KIRTLANDIA

THE CLEVELAND MUSEUM OF NATURAL HISTORY

CLEVELAND, OHIO DECEMBER 1982 NUMBER 36

A HERPETOFAUNAL SURVEY OF THE COASTAL
ZONE OF NORTHWEST OHIO

FRED KRAUS and GORDON W. SCHUETT

University of Michigan, Museum of Zoology, Ann Arbor
Central Michigan University, Department of Biology, Mt. Pleasant

Abstract

A survey of the herpetofauna of the coastal zone of northwest Ohio
was conducted from mid-June through late August, 1980. Emphasis was
placed on the collection of locality and population size data for
Emydoidea blandingi, Thamnophis sirtalis (melanistic), Nerodia sipedon
insularum, and Elaphe vulpina. Data were recorded, however, for all
herpetofaunal species encountered. Localities within the coastal zone are
listed for all reptiles and amphibians seen during the survey. We present our
opinions of the present status of the herpetofauna within the coastal zone
as well as natural history notes where useful. Several new county records
are recorded as well as range extensions. The distribution of the melanistic
phase of Thamnophis sirtalis within the state is detailed for the first time.

Introduction

The coastal zone of the northwest Ohio end of Lake Erie is of biologi-
cal interest because it supports the most extensive tracts of marshland in the
state. The botanical and ornithological significance of the region is evident,
but perhaps less obvious is the fact that this area contains a unique herpeto-
fauna, certain elements of which are rare or lacking in the remainder of the
state.
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The marshes are concentrated between Toledo and the eastern end of
Sandusky Bay. To the east of this, the marshes become associated mainly
with rivers until at approximately the border of Erie and Lorain Counties
they become nonexistent and are replaced by a woodland flora more charac-
teristic of northeast Ohio. Here the coastal zone becomes but a thin strip of
land for the remainder of its length east to Pennsylvania. Due to extensive
development of the narrow coastal zone east of Erie County, coastal habitat
in northwest Ohio suitable for supporting a large herpetofauna effectively
terminates at the eastern end of Erie County.

Because this region is unique and is undergoing increasing habltat
destruction, the Division of Natural Areas and Preserves of the Ohio Depart-
ment of Natural Resources initiated in 1980, as part of the Ohio Coastal Zone
Management Program, several studies dealing with the flora and fauna of the
region. Although the herpetological survey was principally concerned with
determining the localities in the region of several taxa actually or potentially
endangered in the state, data were recorded for all species encountered. The
data gathered during the ten weeks of the survey (June-August, 1980)
comprise the core of the present report but, when useful, additional
notes gathered by us over the past several years are used to supplement these
data.

The reptiles and amphibians of the coastal zone, though not specifically
dealt with, have been previously included in the works of Conant (1938a,
1951) and Walker (1946). The herpetofauna of the Lake Erie Islands has been
well-covered by Langlois (1964). No report, however, has appeared dealing
specifically with the herpetofauna of the marshland as a unit. This informa-
tion would be especially useful because the region has undergone much
change since the time of Conant and Walker. The purpose of this report is to
provide baseline information on the present-day status and geographic distri-
butions of the species comprising the coastal zone herpetofauna.

Materials and Methods

The geographical scope of the study area is largely confined to within
the politically defined boundary of the Ohio Coastal Zone in Lucas, Ottawa,
Sandusky, Erie, and extreme western Lorain Counties (Fig. 1). This includes
all islands in western Lake Erie under Ohio jurisdiction. Moreover, records,
when available, are given for localities in close proximity to this politically
defined unit because of the ecological focus of this report.

Surveying consisted primarily of walking along trails, dikes, or through
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woods, noting the time of each capture or positive identification of a species.
Wading along shores or surveying from a canoe was occasionally employed.
Cover, when present, was overturned to locate secretive species. Binoculars
were often used to observe turtles. Bullfrogs (Rana catesbeiana) were often
identified by their calls.

When a specimen was captured, its sex and length were noted. Total
length was usually estimated to the nearest one inch for lizards and sala-
manders, two inches for small snakes, and six inches for large snakes. Total
length was not generally estimated for turtles. When in the text length is given
in metric units, it indicates exact length to the nearest millimeter.

Most specimens captured were released unharmed at the point of
capture after the pertinent information was recorded. Specimens from non-
protected areas, however, were occasionally preserved for future study or as
locality records.

Observations were made throughout the day for many areas, allowing
for collection of data on the diel activity of the more abundant species.

