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PRIMITIVE BURROWING AND SPECIALISED SNAKES


Of the nine families grouped together in this section, three contain species that look very similar and the other six each contain only a small number of species. They are thought to have evolved very early in the history of snakes. They all have a pelvic girdle (the bone to which their hind limbs would be attached if they had them) and some have small thorn-like structures, the remains of hind limbs that have all but disappeared.

Primitive burrowing snakes (blind and thread snakes) The three families of primitive burrowing snakes are the Anomalepididae (which has no English name), the thread snakes (Leptotyphlopidae) and the blind snakes (Typhlopidae). All the 330 or so species in these families are small, from about 10–95 cm in length. They have thin, cylindrical bodies, short tails and smooth, shiny scales. Their eyes are minuscule and their jaws are more rigid than in other snakes. They are found in most of the warmer parts of the world.

Primitive specialised snakes

Of the six remaining families, the sunbeam snake family (Xenopeltidae) and the dwarf pipe snakes (Anomalepidae), each contains two species and two further families contain only a single species each: these are the Central American Sunbeam Snake (Loxocemidae) and the Red Pipe Snake (Aniliidae). The shield-tailed snakes (Uropeltidae) and the pipe snakes (Cylindrophiidae) are from Asia and contain 45 and eight species, respectively.


PRIMITIVE ‘BOAS’


The snakes belonging to the following two families – the Wood Snakes or West Indian Boas (Tropidophiidae) and the Round Island Boas (Bolyeriidae) – are not, strictly speaking, boas at all. They were classified with the boas for many years, however, and have certain similarities with them: they all have remains of hind limbs, in the form of small spurs, their heads are covered with numerous small scales, and they all constrict their prey.

The Tropidophiidae is a family of 21 species. Most are found in the West Indies, especially on the island of Cuba, but a few occur on the Central or South American mainland. They are small boa-like snakes that live secretive lives, emerging mainly at night to feed. Several species are rare; some are known from only two or three specimens.

The Bolyeriidae contains just two species, one of which, the Round Island Keeled-Scaled Boa, is probably extinct. The other species also lives on Round Island, near Mauritius in the Indian Ocean, and is endangered. Much of the habitat on Round Island was destroyed after the introduction of goats and rabbits in the nineteenth century, and introduced rats preyed on the snakes’ eggs and young.


HAITIAN WOOD SNAKE Tropidophis haitianus
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A slender snake with smooth scales. This variable species has different colour forms on different islands. It may be brown, olive, tan or orange, with several rows of small darker blotches running down the back.


	Size	To about 70 cm.

	Distribution	Cuba, Hispaniola (Haiti and Dominican Republic) and Jamaica.

	Habitat	Forests, scrub and rocky places. Sometimes in bromeliads (air plants) several metres above the ground.

	Food	Frogs, lizards and small rodents.

	Breeding	Live-bearing, with litters of about 8 young.

	Notes	The only species of Tropidophis on Haiti and Jamaica. Several similar species are found on Cuba.




CUBAN WOOD SNAKE Tropidophis melanurus
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A highly variable species with several colour forms. The most common form is brown with darker blotches along the back. The orange form, shown here, is one of the more brightly coloured ones. The tip of the tail is yellow and may be used to lure small animals, such as frogs and lizards, within range.


	Size	To 1 m, but some forms are much smaller.

	Distribution	Cuba.

	Habitat	Forests, gardens, etc., usually under logs and other debris.

	Food	Frogs, lizards, birds and small rodents.

	Breeding	Live-bearing, with litters of up to 10 young.

	Notes	Some forms are easily confused with other species of Tropidophis, 9 of which live on Cuba, but the orange form is unmistakable.




SINALOAN MILKSNAKE Lampropeltis triangulum sinaloae
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A slender snake with smooth scales. The predominant colour is red or orange, with widely spaced black–white–black rings. The head is black, with a white collar. Juveniles are often more brightly coloured than adults. It is nervous and quick moving, although it rarely bites.


	Size	To about 1 m, usually less.

	Distribution	Sinaloa State, Mexico and parts of nearby states.

	Habitat	Dry lowland scrub and fields.

	Food	Lizards and small mammals.

	Breeding	Egg-laying, with clutches of 3–8 eggs.

	Notes	Distinguished from most other milksnakes by the wide red areas between the black and white rings.




CALIFORNIAN MOUNTAIN KINGSNAKE Lampropeltis zonata
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A slender snake with smooth scales and a cylindrical body. It is bright red, with narrow rings of white, bordered with black. The black areas are often wider along the middle of the back and may touch, especially towards the tail, reducing the amount of red present. The snout is black.


