; their thin, 

permeable skin is extremely sensitive to pollutants, desiccation, 
and other problems associated with environmental issues 
such as climate change, water pollution, and acid rain. The 
fact that amphibian eggs are without a hard shell amplifies 
this environmental sensitivity. Many reptile and amphibian 
species are extremely sensitive to physical changes in the 
landscape, such as development, road  building, and other 
activities that result in habitat fragmentation.  When a natural 
landscape becomes fragmented, some herp species quickly 
die out. When a stream or river becomes polluted or degraded 
by  construction activities, the resident amphibians are often 
the first species to disappear. In this way, these animals are a 
proverbial ‘canary in the coal mine’, warning us of    impending 
disaster. In the case of larger environmental problems, such as 
climate change, or a thinning ozone, these die-offs can result in 
widespread disappearances to the point of species extinctions, 
and many have gone    extinct in very recent times. That is where 
we will pick up this conversation in the next PARS newsletter. 

Most children seem intuitively fascinated by herps, which often  spark their 
interest and curiosity  in the natural world.  Photo: M.D. Corn



Project Updates
Verification Committee
PARS has its verification committee in place; a team composed of the finest herpetologists in the region. This committee is tasked 
with inspecting each and every record submitted to the PARS database.  Records which are not unanimously agreed upon by the 
committee must then go through a secondary review.  Records which do not pass this second round of inspection are rejected.  
Rejected vouchers are often due to blurry photographs, or to photos which lack definitive details to differentiate between easily-
confused species.  See page 7 for details on correct voucher submission.  

Newsletter article contributors wanted
Do you have a literary creative streak? Or do you have an important message you want to share with the PARS community?  Perhaps you 
would like to cover one of our existing columns regularly? We would like the PARS newsletter to be an open forum for its members.  We 
welcome written contributions  in the form of species profiles, recollections of herping adventures, editorials about important relative 
issues, or other literary ideas you may have.  If you are interested in contributing something, contact Marlin Corn (mcorn@machac.org)  
to discuss the details of content, and the timing of publication.  

PARS Master Database grows
One of the goals of the PARS project is to develop a comprehensive, quality checked herpetological database.  This ‘Master Database’ 
combines records from historical collections from museums, universities and other institutions as well as records from the Pennsylvania 
Heritage Program, previous atlas efforts, grant-funded studies, records from private consulting work, etc.; essentially all available 
herpetological documentations in Pennsylvania. All of this data will be linked for use as an important   conservation tool and will be 
administered by the Pennsylvania Fish and Boat Commission.  To date, we have received many thousands of records from numerous 
institutions  from across the country (see page 4).

Continuing Business

3

Regional Coordinators Still Wanted
Several regional coordinators have recently been signed up, but Pennsylvania is a huge state. The PARS project is still in need of 
enthusiastic volunteers who would be interested.  PARS needs people to help coordinate survey efforts throughout the state. The 
amount of time needed to do this should average only several hours per week, with an occasional Saturday or Sunday committed. 

Access to Private Lands Still Sought
A lot of Pennsylvania’s herp habitat is on private land.  One of the big needs for PARS is access to tracts of private property, as  this is the 
only way  to determine the distribution of many species in certain regions. If you are a property owner, or know one, who would allow 
a survey to be conducted, please let us know.  



The PARS  Team would like to offer a sincere Thank You to 
the following people and institutions:
PARS Verification Team ~ To the following individuals for graciously volunteer their 
time to verify the large number of specimen vouchers:
Tom LaDuke, Mark Lethaby, Nate Nazdrowicz, Bob Ferguson, Kyle Loucks,  Kiley Briggs

MACHAC Staff Verification Team: Brandon Ruhe, Jason Poston & Marlin Corn

PFBC Verification Team: Chris Urban & Kathy Gipe

Collections Institutions ~ To the following institutions for 
providing valuable specimens data to the PARS Master 
Database:
The Academy of Natural Sciences of Drexel University
The American Museum of Natural History
The Cleveland Museum of Natural History
The Reading Public Museum
Bucknell University
The New York State Museum
The University of Texas at Arlington
Bloomsburg University
Lehigh University
Muhlenberg College
The Field Museum of Natural History 
Gannon University
The Museum of Southwestern Biology

A special thank you is also in order to the Maryland Amphibian and Reptile Atlas and 
the Pennsylvania Game Commission for their insights and advice in the design of the 
PARS project. We offer a very sincere thank you to the following individuals from these 
two wonderful groups: Glenn Theres, Heather Cunningham, Nate Nadzdrowicz and 
Dan Brauning.