In the following, all species captured during the survey are listed
(vernacular and scientific names are in accordance with Collins et al., 1982).
The localities, dates, and numbers observed are given for each species. Some
of the records listed were not observed directly by us but by other sources
we considered reputable. Such instances are noted in the species accounts.

If information is available for a species from an area adjacent to the
politically defined coastal zone, it is included. (Henceforth, the term “coastal
zone” is used interchangeably with “marsh zone” and is intended to denote
the more broad ecological and physiographic definition of the region rather
than the political definition.)

Included for each species is our impression of its status within the
coastal zone. The status is listed as follows:

Abundant—common at numerous localities

Common—present at many localities, density may vary between localities

Uncommon—present at some localities, often restricted in habitat or
density; or secretive, and may be present at many localities

Rare—very restricted in range and numbers

Remarks follow for each species, which may include natural history notes and
comments on factors leading to the species’ status in the coastal zone. Addi-
tionally, for species which in Ohio are largely or entirely endemic to the
coastal zone (and, therefore, endangered or potentially threatened), we offer
suggestions we believe may be effective in reversing the decline of the species’
populations or in assuring their continuance within the state.

Following the discussion section of each species is a list of localities
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within the coastal zone where we did not locate the species but where previ-
ous authors have recorded the species.

Description of the Collecting Sites

The western Ohio portion of the Lake Erie coastal zone is composed
primarily of marshland with scattered small woods on areas of higher ground.
The marshes consist of large expanses of shallow water that locally may form
mud flats during the warmer part of the year. Vegetation in these shallow
waters consists mainly of emergents. Characteristic are the Nymphaeaceae,
Typha, Alisma, Sagittaria, and Potomogeton, with Typha predominating. In
areas of deeper water, vascular plants may be lacking altogether. The marshes
are transected by numerous dikes which characteristically support a terrestrial
early successional stage flora. Characteristic plants include the Cyperaceae,
Gramineae, Cirsium, Asclepias, Plantago, Urtica, Ambrosia, Taraxacum, and
Daucus. These dikes are usually earthen, but often overlie a base of limestone
boulders which, along the sides of the dikes, provide excellent habitat for
certain snake species. Most of the specimens discussed here were found on or
adjacent to dikes in the marshes.

On higher ground in some of the marshes small tracts of woods occur,
but these are largely unsuitable for habitation by reptiles and few specimens
were captured in them. The soil is usually waterlogged and standing water is
often present.

Within the coastal zone and distinct from the marshland are the lime-
stone islands north of the Catawba Peninsula, and similar limestone areas on
the Marblehead Peninsula of the mainland. The primary habitats on the
islands are the rock-strewn shores and inland fields and woods. Additionally,
the quarries on Kelleys Island and the Marblehead Peninsula have field and
rock ledge habitats unique within the coastal zone.

On the mainland are rocky shores and narrow beach strands. The
former is composed primarily of artificial dikes. Beach strand was the pre-
dominant form of natural shoreline in the past but is fast disappearing due to
action by the lake. In the following the term “shore” indicates a rocky
coastal habitat, while “beach” denotes a sandy one.

Within the coastal zone most tracts of land large enough to be of
significance in supporting large reptile and amphibian populations are owned
by the federal or state governments or by private hunting clubs. Otherwise,
most of the remaining land in the coastal zone does not consist of sufficiently
large tracts of suitable habitat and was not visited in this survey.

The localities studied, their acreage, and major habitats follow. Loca-
tions are shown in Figure 1. The Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge is composed
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of five units which shall be referred to separately; “Ottawa NWR™ designates
the largest unit wherein is located the refuge headquarters. Abbreviations
used are NWR for National Wildlife Refuge, SP for State Park, and WA for
Wildlife Area.

