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The celebratory Fourth of July weekend 

is here, and I’m off for a paddle on the 

Androscoggin River. We’ve been on the 

water for a day now, paddling downstream 

through exciting rapids and stretches of 

smooth water, only stopping last evening for 

dinner and a night at a campground. We’ve 

seen a lot of wildlife on this trip, but nothing 

so surprising as a swimming snake.

On a long smooth stretch of the river, 

we pull up our kayak paddles and float 

along, enjoying the view of Joe-Pye weed 

flowers and tall balsam trees. That’s when 

an interesting ripple in the water catches 

our attention. I paddle closer to find a snake 

swimming on the surface. 

What kind of snake is this? I know 

all snakes can swim, and many of New 
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Hampshire’s eleven snake species can be 

found near water sources, where there’s more 

opportunity to find prey like frogs, worms 

and slugs. I rule out the northern water 

snake, the most common water snake in New 

Hampshire, because this fellow has a pale 

yellow chin instead of the colorful underside 

that a northern water snake exhibits. Also, it 

doesn’t dive underwater, nor appear aggres-

sive, both traits characteristic of northern 

water snakes. I decide it must be a common 

garter snake, but one with markings that are 

not typical. Instead of prominent vertical 

lines, it has faint lines and a more prominent 

checkered pattern. 

I want to get a better look at this swim-

ming snake, so I gently lift it out of the water 

onto my paddle. I don’t want to handle it. 

The garter snake’s saliva, though it has a 

mild venom-like quality, is not harmful to 

humans, but garter snakes will sometimes 

strike to bite. My trip won’t be over for 

several hours, and I don’t want to risk even 

a small snake bite. Snakes will also emit 

a musk smell and even urinate to ward off 

attackers. With all those things in mind, it’s 

best to just leave them alone.

I keep my paddle close to the surface, 

expecting the snake to wriggle back into the 

water, but this snake doesn’t seem to mind 

the break from its surprising mode of trans-

portation. As I look closer, a forked tongue 

waves out at me. Snakes smell by using their 

forked tongues to collect chemicals from the 

air, and this one is probably trying to figure 

out if I am a predator. Sensing no immediate 

danger, the garter snake remains motionless, 

but never takes its eyes off me. I gently place 

it back in the water and with a few short 

wriggles, it soon reaches the shore and disap-

pears into the shrubs. 

Garter snakes are common in New 

Hampshire, and most readers probably have 

their own snake stories to tell. I typically 

find a few throughout the year in my yard or 

woods, taking advantage of old stone walls ©
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The common garter snake is sometimes referred to as the garden 
snake. They can be found in gardens, but the name likely comes from 
garters that men used to wear to hold up their socks. The stripes on 
the garter snake’s back are said to resemble these sock suspenders.
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By Lindsay Webb

DESCRIPTION:
A small striped snake measuring 18-26 inches. 
Variable color patterns; typically 2-3 yellow, 
brownish or greenish stripes running vertically 
down the top and sides of the snake. May have 
black checkered spots between the stripes. Belly 
is pale yellow or white. 

RANGE:
Common in New Hampshire and throughout the 
U.S., but absent from southwestern U.S.

HABITAT:
Found in woodlands, hillsides, grasslands, 
wetlands, back yards and even urban areas. Uses 
rocks, logs, stumps and other debris such as 
trash piles and sheet metal as shelter. Hibernates 
alone or communally in rock crevices, holes, 
stumps or foundations.

FOOD:
Garter snakes eat worms, slugs, frogs, toads, 
salamanders, fish and tadpoles. 

REPRODUCTION:
Sexually mature between 1.5 and 2 years of age. 
Breeding may occur in spring or fall. Gestation 
is usually two to three months, although females 
can also store the sperm if the habitat is not right. 
Most females give birth to 10 to 40 live young 
between late July and October. Baby garter snakes 
are independent at birth and must find food on 
their own. Garter snakes may also mate in the fall, 
when groups of garter snakes come to together in a 
communal hibernation spot. 

ECOSYSTEM ROLE:
Garter snakes are an important part of the food 
web, feeding on many small animals, including 
toads and other amphibians that have strong 
chemical defenses. In turn, garter snakes are 
eaten by predators such as crows, hawks, great 
blue herons, turtles, raccoons and other snakes.

GARTER SNAKE 
(Thamnophis sirtalis)

Nature columnist 

Lindsay Webb 

is an avid 

outdoors-woman 

who enjoys 

sharing her 

adventures in the 

natural world 

with WJ readers. 

Clockwise from top: Using its forked tongue to 
collect chemicals from the air, the garter snake 
can detect prey, as well as other garter snakes; 
the author observes her curious subject as it takes 
a brief rest on her paddle; a garter snake uses its 
tiny, but sharp, teeth to hold onto a wood frog, 
swallowing it whole.  
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for shelter and to hunt for small rodents and 

toads. I’ve also often found garter snakes 

sunning themselves right in the middle of a 

rocky hiking trail on a south-facing slope! 

Like other cold-blooded animals, common 

garter snakes use thermoregulation to control 

their body temperature. They bask in the sun 

to maintain their preferred body tempera-

ture (between 28° and 32° C). Their body 

temperature falls rapidly during the evening. 

Garter snakes also hibernate together to 

keep warm. In the early spring, you might 

be lucky enough to see several emerging 

from their hibernacula and mating. After 

females come out of hibernation, they give 

off a pheromone to attract males, which is 

why there are often multiple males pursuing 

a female. The result can be a ball of snakes, 

aptly called a “mating ball,” all benefiting 

from mating and the warmth of each other. 

It’s an awesome sight to see a dozen snakes 

all wriggling together, as I’ve had the oppor-

tunity to experience on a warm spring day. 

Aside from this social time, common 

garter snakes are solitary and live out their 

daytime adventures alone, or with the 

occasional human who happens to find them 

swimming across a river.
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