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Part-timers

H

alf a dozen panamint rattlesnakes
(Crotalus stephensi) sprawl
together in sunlight on the den’s
front porch, a smooth stone ledge a
few inches wide. They appear to be
snoozing: immobile, tucked comfortably together in loose loops and coils
of red, gold, and chocolate brown.
Ten feet away, I’m close to sleep, too.
I’ve propped my back against Sierra
Nevada granite; my camera lies on one
knee. A few feet to my left, two more
rattlesnakes mate in companionable
silence. Then, two adult desert striped
whipsnakes (Coluber taeniatus taeniatus) slide through the rattlesnakes
on the ledge like tuxedoed dancers
slipping through a crowd of heavyweight wrestlers. At other times of the
year, desert striped whipsnakes eat
baby rattlesnakes. Now, they use the
rattlesnakes’ ledge as a highway. They
also den here, on the other side of a
boulder that juts into the rattlesnakes’
porch. The two whipsnakes flow
around a skein of female rattlesnakes
and slither over a brown, diamondpatterned male rattlesnake who’s
been sparring all day. The rattlesnake,
whom I’ve nicknamed “Brownie the
Bellicose,” rises into the air.
I’ve learned to think of rattlesnakes
as deeply social animals who form
long-term communities. Panamint
rattlesnakes at this den spend more
than half their lives together, returning year after year to overwinter at
the same den. Females give birth
every other year at most. They bear
live young and more than likely pro-
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tect them after birth. They probably
spend less time hunting and mating
than they spend with each other. For
that reason, rattlesnake populations
are incredibly vulnerable. Recently, I
found the bodies of two of this den’s
matriarchs. Later, I overheard the
man who killed them bragging about
it. It takes years for rattlesnakes to
reach reproductive age, but one human can wipe out an entire rattlesnake community in days.
Brownie sways in a one-foot-tall
column. He looks one way, then the
other, and I wonder if he might chase
the whipsnakes. He’s brawnier, but
considerably slower. One of the whipsnakes pauses and doubles back in a
graceful hairpin. Then the whipsnake
travels up and around Brownie like
a stripe traveling up a barber pole.
Halfway up, the whipsnake stops and
stretches its head and neck horizontally below the rattlesnake’s chin.
Brownie cranes his blocky head
around and plants his nose on the
whipsnake’s back for a sniff. The rattlesnake and whipsnake slump back down
to the ground, where they bask together
for the next half hour. As the sun sinks,
Brownie slides into the den. The whipsnake remains a minute more and then
slithers around the corner. Soon after,
the mating rattlesnakes leave.
Prey animals signal predators to the
benefit of both: Thomson’s gazelles
(Eudorcas thomsonii) stot. Desert kangaroo rats (Dipodomys deserti) drum
and kick dirt in the faces of sidewinder
rattlesnakes (Crotalus cerastes). Dif-

ferent species share alarm calls: California quail (Callipepla californica) respond to the alarm calls of white-tailed
antelope squirrels (Ammospermophilus leucurus) when rattlesnakes are
near. A “dear enemy” model—which
describes reduced aggression between
neighboring competitors—allows for
fewer fights between rattlesnakes and
whipsnakes, who overwinter in similar
habitats and use similar resources. But
these snakes do more than tolerate or
signal each other. Whipsnakes, at least,
seek rattlesnake company. Call it parttime friendship.
When I think to look, I’ve found
young whipsnakes piled under basking adult rattlesnakes. In bitterbrush
near the den, large adult male whipsnakes and male rattlesnakes nap
together. Although I’ve seen male
whipsnakes bite each other, I’ve never
observed a whipsnake attacking a
rattlesnake, or vice versa, even though
young rattlesnakes bask with adult
rattlesnakes on the den’s front porch.
Maybe it’s an armistice—western
fence lizards (Sceloporus occidentalis) roam the den area with impunity.
The snakes probably won’t eat them
until later in spring. Meanwhile, I do
my best to hide my tracks from others.
Humans don’t make good neighbors
to rattlesnakes at any time of year.
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