(1) Ottawa River, Toledo, Lucas Co. (80)—fields, riverine cattail marsh
(2) Maumee River islands, Lucas Co. (200)—woods, riverine marsh
(3) Nile’s Woods, Lucas Co. (1241)—shore, fields, cattail marsh, woods
(4) Cedar Point NWR, Lucas Co. (2245)—marsh, woods, beach
(5) Metzger’s Marsh, Lucas Co. (558)—shore
(6) Crane Creek SP, Lucas and Ottawa Cos. (72)—marsh, beach, woods
(7) Magee Marsh, Ottawa Co. (2131)—marsh, beach, woods
(8) Ottawa NWR, Lucas and Ottawa Cos. (4683)—marsh, shore, woods,
beach
(9) Toussaint Creek WA, Ottawa Co. (236)—marsh
(10) Navarre Marsh, Ottawa Co. (591)—marsh, beach, woods
(11) Toussaint Shooting Club, Ottawa Co. (1800)—marsh, beach
(12) Darby Marsh, Ottawa Co. (520)—marsh, shore
(13) East Harbor SP, Ottawa Co. (1691)—beach, marsh, woods
(14) Marblehead Quarries, Ottawa Co. (2500)—limestone outcrops and
fields
(15) Little Portage River WA, Ottawa Co. (357)—marsh
(16) Winous Point, Ottawa Co. (4500)—marsh, shore, woods
(17) Ottawa Shooting Club, Sandusky Co. (3500)—marsh, woods
(18) Willow Point WA, Erie Co. (645)—marsh, shore, woods
(19) Bay View Marsh, Erie Co. (1175)—marsh
(20) Resthaven WA, Erie Co. (2210)—woods, fields
(21) Sheldon’s Marsh, Erie Co. (386)—marsh, beach, woods
(22) Huron River, Erie Co. (500)—fields, riverine marsh, and woods
(23) 0Old Woman’s Creek, Erie Co. (640)—fields, riverine marsh, and woods
(24) High Bridge Rd., Lorain Co. (80)—woods, fields
(25) Kelleys Island, Erie Co. (2797)—limestone outcrops, fields, woods
(26) South Bass Island, Ottawa Co. (1570)—shore, fields, woods
(27) Middle Bass Island, Ottawa Co. (813)—shore, fields, woods
(28) North Bass Island, Ottawa Co. (704)—shore, fields, woods
(29) West Sister Island, Lucas Co. (80)—shore, woods
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Species Accounts

Ambystoma tigrinum tigrinum (Eastern Tiger Salamander)
Kelleys Island, 8-19-80 (1), 7-23-81 (6). Rare
The 1980 specimen was captured under a piece of wet cardboard
in short grass near the quarry at the center of the island; all others were
found in or adjacent to rock slides. We are aware of other recent speci-
mens from the island and Langlois (1964) records them from South
Bass Island and Middle Bass Island.

Ambystoma maculatum (Spotted Salamander)
High Bridge Rd., Lorain Co., 7-23-80 (6). Rare
Located in late morning under railroad ties adjacent to a mesic
woods. All specimens were adults.
Recorded from South Bass Island by Langlois (1964).

Ambystoma texanum (Smallmouth Salamander)
Ottawa River, Toledo, 4-11-80 (1); Middle Bass Island, 6-8-80 (1). Rare
The first specimen was found along a ditch, the second along the
east shore of Middle Bass Island. This species occurs primarily in popu-
lations composed largely of hybrids between this species and A.
laterale.
Downs (1978) records this species as relatively rare on Middle
Bass Island. Other literature records are questionable due to the
tendency for this species to form hybrids in this region and the diffi-
culty of separating A. texanum from the hybrids.

Ambystoma hybrids

Ottawa River, Toledo, 3-20-80 (1); Pearson Park, 5-9-80 (5); East
Harbor SP, 6-26-80 (2), 8-14-80 (8); Sheldon’s Marsh, 7-15-80 (1); High
Bridge Rd., Lorain Co., 7-23-80 (1), 6-28-81 (1); Kelleys Island,
8-19-80 (3); Middle Bass Island, 6-7-80 (2). Uncommon

These are hybrids between A. texanum and A. laterale (see
Downs, 1978) and, on Kelleys Island, between A. texanum and A.
tigrinum. Furthermore, the Lorain Co. specimens may be hybrids be-
tween A. texanum and A. jeffersonianum as Uzzell (1964) records A.
jeffersonianum from within a couple miles of this site.

The Pearson Park locality is 3 mi. east of the Toledo city
boundary.
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All specimens were found in mesic conditions, often in or adja-
cent to woods that were subject to flooding. Though not easily located,
these salamanders probably have a more extensive range within the
coastal zone than presently indicated. However, their distribution will
no doubt prove to be discontinuous due to the isolated occurrence
of their wooded habitat throughout much of the marsh zone.

Downs (1978) also records these salamanders from Middle Bass
Island and North Bass Island.

Plethodon cinereus (Redbacked Salamander)

East Harbor SP, 6-26-80 (1); Sheldon’s Marsh, 8-22-80 (2); High
Bridge Rd., Lorain Co., 7-23-80 (5). Uncommon
All specimens were found in mesic situations in or adjacent to
woods. The species was only recorded from the eastern half of the
study zone, where somewhat higher elevations occur and woodlands are

more prevalent.
This species has been recorded from South Bass Island (Langlois
1964).

