
Table 1.   Heterodon specimens examined (Edgren, 1952).

 State
H. platirhinos

N  (%)
H. nasicus

N  (%)
H. simus
N  (%)

 Alabama 15 (1.4) 2 (2.1)
 Arkansas 30 (2.9)
 Arizona 15 (5.6)
 Chihuahua 4 (1.5)
 Coahuila 6 (2.2)
 Connecticut 6 (0.6)
 Colorado 17 (6.3)
 Delaware 6 (0.6)
 Florida 118 (11.3) 37 (38.1)
 Georgia 39 (3.7) 14 (14.4)
 Illinois 89 (8.5) 14 (5.2)
 Indiana 71 (6.8) 1 (0.4)* 2 (2.1)*
 Iowa 22 (2.1) 1 (0.4)
 Kansas 37 (3.5) 63 (23.4)
 Kentucky 12 (1.1)
 Louisiana 26 (2.5)
 Maryland 47 (4.5)
 Massachusetts 16 (1.5)
 Michigan 84 (8.0)
 Minnesota 1 (0.1)
 Missouri 35 (3.3) 3 (1.1)
 Mississippi 30 (2.9) 3 (3.1)
 Montana 12 (4.5)
 Nebraska 1 (0.1) 21 (7.8)
 New Hampshire 1 (0.1)
 New Jersey 26 (2.5)
 New Mexico 15 (5.6)
 New York 60 (5.7)
 North Carolina 39 (3.7) 6 (6.2)
 North Dakota 12 (4.5)
 Ohio 7 (0.7)
 Oklahoma 12 (1.1) 29 (10.8)
 Ontario 4 (0.4)
 Pennsylvania 39 (3.7)
 San Luis Potosí 2 (0.7)
 Sonora 1 (0.4)*
 South Dakota 19 (7.1)
 South Carolina 46 (4.4) 32 (33.0)
 Tamaulipas 4 (1.5)
 Tennessee 15 (1.4)
 Texas 39 (3.7) 28 (10.4)
 Virginia 29 (2.8) 1 (1.0)*
 West Virginia 28 (2.7)
 Wisconsin 18 (1.7)
 Wyoming 1 (0.4)
 Zacatecas 1 (0.4)
 Totals 1048 (100) 269 (100) 97 (100)
* doubtful record
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Gibbons (2000, Herpetologists’ League Newsletter) has
recently pointed out that Heterodon simus,  the southern hog-
nosed snake, has not been reported from Mississippi or Ala-
bama for more than 18 years.  The basis for this statement has 
been discussed at length by Tuberville et al.  (2000).  Gibbons’s
statement is certainly disconcerting to the conservation-minded
biologist,  but the absence of long-term baseline data leaves one
at a loss to interpret the situation.

Shortly after World War II (roughly 1948–1952) I reviewed
the genus Heterodon in a dissertation (Edgren, 1952).  While
preparing that review I examined, I believe, virtually every
Heterodon in major U.S. collections and in a number of
smaller collections as well.   Stimulated by Gibbons’ statement I
revisited the dissertation in an effort to determine whether these
older data might establish any reference points for comparison
with current data on H. simus.   I had little recollection of
specimens of H. simus from either state, which was confirmed
by reexamination of the dissertation.  I found that I had seen
only two Alabama and three Mississippi specimens while
preparing my review of the genus.

Furthermore, a reevaluation of the distributional data col-
lected for the dissertation for all three species of Heterodon

(Table 1) might provide a crude baseline for comparison with
more recent distributional and prevalence data.

If valid, this approach will provide an unexplored source of
earlier data for comparison with newer information.  Over the
past half-century or so, a number of exhaustive studies have 
been published that list practically all specimens of a given spe-
cies that were available at the time in herpetological collections. 
Reexamination of these listings may give suggestions of the
earlier status of a given species that are otherwise unavailable.

Certainly, such a compilation has many weaknesses.  First,
it cannot provide an accurate picture of the distribution of the
animals under study --- it gives a picture of the distribution of
herpetologists.  However, biologists in many disciplines are
accustomed to “connecting the dots” at the periphery of a
species’ range in order to provide range maps, which are all
conditioned by the travels of collectors.  Second, abundance
data are at best suspect since herpetologists tend to return
repeatedly to areas where desired species have been collected,
reported or seen.  Thus such data are biased, and except in 
rare circumstances there is no satisfactory way to assess the
degree of bias.  Third, such an analysis cannot give a picture 
of the situation at any specific point in time.