	Size	To 1 m, usually less.

	Distribution	California and S Washington, USA, and Baja California, Mexico.

	Habitat	Mountains. Among rockpiles, especially in coniferous forests.

	Food	Lizards, snakes, birds and small mammals.

	Breeding	Egg-laying, with clutches of 3–8 eggs.

	Notes	The narrow rings and the black snout should distinguish it from similar species.




AURORA HOUSE SNAKE Lamprophis aurora
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A. Bannister


A stocky snake with smooth, shiny scales and a narrow head. The adult is olive-green with a thin orange line running along the centre of the back. Juveniles are more brightly coloured with specks of lime-green on each scale, and the orange line is more prominent.


	Size	 To about 60 cm.

	Distribution	SE South Africa.

	Habitat	Grassland and scrub.

	Food	Small rodents. The young also eat small lizards.

	Breeding	Egg-laying, with clutches of 8–12 eggs.

	Notes	Its coloration makes this snake unmistakable.




BROWN HOUSE SNAKE Lamprophis fuliginosus
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Chris Mattison

E. & D. Hosking



Medium-built with small, smooth scales and large eyes. It is uniform brown, reddish-brown, orange or almost black, except for a cream line that runs from the top of the snout, over each eye and onto the neck. The underside is pinkish white and highly glossy.


	Size	To about 1 m, sometimes slightly more.

	Distribution	S half of Africa

	Habitat	Grassland, scrub and farmland. Often around villages, farms and even in large towns and cities.

	Food	Mostly rodents, also other small mammals and lizards. A powerful constrictor.

	Breeding	Egg-laying, with clutches of 8–15 eggs. May lay several clutches of eggs each year.

	Notes	Certain other house snakes are similar, but rare. The pale streaks over the eyes are fairly distinctive.




CAT-EYED SNAKE Leptodeira septentrionalis
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A slender snake with smooth scales, a broad head and large eyes, which have vertical pupils. Its body is cream or light brown and there is a series of irregular dark brown or black blotches along the back.


	Size	To about 1 m.

	Distribution	From S Texas (just), through Central America and into N South America.

	Habitat	Humid places, near streams and ponds or in moist forests. Active only at night.

	Food	Frogs, including the eggs of species that breed in bushes overhanging water.

	Breeding	Egg-laying.

	Notes	A common tropical and subtropical species that may cause identification problems. Rear-fanged, but not dangerous to humans.




PARROT SNAKE Leptophis ahaetulla
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A slender snake with a long, narrow head and keeled scales. Usually bright green, but variable. There may be a black line passing through the eye, but this is sometimes missing. Also, the flanks may be marked with yellow or brown. It opens its mouth widely when threatened.


	Size	To 2 m.

	Distribution	Tropical Central America and much of South America.

	Habitat	Wet or dry forests. Usually in trees or shrubs.

	Food	Lizards, birds and small mammals.

	Breeding	Egg-laying.

	Notes	There are 6 other species, all similar in appearance, but this is the most widespread and common.




MONTPELLIER SNAKE Malpolon monspessulanus
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A muscular snake with smooth scales and distinctive large eyes, over which is a ridged scale giving the snake a fierce expression. Uniform in colour, but variable: brown, rust, grey, olive or even black. Very fast-moving and aggressive.


	Size	To 2 m; among the largest European snakes.

	Distribution	Spain, Portugal, S France, Balkan region, N Africa and SW Asia.

	Habitat	Dry, open places. Mediterranean scrub (maquis), vineyards, hillsides, marshes, etc.

	Food	Lizards, snakes, nestling birds, small mammals.

	Breeding	Egg-laying.

	Notes	Usually identified by its large size, uniform colour and speed. Rear-fanged, producing swelling and other symptoms in humans.




SONORAN WHIPSNAKE Masticophis bilineatus
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A long, slender snake with a streamlined head and large eyes. Its body is grey or olive above with one thin and one thick line along each flank. A black line passes from the snout to the angle of the jaw, just below each eye; the lip scales below this line are white.


	Size	To about 1.6 m.

	Distribution	Sonoran Desert (SE Arizona and adjacent parts of NE Mexico).

	Habitat	Dry mountain foothills, often among sparse trees, shrubs and large cacti.

	Food	Birds, lizards and frogs. An active daytime hunter.

	Breeding	Egg-laying, with clutches of 6–13 eggs.