Plethodon glutinosus glutinosus (Slimy Salamander)
Old Woman’s Creek, 7-8-80 (1). Rare
One specimen was found under a log on a dry westward-facing
hillside, adjacent to the river. The specimen measured 74 mm S-V
length and was a female. This probably represents the westward-most
extension of the species in northern Ohio.

Bufo americanus americanus (Eastern American Toad)

Ottawa River, Toledo, 6-19-80 (1); East Harbor SP, 7-7-80 (1);
Marblehead Quarries, 8-14-80 (>20); Winous Point, 7-25-80 (1);
Ottawa Shooting Club, 8-4-80 (3); Willow Point WA, 8-12-80 (1); Rest-
haven WA, 8-1-80 (1); Castalia, 8-13-80 (1); Sheldon’s Marsh, 8-22-80
(3); Huron River, 8-8-80 (2); Old Woman’s Creek, 7-9-80 (2); High
Bridge Rd., Lorain Co., 7-23-80 (4); Kelleys Island, 8-19-80 (6). Uncommon

Although this species was found at several localities in the coastal
zone, it appeared common at only two localities. Fields, beaches, and
woods were occupied, though quarry fields produced the most indi-
viduals.

The Ottawa Shooting Club locality represents a new county
record for the species.

It has previously been found in the coastal zone at Port Clinton,



1982 HERPETOFAUNA OF THE COASTAL ZONE 29

Ottawa Co.; and on Gibralter Island, Middle Bass Island, and South Bass
Island (Walker 1946).

Bufo woodhousei fowleri (Fowler’s Toad)
Crane Creek SP, 6-17-80 (1); East Harbor SP, 6-26-80 (2), 7-7-80
(1); Old Woman’s Creek, 7-9-80 (2). Rare
This species was not commonly seen during the survey. The
specimens at the first two localities were on beaches; the last locality
was a field.
The species has previously been recorded in the coastal zone near
Castalia and at Cedar Point, Erie Co.; and at Port Clinton and on the
Marblehead Peninsula, Ottawa Co. (Walker 1946).

Acris crepitans blanchardi (Blanchard’s Cricket Frog)
Ottawa Shooting Club, 8-12-80 (3); Middle Bass Island, 7-25-80
. Rare
The specimens at the first locality were on a grassy dike adjacent
to marshland; the one from the second locality was in a woodland
pond.
Previously recorded from Castalia and Sandusky, Erie Co.; and
North Bass Island by Walker (1946).

Rana catesbeiana (Bullfrog)

Cedar Point NWR, 6-23-80 (3), 7-14-80 (1); Ottawa NWR,
6-20-80 (1); Crane Creek SP, 6-17-80 (1); Magee Marsh, 4-27-74 (2);
Toussaint Creek WA, 6-30-80 (3), 8-13-80 (1), 5-16-80 (1); Navarre
Marsh, 6-27-80 (1); Darby Marsh, 7-1-80 (1); Old Woman’s Creek,
7-8-80 (2); Middle Bass Island, 7-3-80 (1), 7-25-80 (1). Common

This species is a characteristic denizen of the marshes in the
coastal zone and is doubtless more widespread and abundant than indi-
cated by our data. Due to the species’ habit of frequenting offshore
areas, most of the above records are counts of calling individuals.

The Old Woman’s Creek locality may represent a new county
record for the species.

The bullfrog has been previously recorded in Ottawa Co. at Camp
Perry, Lakeside, East Harbor, and South Bass Island by Walker (1946)
and Gibralter Island by Langlois (1964).

Rana clamitans melanota (Green Frog)
Toussaint Creek WA, 8-20-80 (1); Navarre Marsh, 6-27-80 (1);
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Marblehead Quarries, 8-14-80 (1); Ottawa Shooting Club, 6-6-81 (1);
High Bridge Rd., Lorain Co., 7-23-80 (1), 6-28-81 (2). Uncommon
The apparent rarity of this species in the coastal zone may be

actual or an artifact of our sampling methods in the habitat occupied
by the species in this area. If, like the bullfrog, it inhabits primarily
deeper water in the marshes, the species may be common yet remain
unnoticed. Walker (1946) records the species as absent from the coastal
zone except for Townsend Twp., Sandusky Co. and an old record from
Castalia, Erie Co. by Morse (1904). The Toussaint Creek, Navarre
Marsh, and Marblehead Quarries records represent the first definite
locality records for Ottawa Co. The first two localities are marsh, the
third field and limestone outcrop, and the fourth woods. |