The Heterodon specimens I examined for the dissertation
were collected from the mid-nineteenth century to roughly
1950.  Table 1, therefore, gives a cumulative picture of the
distribution and abundance of the three species prior to that
date.  The use of 1950 as a cutoff point is a convenient refer-
ence point since most specimens were probably collected 
before that date and it comes at the end of the period of limited 
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human expansion imposed by the great depression and the
Second World War.

Heterodon simus Linnaeus

The two Alabama specimens, MCZ 294, were from Mo-
bile, Mobile Co., and the Mississippi specimens were from
Biloxi,  Harrison Co. (UMMZ 76779); the Harrison-Jackson
Co. line 12 miles south of Vestri (AMNH 46739); and Vestri,
Jackson Co. (CNHM 21538).  In addition to these specimens,
Alabama records for H. simus included Holt,  Autanga Co., 
and Ozark, Dale Co. (Snyder, 1945); Perdito, Baldwin Co.
(Löding, 1922; Haltom, 1931) and Tuscaloosa Co. (Haltom,
1931), leading me to believe that the species may have been
distributed generally through the southern half of the state.  I
was aware of no literature records for Mississippi.   Recently,
Eckerman (1996), in a systematic review of Heterodon nasi-

cus,  examined a few H. simus and included two specimens
from near Oxford, Lee Co., Mississippi,  that were not in my
sample (Lazell [pers. com.] has questioned the origin of these
specimens); Eckerman saw no Alabama specimens.  It is 
apparent that H. simus was not particularly abundant either in
Mississippi or Alabama prior to about 1950, so the absence of
specimens through the 1980s and 1990s may not be surprising.

Specimens of H. simus from Florida, South Carolina and
Georgia were well represented in the collections I studied.  
The two Indiana and the one Virginia specimens are certainly
mislabeled.  However, the peripheral states, Alabama and
Mississippi and North Carolina, were rather poorly represent-
ed, which may suggest that these states were ecologically less
suitable for this species, generally, although suitable local
conditions certainly existed.  Tuberville et al.  (2000) have
recently reported on substantial numbers of North Carolina
specimens.  The greatest proportion of my sample was Florid-
ian which is to be expected in view of the heavy collecting that
has been directed towards that state.  Thirty-eight percent of
the specimens I saw came from Florida.  South Carolina was
also well represented, 33%; Georgia contributed only 14%.  I
know of no reason why Georgia was poorly represented in
comparison with its immediate neighbors.  I would suspect
intensity of collecting, but I cannot document this.

Perhaps the most striking result of this reassessment of
these data is the fact that H. simus was not the rare species I
had thought it to be.  In comparison with Heterodon plati-

rhinos,  which I considered to be relatively common, H. simus

did not appear to be particularly rare.  To consider only the
well-represented states:  for South Carolina each H. simus can
be matched to 1.4 H. platirhinos; for Georgia the ratio is 2.8
and in Florida 3.2.  In each case, and particularly in Florida,
the ranges for H. platirhinos are more extensive than those for
H. simus,  and could perhaps account for the discrepancy in
repesentation.  It would appear that up to 1950, H. simus was
about as common as H. platirhinos over broad portions of the
species’ range.

Heterodon simus is sympatric with Heterodon platirhinos

throughout its range and little is known of comparative ecologi-
cal requirements of the two species that could explain discrep-
ancies in distribution or abundance.  Ecological similarities

may suggest that the two species are in competition, with H.

platirhinos winning on the periphery but not in the center of 
the range of H. simus.

Heterodon platirhinos Latreille

In contrast to H. simus,  H. platirhinos failed to show such
extreme variations in representation.  Again Florida was the
most heavily represented state with Michigan second and Illi-
nois, Indiana and New York in rather intermediate positions. 
Florida, again, and Michigan have been heavily collected for
many years, as I believe is demonstrated by the data.  Certain
peripheral areas were, again, rather poorly represented, e.g.,
New Hampshire, Minnesota and Nebraska, but whether these
represent lack of collecting or actual reduced prevalence due to
restricted ranges remains to be determined.  Michener and
Lazell (1989), suggest that H. platirhinos is relatively rare in
the far northeast corner of its range, and compared numbers of
museum specimens from Massachusetts and New Hampshire
with numbers of other common species.  They concluded that
H. platirhinos were scarcer than Diadophis punctatus,  Storeria

occipitomaculata,  and Thamnophis sauritus,  equivalent to
Opheodrys vernalis and more common than Coluber constric-

tor,  Lampropeltis triangulum,  and Nerodia sipedon.   They
conditioned their conclusions on the basis of whether the 
individual species tended to aggregate and therefore would be
collected in large series.

