A Snakes Tale


I have spent most of my life in California, but after I graduated from college, I moved to the south.  During the summer of 2002, I took a job as field technician for the Department of Natural Resources in Atlanta, Georgia. My job was to monitor water quality of streams near factories and water treatment plants under the supervision of an Environmental Specialist.


One of my older supervisors, named Ben, had gone to the Georgia Institute of Technology and had majored in engineering.  He had never taken a biology class in his life.  In fact, he had never bothered to learn anything about biology, and he had worked this job for 20 years.  His lack of knowledge, combined with his lack of interest in anything, made road trips with him rather unpleasant.


One day, the two of us went to a water treatment plant in Newnan, Georgia.  We had stopped talking to each other within the first few miles of the trip.  I got out of the van and greeted the water treatment operator.  He has been inspecting the surrounding landscape and looked rather worried when we approached.  He pulled back some brush with a stick so that we could see a young Cottonmouth that was curled up on the ground.  The operator, being a man of action, said, “Let me go to my car and get my gun.”


Without thinking, I blurted, “DON’T KILL THAT SNAKE!”


Both the operator and Ben looked at me as if I was completely out of my mind. The operator sheepishly said, “I just wanted to make sure that no one got hurt.”


I could have given them both a lecture about the importance of predators in an ecosystem, but I just smiled and looked away.


I took the water samples in silence knowing I had just saved a snake’s life at the expense of stepping way out of line.  After I finished and we were back in the van, Ben glared at me and asked, “Why did you do that?”


“I wanted the snake to live!”


“You did not need to do that. He was full of it; he was not going to kill it,” he said.


“Right.  He was just going to scare it away.”


“You know what?” he scoffed. “Girls have certainly changed in the last 10 years.”


I didn’t respond to that.  I sat there thinking about the kinds of things that he imagined a southern lady should say in the presence of a Cottonmouth.  Maybe, “Eek it’s a snake!!! Kill it!” or perhaps a gentler approach: “Don’t harm it; its just a little ol’ snake not paying anyone no nevermind.”


Ben turned the radio to the latest football game and drove down the road without looking at me again.  I knew that I had proven again that I was a damm Yankee woman on southern turf.  I had won the battle but lost the war because I had succeeded in saving the snake’s life, but the way in which I went about it was entirely wrong.  The men obeyed me because they were startled that I showed such strong emotions toward a snake.  If I had done my job well, I would have helped them understand why they should not kill a snake that posed no threat to us.  I had no doubt that either of these men would kill a snake the next time they came across one.


I realized that to be a biologist, one has to understand more than facts and figures.  A biologist must communicate effectively, or the knowledge is useless.  Biologists tend to be esoteric people who study things that are published in specialized journals.  However, it is most often the actions of the non-biologist that determine whether or not an ecosystem or species will survive.  Therefore, it is not enough for those of us in the field to share our know-how with our peers.  We have to be able to educate other people without offending or intimidating them.


If I had to do it over again, and I probably will at some point, I would stick to my principles in order to save the snake, but I’d also try to be a little more understanding of different perspectives and a little less strident in my approach.

