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Springfield, VA – As many of my friends have come to learn, I am somewhat addicted to spread sheets.  Although I use Numbers, the Apple variant, when I am using my iPad during travels, my preference at home is Microsoft Excel.  As opposed to writing out  lists, spreadsheets make it easy to make changes and to update.  I even have a spreadsheet ranking my friends from 1 to 87 (the largest number on my current list).  I tell most of them where they stand at any given moment, and, surprisingly, this information has not yet resulted in someone punching me in the face, or stomping off in anger.  I suppose that this is because most people understand that not all friends are the same – my rationalization is that I just formalize what many, I suspect, do quietly in their own minds.
My adventures while hiking have led me to apply much the same type of ranking to the animals with which I have come in contact.  The only difference is that it is a reverse list from the one I created to rank my friends.  In the case of animals, the #1 ranking begins with the animal I like the least.  Without a doubt, choosing numero uno was very easy.   I hate snakes.

As far as I am concerned, the worst wildlife enemy of a hiker, by far, is the snake.  Although this animal does not generally seek you out and try to inflict harm, it can be involved in some serious interactions while on the trail.  My childhood experiences on a farm in Kentucky on the banks of the Ohio River ingrained in me an intense dislike of snakes.  There we had plenty of both “good” and “bad” snakes, the differentiation based primarily on whether or not they were poisonous.  The non-poisonous varieties were harmless “garter” snakes (although, contrary to most beliefs, they do have mild venom) and long, big, black snakes.  I was never bitten by either.  However, we also were neighbors with copperheads and water moccasins, both of which inject poison when striking.  My dog, Tick, was bitten by a water moccasin near the river and nearly died.  On several outings in the woods behind our farm house, I had close calls with copperheads.   As a result, the prevailing policy on our farm was to kill any snake, good or bad, and then determine its I.D.   I realize that this approach might offend many who either like snakes or who argue for all the good that these animals do in terms of eating rodents, etc, but that is how we felt.  While armed with a hoe, I never lost a fight with a snake.  They do not do well when chopped into a lot of pieces.  
I had not had, for the most part, many confrontations with snakes while spending 20 years on submarines or while living here in suburbia.  Ironically, a few years ago, I was bitten on my knuckle by a small copperhead while gardening, but fortunately I had on cotton gloves and little venom got into my hand.  It swelled up for a few days, but it was not worthy of an E.R. visit – at least for this farm boy.
But on the trail, especially the Appalachian Trail in Virginia, snakes are a concern.  The timber rattlesnakes grow big in the Shenandoah Mountains.  I have come across several in a day while hiking in the Blue Ridge region.  And they are often BIG.  How big?  Well, my hiking buddy, Hank, and I came across one which was coiled and rattling right in the middle of the trail.  It appeared to have the diameter at least as large as a man’s wrist, and, although it was coiled, appeared to be at least 10 feet in length.  Fortunately, this fellow’s rattle could be heard over a quarter of a mile away, so there was no missing him as we approached.  We opted to try to avoid him by bush-whacking our way around at a considerable distance.  I do not know what we would have done if he had suddenly stopped rattling.  “Where is he?  And does he have friends here?”  I still remember our very considerable worry until we got well clear down the trail from his coil (and rattle).  Stepping on a snake of this size while in the wilderness could be deadly.  How can you possibly get medical assistance if bit by one of these snakes in the middle of nowhere?
Number two on my spreadsheet of animal wildlife I dislike is the mosquito.  Although their bite may not be as immediately deadly as a snake, they bring the very real potential of diseases which may seriously affect you for the rest of your life.  When hiking, you must be aware of the danger from mosquito bites.  Whereas snakes come in ones or two’s, mosquitoes come in squadrons – angry, persistent hordes ready to exploit any skin opening you present to them.  The problem for hikers is that insect repellent tends to lose effectiveness as you sweat during the day.  You must discipline yourself to re-apply on exposed skin every few hours.  Obviously, a hiker can lessen the target areas on their bodies by wearing long sleeved shirts, hiking trousers, and a hat.  However, I see many hikers who prefer to hike on hot days in shorts and tee shirts.  Not me.  I am a long everything person, no matter the temperature.   
This type of outfit also helps to protect me from Number three on my list:  ticks.  These bad boys can jump aboard as you walk and burrow into your body in search of your blood.  The problem is that they often also carry nasty, and serious, diseases, such as Rocky Mountain Fever, Lyme disease – and a new one recently discovered called Powassan virus. As with mosquitoes, insect repellents containing DEET (10 to 25 %) are recommended by CDC.  I spray not only any exposed skin, but also my clothing.  I often do not have the luxury of a bath or shower at the end of the day when on the trail, so the best protection is preventing these troublemakers from getting on me.  Interestingly, DEET works by making your body invisible to both mosquitoes and ticks.
You may note that I have not included bears, mountain lions, and other large mammals in the top three on my list.  To date, none have bothered me while hiking.  Hopefully that will remain the case.
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