Rana pipiens (Northern Leopard Frog)

Ottawa River, Toledo, 6-19-80 (1), 7-19-81 (>20); Cedar Point
NWR, 6-23-80 (1), 7-9-80 (1), 7-14-80 (4); Ottawa NWR, 6-20-80 (1),
6-24-80 (1); Crane Creek SP, 6-17-80 (2); Magee Marsh, 6-16-80 (5),
6-18-80 (2); Toussaint Creek WA, 8-13-80 (>20), 8-20-80 (>80);
Navarre Marsh, 6-25-80 (1); Darby Marsh, 7-1-80 (2); East Harbor SP,
6-26-80 (3); Little Portage River WA, 7-18-80 (5), 8-11-80 (>20);
Winous Point, 7-25-80 (>50), 8-21-80 (>50); Ottawa Shooting Club,
8-12-80 (>20); Willow Point WA, 7-30-80 (1); Bay View Marsh,
7-24-80 (>30); High Bridge Rd., Lorain Co., 6-28-81 (1); Kelleys
Island, 8-19-80 (1). Abundant

This is at times an incredibly abundant frog in the marshes;
at other times it may appear rare or absent. It occurs most commonly
in areas of high grass and is most frequently found on the dikes
during very hot weather. Under such prime conditions frogs may
occur every few feet. The species is characteristic of the marsh zone and
a very important link in the trophic structure of the marsh community.

At Winous Point on 8-21-80 several of these frogs were heard
giving distress calls in the grass. Investigation invariably determined the
caller to be in the process of being swallowed by Thamnophis sirtalis.
Since our investigation into the matter several times caused the snakes
to release their prey, the utility of the distress call is obvious. It would
be interesting if the distress call served the same purpose naturally, by
attracting other species to the disturbance to effect release of the prey.

Additionally, the species has been reported from Cedar Point,
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Erie Co.; the Marblehead Peninsula, and South Bass, Middle Bass, North
Bass, and West Sister Islands by Walker (1946).

Rana sylvatica (Wood Frog)
High Bridge Rd., Lorain Co., 7-23-80 (5). Rare
This species appears totally absent from the marsh areas, although
Morse (1904) recorded it as present at Sandusky, Erie Co. The above
specimens were found in a wooded situation within the coastal zone
but east of the extensive zone of marshland.

Chelydra serpentina serpentina (Common Snapping Turtle)

Cedar Point NWR, 6-30-80 (1); Metzger’s Marsh, 5-29-81 (1);
Magee Marsh, 6-16-80 (1); East Harbor SP; Winous Point; Ottawa
Shooting Club, 8-4-80 (1); Willow Point WA, 7-30-80 (1), 5-16-81
(1). Common

We list the status of this species in the marsh zone as common,
despite the few records available, because of its secretive, highly aquatic
habits. These turtles characteristically lie submerged on the marsh
substrate except when surfacing for air or, very rarely, sunning. Of the
above records, three were sightings of dead animals, two of surfacing
animals, and one of a basking animal. The Winous Point locality is
based on the experience of manager Dr. Bob Meeks, who often captures
the species in traps. Similarly, the East Harbor locality is based on a
specimen captured there by park personnel and observed by us. Because
this species frequents both marshes and ditches we have no doubt that
it ranges widely throughout the coastal zone, despite the difficulty of
its detection without the use of traps.

The Ottawa Shooting Club specimen represents a new county
record.

The species has previously been recorded in the coastal zone at
Sandusky, Erie Co.; Erie Twp., and South Bass Island, Ottawa Co.; and
Bono, Lucas Co. (Conant 1938a).

Emydoidea blandingi (Blanding’s Turtle)

Nile’s Woods, 6-18-80 (4); Cedar Point NWR, 6-23-80 (2), 7-9-80
(1), 7-14-80 (1); Ottawa NWR, 6-20-80 (5); Crane Creek SP, 6-17-80
(3); Magee Marsh, 6-16-80 (3); Navarre Marsh, 6-25-80 (2), 6-27-80 (2);
Toussaint Shooting Club, 7-28-80 (8), 7-29-80 (1); Darby Marsh, 7-1-80
(1); East Harbor SP, 7-7-80 (3); Winous Point; Ottawa Shooting Club,








































