Thank You!!!Thank You!!!
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Observations from the FieldObservations from the Field
Observations continued to come in at an impressive rate during August and September, with some great finds.  In a seeming re-
sponse to our lamenting the absence of Northern Leopard  Frog records,  some of you went out and found some; six vouchered 
records were received for this species in August! An observation made in July was also submitted in early September.  OK, so we 
are still lamenting the low numbers of Ribbonsnakes and Earthsnakes…….. Other good news includes the reappearance of two rare 
species not reported in Pennsylvania for some time.

Keep up the good work!!!
Highlights of observations made in August and September of 2013:

• Three Jefferson Salamander reports came in from Lehigh and Susquehanna County; the Susquehanna find is a county 
record! Jefferson Salamanders are always a great find, but finding an adult during the summer months is particularly 
impressive. 

• A Hellbender was found in Warren County. 

• Four records, from four different counties for Eastern Hog-nosed Snakes after a complete absence of records for this species 
in August. 

• Eastern Cricket Frog records from from Bucks and Luzerne County.  

• Three Seal Salamander records from Indiana County 

• Records for Northern Leopard Frogs from three different counties: Warren, Crawford and Erie. 

• Two records for Western Chorus Frogs from Butler County. 

• A Broadhead Skink was found in Lancaster County; the first PARS records for this species, and the first record for 
Pennsylvania since 2011. 

• Two Coal Skink records were received from Clinton County 

• Six records were received for Eastern Fence Lizards from five different counties. 

• Six records for Smooth Greensnakes were received from five different counties. 

• Five records for Queensnakes were received from three different counties..  

• Five records for Ribbonsnakes from Crawford, Monroe and Luzerne Counties. 

• Four Mountain Earth Snake records from Potter, Clinton and Clearfield Counties. 

• A hatchling Bog Turtle was found in Monroe County. 

• A Northern Ravine Salamander was found in Washington County.

Rarest 
Observation      

A record was received for a Blanding’s 
Turtle observed in Erie County last 
April. The same turtle was captured 
in early September during a PFBC live-
trapping research project. 

Northern Ribbonsnake—Photo by Kenneth Anderson, II
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Observations from the FieldObservations from the Field
Summary of records received for August & September 2013:

Please note that these numbers represent the number of sites, not actual numbers of specimens.  
Records not submitted by the end of the month may not be included.

Salamanders
Eastern Hellbender—1
Jefferson Salamander—3
Spotted Salamander—14
Marbled Salamander—1
Red-spotted Newt—71
Northern Dusky Salamander—69
Seal Salamander—3
Allegheny Mt. Dusky Salamander—67
Northern Two-lined Salamander—57
Long-tailed Salamander—24
Northern Spring Salamander—12
Four-toed Salamander—6
Eastern Red-backed Salamander—100
Northern Ravine Salamander—1
Northern Slimy Salamander—57
Wehrle’s Salamander——8
Northern Red Salamander—12

Frogs 
Eastern American Toad—148
Fowler’s Toad—13
Eastern Cricket Frog—2
Gray Treefrog—20
Cope’s Gray Treefrog—1
Gray Treefrog (spp. undetermined)—1
Western Chorus Frog—2
Spring Peeper—10
American Bullfrog—57
Green Frog—111
Pickerel Frog—93
Northern Leopard Frog—8
Wood Frog—24

Lizards
Eastern Fence Lizard—6
Broadhead Skink—1
Common Five-lined Skink—10
Coal Skink—2

Snakes
Northern Black Racer—13
Northern Ring-necked Snake—74
Eastern Ratsnake—56
Eastern Milksnake—30
Northern Watersnake—93
Eastern Hog-nosed Snake—4
Smooth Greensnake—16
Northern Rough Greensnake—1
Queensnake—6
Northern Brownsnake—36
Northern Red-bellied Snake—28
Shortheaded Gartersnake—16
Northern Ribbonsnake—3
Common Ribbonsnake—2
Eastern Gartersnake—204
Mountain Earthsnake—4
Northern Copperhead—53
Timber Rattlesnake—30