	Notes	Other whipsnakes lack the white lines on the flanks and the bold black line along the side of the head.




COACHWHIP SNAKE Masticophis flagellum
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A slender snake with a long tail, smooth scales and large eyes. Usually quite uniform brown, tan, grey or pinkish, or with indistinct bands, especially on the front of the body. The shape of the scales on the tail is very suggestive of a plaited whip.


	Size	To 2.5 m

	Distribution	S USA from California to Florida and adjacent parts of N Mexico. There are many subspecies.

	Habitat	Highly varied, from deserts to woods and farmland.

	Food	Lizards, snakes, birds and their eggs, small mammals.

	Breeding	 Egg-laying, with clutches of up to 20 eggs.

	Notes	Whipsnakes, coachwhips and racers can be hard to identify; fast-moving snakes with uniform colour (not black) are normally this species.




VIPERINE SNAKE Natrix maura
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The adult is quite stocky, juveniles more slender. The scales are heavily keeled and the eyes are set towards the top of the head. It is olive, brown, greenish or reddish with two rows of dark blotches along the back, sometimes forming a zigzag. Occasionally there is a pair of light yellow stripes down the back.


	Size	To about 75 cm, usually less.

	Distribution	Spain, Portugal, SW France and N Africa.

	Habitat	Near water: around ponds, slow-moving rivers and marshes, including salt marshes.

	Food	Frogs, toads and tadpoles, fish and earthworms.

	Breeding	Egg-laying.

	Notes	The Grass Snake (See here) usually has a bold white or yellow collar and the Dice Snake (See here) is less distinctly marked.




GRASS SNAKE Natrix natrix
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M.B. Withers


A slender snake with keeled scales. It is usually olive-brown, with a row of short black bars or spots on each flank. Sometimes (from Italy and SE Europe) it has a pair of pale yellow stripes along the length of the body, and it normally has a pair of yellow or cream patches behind the head; these may join to form a complete ring or collar. The snake pictured above is feigning death.


	Size	To 1.5 m, occasionally more.

	Distribution	SW Asia, NW Africa and most of Europe.

	Habitat	 Damp meadows, alongside streams and canals, and in lightly wooded areas.

	Food	Amphibians and fish.

	Breeding	Egg-laying, with clutches of 20 or more eggs, laid in rotting leaves, compost or manure heaps.

	Notes	The yellow collar separates it from similar snakes.




DICE SNAKE Natrix tessellata
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W. Rohdich


A stocky snake with a narrow head and strongly keeled scales, giving a rough appearance. Usually brown, grey or greenish, with indistinct spots scattered all over the back and sides, sometimes joined to form short bars. Its eyes and nostrils point upwards.


	Size	Females to 1 m, males to about 75 cm.

	Distribution	Italy, SE Europe, SW and central Asia.

	Habitat	More aquatic than the Grass Snake (See here), often seen in water.

	Food	Fish and amphibians.

	Breeding	Egg-laying.

	Notes	Its range distinguishes it from the Viperine Snake (See here); the Grass Snake (opposite) is larger, with a light collar marking.




GREEN WATER SNAKE Nerodia cyclopion
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Fritz Polking


A stocky snake with strongly keeled scales, a triangular head and small eyes pointed slightly upwards. It is greenish-brown overall, sometimes with indistinct mottling of a slightly darker shade.


	Size	To about 1.3 m.

	Distribution	Florida and parts of nearby states (subspecies floridana), and the Mississippi Basin (subspecies cyclopion).

	Habitat	Swamps, margins of lakes, ponds, etc.

	Food	Fish and amphibians.

	Breeding	Live-bearing, with litters of up to 50 young.

	Notes	American water snakes can be hard to tell apart or from the venomous Cottonmouth (See here). They should not be handled unless identification is certain.




BANDED WATER SNAKE Nerodia fasciata
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A stout snake with a wide head and strongly keeled scales. Usually banded, but the width of the bands, and the colour, is highly variable. It may be brown, tan, yellow, orange or red in almost any combination. A dark line joins the eye with the angle of the jaw. The subspecies compressicanda (pictured above) has a flattened tail and its bands may be indistinct.


	Size	 To about 1 m.

	Distribution	SE USA

	Habitat	Streams, ponds, lakes and swamps.

	Food	Fish and amphibians.

	Breeding	Live-bearing, with litters of 10–20 young.

	Notes	The dark line on the side of the face is a fairly reliable identification guide, but see the notes for the Green Water Snake (See here).