Heterodon nasicus Baird and Girard

This species and H. platirhinos are largely allopatric, al-
though their ranges broadly overlap in some western states
(e.g.,  Kansas, Oklahoma, Texas).  In Kansas and Texas the
eastern parts of the states were well-represented by specimens
of H. platirhinos,  whereas the western parts of the states
seemed to be H. nasicus country.  Except for the panhandle, 
H. platirhinos appeared to be generally represented throughout
Oklahoma, whereas H. nasicus was again largely restricted to
the western half of the state.  Despite this more limited range
of H. nasicus in Oklahoma it was far better represented in
collections than was H. platirhinos,  suggesting a more success-
ful adjustment to the environment.

Heterodon nasicus also occurs in small, isolated popula-
tions in Illinois, Missouri,  Iowa and Minnesota.  My only
personal experience has been with the Illinois populations
which appeared to be Prairie Peninsula relicts (Smith, 1957). 
The remaining isolated eastern populations may also be inter-
preted as relictual populations that remained in suitable areas as
the main body of the H. nasicus population contracted with
post-Xerothermic restriction of the eastern extension of the
Grassland Biome.  H. platirhinos also inhabits these Prairie
Peninsula relicts in western Illinois, but numbers were too
limited for meaningful comparisons.

Mexican populations (H. nasicus kennerlyi) were poorly
represented in my sample, almost certainly the result of low
intensity of collecting.  I examined no specimens from Canada. 
The Canadian populations are clearly at the periphery of the
range for the species and the paucity of museum specimens
may well accurately reflect a low prevalence resulting from
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largely unsuitable habitats.

Eckerman (1996) saw many of the same specimens I exam-
ined, but from most areas substantially more individuals were
available.  He examined approximately 1000 specimens of the
three species, most of which were H. nasicus.   Although some
of these specimens could have been missed in my survey, it is
likely that many, if not most, have been collected since 1950. 
The list of states of origin of Eckerman’s sample is identical to
mine, with the exception of Mexican material.   Eckerman added
specimens from Durango (1), and Nuevo León (1), again
suggesting low peripheral representation.  In general it seems
that the cumulative data of the past 50 years indicate that the
western hog-nosed snake remains extant in all of the broad 

areas in its usually defined range.  Clearly, local extirpation
could have occurred and not been evident from this survey.

One might project that the relict Prairie Peninsula popula-
tions in central Illinois, and elsewhere, are in danger of being
destroyed; this is a particular concern in view of efforts to
drain the Sand Lake area near Havana, Mason County, Illinois
(Brown and Cima, 1998), the source of some half of my Illi-
nois H. nasicus.
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I am a graduate student of Dr. Carl H. Ernst at George
Mason University in Fairfax, Virginia.  I started the program
here in January 1995 after finishing a Master’s program at the
University of Michigan.  I was interested in conducting re-
search on the reproductive biology of tortoises.  My interest in
reproductive biology of turtles had started while working with
Dr. Justine Congdon at Michigan’s E. S. George Reserve and
with Dr. Ken Dodd and Dick Franz at Egmont Key, Florida. 
For three years I looked for funding to work with spurred
tortoises (Geochelone sulcata) in Senegal,  West Africa.  I
actually traveled to Senegal in 1996 for two weeks to meet 
with Dr. Michael Lambert (most recent research on G. sul-

cata),  Bernard Devaux (SOPTOM), Donato Ballasina
(CARAPAX) and Tomas Diagne (program for G. sulcata

conservation in Senegal) regarding research here.  Despite this
I did not find enough funding to start research in Senegal.  It
was at this point I had an opportunity to meet with Dr. Russell
Mittermeier, President of Conservation International (CI) in
Washington, D.C., and I switched my focus to radiated tor-
toises in Madagascar.  Conservation International funded a
reconnaissance trip to Madagascar in 1997.  My research
followed from 1998 to 2000 and is outlined in the following
three-part field report series.
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