Turtles
Snapping Turtle—35
Midland Painted Turtle—12
Eastern Painted Turtle—23
Blanding’s Turtle—1
Wood Turtle—13
Bog Turtle—1
Northern Map Turtle—12
Red-eared Slider*—11
Northern Red-bellied Cooter—5
Common Musk Turtle—2
Eastern Box Turtle—36
Eastern Spiny Softshell—6

*Non-native, naturalized species

Weirdest of the Weird
 Some Recent Observations of Herps Which Do Not Belong in Pennsylvania

A Cuban Treefrog was found in Washington County.  An interesting photograph of a Rainbow Boa was 
emailed to PARS.  It is not clear where it was taken, but we are hoping this photographer will submit more 

photographs.
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Northern Leopard Frog  Photo: Brandon Hunsberger

Jefferson Salamander Photo: Sebastian Harris

Mountain Earth Snake  Photo: Scott Martin



Obtaining a Proper Voucher Photo
To verify an amphibian or reptile observation, it is critical to submit a voucher, either in the form of a clear photograph 
or series of photos; a recording, in the case of calling frogs; or an actual collected specimen. For the vast majority of 
observations, a voucher photograph will be the most practical. When taking voucher photographs to submit to the PARS 
website, it is important to remember that these photos will need to be viewed by other people to verify the species 
identification. The PARS Verification Committee must review each and every record. To make their job easier, and to ensure 
your hard-earned observations are not rejected, it is important that your photographs are as clear as possible and capture 
key characteristics for identification. Remember, these vouchers will be used for determining the ranges of species, and will 
potentially have conservation and regulatory implications.  Records may remain unconfirmed because of blurry photos, or 
if photos do not capture sufficient identifying characteristics of an animal. 

While the identity of a specimen may seem obvious in the field, keep in mind that there may be other species with which 
it can be confused if certain features are not recorded.  A simple example could be Eastern Ratsnake vs. Northern Black 
Racer.  The adult phase of both species is normally black with a white chin, and this will often be evident in a photograph 
taken from a distance, or even in a blurry photo. However, a key feature in differentiating between these species is the type 
of scales; ratsnakes have keeled scales (keels are ridges down the center of the scales), while racers have smooth scales.  A 
photograph clearly showing this feature leaves no doubt about the identity of the species. 
 

Another good snake example is Eastern Gartersnake vs. Eastern Ribbonsnake. Eastern Gartersnakes are notoriously 
variable in color and pattern, and sometimes resemble Ribbonsnakes. However, Ribbonsnakes have a white preocular 
scale (the facial scale immediately anterior to the eye) on each side of the head.  A clear photograph of the face will ensure 
that this diagnostic feature is visible. Without a clear headshot, these two species can still be differentiated with a clear 
photo of the snake’s side. Both species have lateral stripes, but these stripes occur only on scale rows 3 & 4 (start counting 
with the row of scales adjacent to the ventral scales) on Ribbonsnakes, and are confined to rows 2 & 3 on Gartersnakes.  

Eastern Ratsnake scales are keeled.

Gartersnake on the left and Ribbonsnake on the right. Notice the bright white preocular scale on the 
Ribbonsnake. Preocular Scale = The scale directly in front of the eye.

…...tips for improving field-herping skills

Northern Black Racer scales are smooth.
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Because of their excellent senses, basking turtles are often difficult to approach to get a close-up photo. When photographing 
aquatic turtles a good rule of thumb is to start snapping photos as soon as you spy them, and try to get shots from different 
angles. The glare from sunlight on a wet specimen can obscure key features, so whenever possible,     approach baskers 
from a direction that minimizes glare. A photograph that captures the shell bridge (where top and bottom sections meet) 
can make a big difference in identifying distant basking turtles.  If you are fortunate enough to get close to a basking turtle, 
try to capture a good head-on shot; the shape and color of the beak are important keys in species identification.  With 
Softshells, it is important to be able to see the leading edge of the carapace in order to differentiate a Spiny Softshell from 
a Midland Softshell. Always photograph the carapace (top of shell) and plastron (bottom) of any hand-captured turtle.

