
Gobs o’ Garters

W inter’s chill has 
passed. The Canadian 

sun shines stronger. The 
ground grows warmer. 
And everything’s coming 
up . . . snakes?
 Yep, it’s true. Every year 
about this time, an amaz-
ing thing happens (see 
photo at right): Red-sided 
garter snakes begin crawl-
ing out of their winter 
dens by the thousands—
many, MANY thousands! 
 Common garter snakes 
can be found almost any-
where in North America, 
except deserts. Some 
people even mistakenly 
call them “garden (or 
 gardener) snakes.” The 
red-sided garters live 
throughout the central 
part of the continent. But 
nowhere do they gather 
in such huge numbers as 
they do here at the Nar-
cisse Snake Dens in Mani-
toba, Canada (see map).
 Slither on over to the 
next page to see what 
they’re up to. Gobs o’ Garters

There’s nothing quite like it:  
one place in the world where  
you can find . . .
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SLEEP TIGHT
 Like all snakes, red-sided 
garters try to avoid freezing 
temperatures. They prefer safe 
places that don’t freeze, such as a 
hibernaculum that’s deep enough 
underground. The limestone 
dens in this part of Canada are 
just the thing. Some of these dens 
are big enough for hundreds of 
snakes. And a few can hold up to 
75,000 or more!
 Each fall, garters come from 
miles around to these dens. They 
then creep inside and huddle 
together. As outside temperatures 
drop, the snakes also cool down 
and become inactive. They don’t 
even have to eat. They just stay 
put through the winter. 

RISE & SHINE! 
 Once the ground gets warm-
er with the coming spring, the 
snakes slowly warm up and 
begin to stir. Their hearts beat 
faster, and their breath quick-
ens. The males are first to leave 
the dens. By now, they may not 
have eaten for eight months! 
But they’re not looking for 
food—not yet. They’re waiting 
for the females to come out.
 When a female finally 
emerges, males make a bee-
line for her. How? They follow 
her scent! Her body gives off a 
pheromone that tells the males 
she’s ready to mate. Sometimes, 
a female has so many suitors 
that they swarm over her in 
what’s called a “mating ball.” 

Yawn, stretch. the days are growing longer and 
warmer. Spring beckons this snake, just waking up 
from a long winter’s nap.

a scientist scrambles to catch 
some garters as they slither 
out of their den.

Somewhere among all those male garter 
snakes is a Ms. Snake. it’s the time of year 
for the snakes to mate.

Here’s a close look at just a few 
of the chilly snakes gathered in a 
huddle in their winter den.

herpetologist(hur-puh-TAH-luh-jist) A scientist who studies reptiles and amphibians.

pheromone 

(FAIR-uh-mohn)

A chemical given off by an 

animal that can be sensed 

by another animal of the 

same kind.

hibernaculum 

(hy-bur-NAK-yuh-lum) 

A sheltered place for 

spending the winter.

FUN WORD
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WATCH IT!



MAKING DISCOVERIES
 So many snakes in one place 
might seem like a nightmare to 
someone who’s afraid of them. 
But to a herpetologist, it’s a 
dream come true—a great op-
portunity for study!
 One task is to just figure out 
how many snakes are in the 
dens. It’s like trying to guess 
how many beans are in a 
jar without having to count 
them one by one. Some of the 
snakes are collected and mea-
sured. Some are marked with 
numbers, and tiny radio trans-
mitters are put inside them. 
Then scientists use special 
equipment to track where they 
go after they’re released.
 We know that the snakes 
mate after leaving the dens 

and that the females give birth 
(garters don’t lay eggs). And we 
know they all go their separate 
ways to spend the summer in 
nearby wetlands, feasting on 
frogs and other small creatures. 
But how do they find their way 
back to the dens the next fall? 
And where do the baby snakes 
spend their first winter, since 
they don’t use the dens?  
 Scientists are still working 
on these and other mysteries. 
Good thing gobs of garters will 
be wiggling out of their dens 
again this time next year! =

Gulp—what a mouthful! 
This baby red-sided garter 
spends its first summer 
gobbling earthworms and 
other wetland tidbits.

Oh, there you are! This 
scientist used telemetry 
to track down Snake #17. 

telemetry 

(tuh-LEM-uh-tree)

Using an antenna and receiver 

to pick up signals coming from 

another location.

FUN WORD