NORTHERN WATER SNAKE Nerodia sipedon


[image: image]

A.B. Sheldon/Dembinsky


A heavy-bodied snake with keeled scales and a variable pattern of bands. It can be almost any shade from light grey to dark brown, with markings of red to black. Large specimens may seem almost uniform in colour, especially when out of the water.


	Size	To about 1 m.

	Distribution	E and central USA, except the extreme SE.

	Habitat	Swamps, marshes, ponds and streams. Very common.

	Food	Fish and amphibians.

	Breeding	Live-bearing, with large litters of young.

	Notes	Can be difficult to identify with certainty. The Banded Water Snake (See here) has a line through the eye and its range does not overlap with this species or its subspecies.




BROWN WATER SNAKE Nerodia taxispilota
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A heavy-bodied snake with a broad head, keeled scales and a variable pattern of dark brown blotches on a lighter background. Large specimens may seem almost uniform brown, especially when out of the water.


	Size	 To about 1.5 m.

	Distribution	SE USA, including all Florida and parts of adjacent states.

	Habitat	Swamps, marshes, ponds and streams. Very common in places.

	Food	Fish and amphibians.

	Breeding	Live-bearing, with large litters of young.

	Notes	Can be difficult to identify with certainty. Often mistaken for the venomous Cottonmouth (See here), which is usually darker in colour.




ROUGH GREEN SNAKE Opheodrys aestivus
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S. Maslowski


A slender snake with a graceful, narrow head. Its scales are keeled. Usually bright grass-green, with a paler, sometimes white, underside. It has large eyes with round pupils.


	Size	 To about 85 cm.

	Distribution	E USA and NE Mexico.

	Habitat	Heavily overgrown areas, along streams and rivers, among shrubs, etc. A good climber.

	Food	Insects and spiders.

	Breeding	Egg-laying, with clutches of 3–6 eggs.

	Notes	 Very distinctive. Smooth Green Snake (See here) has smooth scales.




SMOOTH GREEN SNAKE Opheodrys vernalis
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L. Lee Rue


A very slender snake with smooth scales. It is bright green above and white below, although the young may be brown or olive. Very dainty in appearance.


	Size	To about 50 cm.

	Distribution	NE and parts of central North America.

	Habitat	Grasslands, fields and lightly wooded areas. It rarely climbs.

	Food	Insects and spiders.

	Breeding	Normally egg-laying, although eggs sometimes hatch within a few days of laying. It is even possible that it gives birth to live young in northern parts of its range.

	Notes	The Rough Green Snake (See here) has keeled scales.




VINE SNAKE Oxybelis aeneus


[image: image]

Mark O’Shea


An extremely slender snake with an elongated head and sharply pointed snout. It is brown or grey, and paler towards the head. The top of the head is darker than the lips and chin and there is a dark line through the eye.


	Size	To 1.5 m

	Distribution	From extreme S Arizona, through Mexico and Central America, into South America.

	Habitat	Trees and shrubs in dry or moist scrub or forests.

	Food	Lizards.

	Breeding	Egg-laying, with clutches of 3–5 eggs.

	Notes	There are other vine snakes in parts of Central and South America, many being very similar to one another. Rear-fanged, but of no threat to humans.




EVERGLADES RATSNAKE OR EASTERN RATSNAKE Pantherophis alleganiensis
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A long and slender ratsnake with a yellow or orange background and four dusky lines along its body. The young are duller, and have grey blotches along their backs, which fade as the orange coloration develops at one to two years of age.


	Size	To 2 m, but usually less.

	Distribution	SE USA.

	Habitat	Open grassland, shrubs and pine trees. Climbs well. Active by day or night.

	Food	Small mammals and birds. The young sometimes eat frogs.

	Breeding	Egg-laying, with clutches of 6–20 eggs.

	Notes	This species was part of the Elaphe obsoleta group, which has recently been reclassified. The orange form illustrated occurs in southern Florida.




BAIRD’S RATSNAKE Pantherophis bairdi
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A fairly slender snake with a long tail and flattened underside. Its head is narrow. The adult is grey or light brown, with four vague dusky lines running the length of the body. Each scale has an orange base, especially around the neck. Juveniles are grey with dark crossbars and lack the orange areas.


	Size	 To 1.5 m.

	Distribution	S Texas and adjacent parts of Mexico.

	Habitat	Rocky, wooded hillsides and canyons. Active mostly at night.

	Food	Small mammals and birds.

	Breeding	Egg-laying, with clutches of 5–15 eggs.

	Notes	Adult is very distinctive, but juvenile could be confused with similar species.
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