Lizards are always challenging to photograph and skinks are particularly tricky because a good facial close-up can be critical 
in distinguishing a Broadhead Skink from a Common Five-lined Skink.  These two species are variable in pattern, and 
often resemble each other, particularly young specimens. Being able to clearly view and count labial scales (scales on the 
upper lip), and post-labial scales (scale immediately anterior to the ear opening), if present, is sometimes the only way to             
differentiate these two species.  To make matters more complicated, both sides of the face should be photographed 
whenever possible.  Broadhead Skinks are supposed to have five labial scales on each side of the face, but sometimes will 
have only four on one side, and occasionally have four on both sides. Five-lined Skinks normally have only four on each 
side.  Five-lined Skinks also have two small post labial scales, which are typically absent in Broadheads. Always photograph 
the dorsum of any lizard. 

Eastern Spiny Softshell Turtle; 
note the spines on the leading 
edge of the carapace for which 
this species is named.  It is critical 
to be able to clearly see this 
part of the shell to distinguish a 
Spiny Softeshell from a Midland 
Softshell, which lacks these 
spines.  Fortunately it is usually 
not necessary to get this close 
of a shot to be able to see these 
spines.

Obtaining a Proper Voucher Photo

The presence of five labial scales 
on at least one side of the face, 
and lack of large post-labial scales 
confirms a Broadhead Skink
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The three species of Desmognathus (Dusky) Salamanders found in Pennsylvania are highly variable and can be difficult to 
properly key out, particularly where ranges overlap.  It is always a good idea to try to make sure at least one  photograph 
clearly shows the dorsum and side of the head of any salamander, to at least arrive at the correct genus. All dusky 
salamanders have nasolabial grooves and prominent jaw muscles, and there is often a faint line that runs from the corner 
of the eye to the jaw.  These features are usually enough to denote a Desmognathid, but nice clear views of the dorsum, 
venter, side, and the tail are often necessary to key out the species. Allegheny Mountain Dusky Salamanders have a tail 
that is round, while the tail of the Northern Dusky and Seal Salamander is laterally compressed for approximately half 
of the length.  The dorsal pattern of the two latter species can be very similar, but the venter of the Northern Dusky 
Salamander is usually mottled, and there is often no clear demarcation between the dorsum (top) and venter (underside).  
Seal Salamanders usually have pale, un-patterned venters, and a clear side view will reveal a obvious separation of dorsal 
and ventral coloration. 

Differentiating Eastern American Toads from Fowler’s Toads in photographs can be particularly challenging without close-
ups taken from multiple angles, including the venter of the animal. Both species are highly variable, and we won’t even go 
into the fact that they sometimes hybridize.  In the classic scenario, Fowler’s Toads have more than three ‘warts’ within any 
dark spots on the body, while American Toads have no more than two or three.  In reality however, this is not  always the 
case, and other features need to be considered.  Fowler’s Toads usually have an immaculate venter with one spot in the 
chest, while the venter of an American Toad will usually have some bold markings. There is normally a clear separation  
between the cranial ridges and the parotid glands (the large swelling behind each eye) on  American Toads, whereas 
these two feature touch on Fowler’s Toads.  This is the most dependable feature for differentiating these two species, so 
photographs should  highlight it. Finally, the warts on American Toads  are often ‘spiny’, particularly on the face and legs,  
while most warts are normally not spiny on Fowler’s Toads. 

There are numerous other examples that can be given but by now the message is probably clear; whenever possible, try 
to get clear photographs from as close to your subject as possible, and try to get images from as many different angles as 
possible. For animals that are hard to capture, start snapping photos as soon as you see them, and keep clicking as you 
approach. One of the great things about digital photography is that there is no need to worry about wasting film, as some 
of us old-timers used to do. 

Obtaining a Proper Voucher Photo

Notice the pointed ‘warts’ on this Eastern American Toad (left) compared to the smoother warts on the Fowler’s Toad 
(center).  The photo on the left highlights the difference in the venter; that of the Fowler’s Toad (right) is usually clear, except 
for possibly one spot in the middle of the chest.

