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Road closed for snake crossing in Illinois park
WASHINGTON, D.C. - You’ve

seen road signs that read “Deer
Crossing,” “Moose Crossing” and
the like. But what about “Snake
Crossing’”

You probably won’t find such a
sign on the highways today, said
district ranger Joe Newcomb of
the U.S. Department of
Agriculture’s Forest Service, but
maybe there ought to be one, for
snakes do have at least one official
“crossing.”

That crossing is on a road in the
Laßue Pine Hills Ecological Area
of Shawnee National Forest in
southern Illinois, where snakes
have the legal right-of-way on two
occasions eachyear.

make the trip.
Due to the increasing popularity

of the Laßue Pine Hills Ecological
Area, Forest Service officials
became worried aoout the unpact
increased visitor use may have on
the ecological area as well as on
the snakes. In 1972, they decided to
do something about it.

“The seasonal migration caused
a major problem for our snake
population,” said district ranger
Joe Newcomb.

movein waves.
“No matter how warm or cool it

is, they start migrating in mass the
second week in April and the
second week in October,”
Newcomb said

and re-enter the world in the
spring,” Newcomb said. “They
find small caves in the rocky
ground to use as dens because the
temperature of the ground doesn’t
changemuch.”

The snakes take refuge from
winter by entering an inactive
state in the fall and remaining that
way in the den until a natural
alarm clock awakens them in the
spring. Then they embark on a
journeyfrom den to swamp.

Although there has been some
minor dissent by the public over
the temporary road closing, most
public comment has been
favorable, said Newcomb. En-
vironmental groups praise the
action and user groups accept it
without much comment, he said.

Itnormally takes about a dayfor
one snake to migrate from den to
swamp. JOIN
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With several thousand snakes
participating in the three-week
migration, there is a constant
stream of 10to 15 individual snakes
migrating at a given time. They
are partial to good weather,
migrating in greater numbers on
nice days.

“Some people would drive or
walk along the road and shoot the
snakes as they tried to cross. We
saw this human activity as being
inconsistent with the idea of an
ecological area. We decided that
the easiest solution was simply to
eliminate vehicle use of that
stretch of road temporarily while
the snakes were migrating,” he
said.

What causes the snakes to
migrate? It’s the reptilian instinct
for hibernation, said Newcomb.

“They all hibernate in the winter
The area is an isolated com-

munity of plant andanimal species
whose uniqueness dates back over
400 million years. It’s ad-
ministered by the Forest Service
as one of many areas in the 190
million acres of national forests
managed for their special
historical, archeological,
geological, or as in this case,
ecological interests.

Hundreds of plant and animal
species, many of which are rare,
make their homes in this
ecological area. Among them are
35 species of snakes. In the spring,
the snakes migrate from then-
winter homes dens to then-
summer homes in the swamp. In
the fall, they go back to their dens.
They cross the road each time they

♦
Soa three-mile stretch of road at

the base of 350-foot-high bluffs is
closed during the last three weeks
in April for the spring migration
andthe last three weeks in October
forthefall migration.
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“Even this three-week road
closing assures the safety of only
80 percent of the snakes,” said
Newcomb. “The othersdon’t come
straggling home until later, but we
simply can’t close the road that
long.”
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During the peak migration,
which occurs between the 15th and
the 25thof both months, the snakes
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“The road closing has caused
more of a raised eyebrow than
hostility on the part of the public,”
said Newcomb. “People simply
aren’t used to snakes having
priority over humans.”
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