Special Note
While encouraging close-up photographs of specimens, the PARS project does NOT encourage the handling of, or 
closely approaching venomous .  If you cannot identify the snake in front of you, do not attempt to closely approach or 
handle it. 

9



Respect the Habitat!
Effective herpetological field surveys can impact the environment that is home to the creatures we are seeking. We owe it to them to keep 
these disturbances to a minimum. Many herp species depend on the subtle and delicate conditions of microhabitats. Species which are 
found under large stones, logs and other cover objects may abandon these refugia if disturbed. For this reason, every effort should be 
made to keep disturbances to a minimum.  We should all avoid constantly returning to known sites of rare species; doing so not only causes 
unnecessary disturbances, it is illegal to do so without approval from the PFBC.  Always be discreet in sharing information about these sites, 
as poaching is a serious threat to rare species.

When flipping stones, logs and other cover objects, care should be taken to do as little damage as possible 
to the object and the ground around it. Cover objects should be carefully replaced to their original 
positions. Any animal found beneath a cover object should 
be removed and placed next to the cover object after it has 
been replaced to the original position. 

Avoid unnecessary damage to the terrain and vegetation – 
there are many rare and endangered plant species in 
Pennsylvania.  Avoid off-road driving whenever possible; 
it is far too easy to run over unseen snakes and turtles on 
overgrown back roads, and car tires are one of the worst 
vectors of invasive plant seeds. During spring, amphibians 

often deposit  their eggs in flooded ruts.  If it is necessary to drive overland to access a site, 
tires should first be thoroughly cleaned with  a hose to remove potential invasive plant seeds. 

Good Field Protocol 
Each issue of the PARS newsletter will highlight  a different form of proper field protocol that PARS volunteers are urged to 
adhere to while surveying in the field.  Following these protocols will help insure minimum impact to the environment and 
the animals we are seeking to document.

….and Etiquette
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Salamander eggs attached to 
underside of rock. 

These flooded tire ruts were a confirmed 
breeding site for Mountain Chorus Frogs, one 
of Pennsylvania’s rarest herps.



PARS  LEAGUE OF EXCEPTIONAL HERPERS
Bi-Monthly

     The column dedicated to recognition of noteworthy herping achievements. and our wonderful volunteers. 
 Recognitions based on highest number of observations , most significant observations, and other distinguished efforts. 

Most Significant Finds
Volunteers who have documented rare and uncommon 

species during August and September of 2013

The Fantastive Five 

The 100 Club

The Fantastive Five 

The 100 Club
PARS members who have submitted over 100 records during 
either of the previous months of August or September 2013:

Jay Drasher  - Bog Turtle

Scott Martin  -  Mountain Earth Snake , Smooth Greensnake

Sebastian Harris - Jefferson Salamander, Queensnake, Northern 
Redbelly Cooters

Kenneth Anderson, II -  Hellbenders, Four-toed Salamander,
Northern Leopard Frogs, Northern Ribbonsnakes

Rich Soltesz  - Eastern Fence Lizards, Wood Turtles, Common Five-
lined Skink

Kyle Loucks  -  Eastern Cricket Frogs, Smooth Greensnakes, 
Common Five-lined Skink

Mark Lethaby  -  Northern Leopard Frogs, Blanding’s Turtle

Ben Coulter - Western Chorus Frog

Ed Patterson  -  Seal Salamanders, Four-toed Salamander,  Wehrle’s 
Salamander, Wood Turtle

Duane Stafford  - Northern Spring Salamanders, Wehrle’s 
Salamanders

Jaime Drake  - Four-toed Salamanders

Brandon Hunsberger  -  Northern Leopard Frogs, Smooth
Greensnake

Kim McDade  -  Broadhead Skink

Jacob Cramer  -   Mountain Earthsnake

Jeff Chiyka  -  Queensnakes

JD Hartzell  -  Wood Turtle, Eastern Hog-nosed Snake

David McNaughton  -  Eastern Fence Lizard, Wood Turtle, Eastern 
Hog-nosed Snake

Steven Staedtler  -  Jefferson Salamander, Four-toed Salamander, 
Five-lined Skinks, Northern Redbelly Cooters

Tracy Michaels  -  Eastern Ribbonsnake

Jamie Thomas  -  Northern Red-bellied Cooter

Michael Hoffman  -  Smooth Greensnake, Wood Turtle

Bob Ferguson  - Smooth Greensnake, Mountain Earthsnake,  Coal 
Skinks, Five-lind Skinks, Eastern Ribbonsnakes, Northern Redbelly 
Cooters, Northern Ravine Salamander, Queensnake

Brandon Swayser - Jefferson Salamander, Eastern Hog-nosed 
Snake

Kelly Murman  - Eastern Cricket Frogs,  Four-toed Salamander

Gary Pluto  -  Four-toed Salamander

Dave Hughes - Common Five-lined Skinks, Wood Turtle

Tyler Hake - Common Five-lined Skink

Doug Warner - Common Five-lined Skink

Kyle Fawcett  -  Common Five-lined Skink

Tracy Crumb  -  Mountain Earthsnake

Brandon Hunsberger ------------------147 Records
Kenneth Anderson ----------------------145 Records
Duane Stafford ---------------------------124  Records

Ken Anderson ----------------------------565 Record
Brandon Hunsberger ------------------434 Records
Scott Martin -------------------------------256 Records
Ed Patterson ------------------------------210 Records
Kyle Loucks  -------------------------------206 Records

PARS members who have logged the most records since the  
launch of the PARS project on June 1  2013 through September 
30, 2013:
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Photo: Kyle Loucks

Photo: Tracy Michaels

Photo: Rick Soltesz



The Fantastive Five 

The 100 Club

The Fantastive Five 

The 100 Club

“I am Brandon Hunsberger and I am 26 
years old.  Originally from Clarion PA, I 
now live in Venango. I have worked at 
a McDonalds and a packing/shipping 
company, and in high school I also played 

PARS  LEAGUE OF EXCEPTIONAL HERPERS

football. I have volunteered at a dog 
shelter, and for cleaning up local parks. 
Outside of herping I enjoy fishing with 
friends, and spending time with my family. 
When I go fishing at Pymatuning State 
Park  I will clean up the trash along the 
spillway. I often walk along the Allegheny 
river in my area, picking up trash that has 
been left behind. 

I have been herping for 19 years. I first 
started catching reptiles and amphibians 
in Clarion county at  my grandmothers 
house, when I was much younger. They 
have a large pasture and back then it 
had tin sheets and a car hood in it. I 
would always go over and flip them and 
find some snakes. The car hood and the 
tin are gone now but the snakes are still 
there. Nowadays I look for reptiles and 
amphibians mostly in the  northwestern 
region of our state. I am out almost 
everyday   and I am always looking for 
new places to explore. I like to try to get a 
good idea of what kind of herps are living 
in a certain spot. When I herp I usually 
don’t target one species. The more we 
can find out about which species are 
living in a location, the better we can 

help protect them. In addition to herping 
in PA I have also herped in other states 
such as California, North Carolina and 
Virginia.  I enjoy talking to people about 
how important herps are and why you 
should not kill them. My favorite reptile 
in PA has to be the eastern hognose 
snake. I do not get to see them very often 
but when you find a large snake with its 
neck flattened out it’s very exciting. Spiny 
softshells are my second. Its unusual shell 
and its spout-like nose makes this turtle 
very unique and fascinating.

I would like to remind the awesome 
people out there looking to always 
put back the critters homes after you 
flip them. Talk about conservation to 
other people, and let them know why 
they should help protect herps and the 
environment they live in. Keep sending 
your reports into the PARS website; 
they are just as important .

I would like to thank everyone for 
putting together this amazing project, 
and the volunteers for submitting their 
finds.”

Meet the Volunteers
Brandon Hunsberger

Historical Pennsylvania Herpetologists
Those Who Paved the Way…….

William Bartram
One of America’s most celebrated naturalists, 
William Bartram was born on April 30, 1739 
in Kingsessing, Pennsylvania.  Though   better 
known for his work with botany and ornithology, 
and as a general naturalist, William Bartram 
was also keenly interested in  herpetology, and 
probably was an influence on his contemporary, 
Thomas Say (see August 2013 issue of 
PARS newsletter). William Bartram is largely 
considered to be the first known American 
naturalist to explore the wilderness areas of 
Florida   during a four-year journey through 
the southern colonies.  His journal Travels 

through North and South Carolina, Georgia, 
East and West Florida contains memorable 
writings about encounters with aggressive 
alligators along the St John’s River.  In 1777 he 
returned to  Pennsylvania to assist his brother 
with the workings and development of the 
famous Bartram Gardens, and spent most of 
the rest of his life in Pennsylvania, observing 
nature and writing his famous botanical and 
ornithological works.  To this day, the Bartram 
Gardens, located in West Philadelphia, are 
open and accessible to the general public. 
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Species Spotlight
Northern Copperhead

Agkistrodon contortrix mokasen

Photo: Marlin Corn

Habitat:  Often, but not always, associated with rocky outcrops, particularly in spring and autumn. This species can also 
be encountered in forests and wetlands.

Timing of Search:  Spring and autumn, when the snakes are basking on rock close to their dens, are usually the easiest 
time to find Copperheads. A copperhead in dead leaves is cryptic and often difficult to see.

Photo: B.M. Ruhe
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Like other pit vipers, Copperheads 
have elliptically vertical pupils, and 
a heat-sensing ‘pit’ between the eye 
and the    nostril on either side of the 
face.

Photo: B.M. Ruhe

Photo: M. D. Corn

Photo: M. D. Corn

Watch your step!
Copperhead on a leaf-littered forest floor.

Neonates and young-of-the-year have a brightly-colored tail tip which they 
can twitch like a caterpillar, luring frogs and other prey within striking range.                                                   



NAME THAT HERP:
The Eyes Have It

See if you can guess the herp species these close-ups belong to.

 ~ Answers on page 16
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A. B. C.

D. E. F.

G. H. I.

J. K. L.



Preferably AlivePreferably Alive

Virginia valeriae valeriae
A.K.A. Smooth Earthsnake

THIS REPTILE HAS NOT BEEN SEEN IN PENNSYLVANIA SINCE 1962
LAST SEEN IN THE SOUTHEASTERN REGION  

CURRENT WHEREABOUTS IN PENNSYLVANIA UNKNOWN

Reward: Accolades of the herping community
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Photo: Kyle Loucks



Answers to ‘Name That Herp’ quiz on page 14:     

Contact & Resource 
Information

Interim Regional Coordinators:
Western Pennsylvania: Jason Poston -  jposton@machac.org
Central Pennsylvania: Brandon Ruhe  -  bruhe@machac.org
Eastern Pennsylvania: Marlin Corn -  mcorn@machac.org

Recommended Web Sites:
The Mid-Atlantic Center for Herpetology and Conservation (MACHAC): www.machac.org
Pennsylvania Fish & Boat Commission (PFBC): www.fish.state.pa.us. 
Society for the Study of Amphibians and Reptiles: www.ssarherps.org
Northeastern Partners in Amphibian and Reptile Conservation: www.northeasparc.org
Maryland Amphibian and Reptile Atlas: www.marylandnaturalist.org

The PARS Team:
Brandon Ruhe, President, Mid-Atlantic Center for Herpetology and Conservation
Jason Poston, Webmaster and IT Expert, Mid-Atlantic Center for Herpetology and Conservation
Marlin Corn, PARS State-wide Coordinator, Mid-Atlantic Center for Herpetology and Conservation
Chris Urban, Chief of the Natural Diversity Section, Division of Environmental Services, Pennsylvania Fish & Boat Commission
Kathy Gipe, Herpetologist and Nongame Biologist, Natural Diversity Section, Pennsylvania Fish & Boat Commission
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C. Red-eared SliderB. Gray Treefrog                       A. Eastern Ratsnake           D. Easter Fence Lizard    

G Northern Redbelly Cooter   F. Eastern Spadefoot                       E. Northern Rough Greensnake           H. Southern Leopard Frog    

K. Eastern Garter Snake  J Green Frog                       I. Northern Copperhead           L. Fowler’s Toad    

Photo Credits:    A. Brandon Ruhe   B. Shaun Hicks   C. Marlin Corn   D. Brandon Ruhe  E. Brandon Ruhe   F. Marlin Corn  G. Brandon Ruhe   H. Marlin Corn   I. Brandon Ruhe  
                              J. Brandon Ruhe   K. Brandon Ruhe   L. Brandon Ruhe 


