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The food preferences of Crotafus arrox have received considerable atten-
tign in the literature (Klauber, 1956, Beavers, 1976; Loughry, 1987, Reyn-
olds and Scott, 1982). Preferences is perhaps an inappropriate term, as this
species has a wide range of acceptable prey, and additionally may not bypass
camon (Gillingham and Baker, [981).

A study of western diamondback rattlesnakes, Crorgfus afrox, collected
in spring of 1987 and 1988 during Oklahoma's rattlesnake roundups pre-
sented an opportunity to examine food habits of this species from three
localities: Waurika (Jefferson Co. ), Waynoka (Major Co.), and Okeene (Blaine
T, The data were accumulated durning an investigation of the probable
impact of these hunts on snake habatat and populations.

METHODS

Snakes sampled were collected within a 30-mile radius of each locality by
arca residents two weeks prior to the public event {at which ume snakes
may be brought from varied localities). There is a certain amount of transfer
of snakes from earlier roundups to later ones, but these snakes were kept
segregated from local ones by event sponsors and were not included in our
samples. In 1988, viscera from 347 snakes (143 female, 204 male) were
collected immediately as snakes were killed, and were preserved at once by
submerging in 10% formalin, Viscera were identified to previously weighed
and measured (several paramelers) snakes by recovery of a numbered plastic
tag inserted deeply into the esophagus of each live snake examined. In 1987,
visoera fromy &0 (22:38, m:f) representative Waynoka snakes were similarly
collecied, but were not tag-referenced o individual living snakes, Afier for-
malin-fxation of several days, viscera were soaked for 24 howrs in water,
then transferred to 70% ethanol for storage.

Viscera were examined dunng summers of 1987 and 1988, Detailed anal-
vaes of reproductive data, fat-body weights, parasites and pathologies are
presented in manuseripts in preparation. G-1 tracts were shit lengthwise from
the esophagus 1o the rectum, and macroscopically examined for visible par-
asites, other pathologies, food, and fangs. Samples for microscopic exami-
nation were collected and wansferred to vials. Food remains were observed
in &1 viscera {22 8%); shed fangs were recovered from 36 (10.1%). In all but
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Tabl: 1. Mammalian prey.

Specio A Fouad m 1l Tieg

Nearowa forsdara and/ar Peroonyoo

{spamicitaruy andior . fewcopir) & 2000
Rarius NoFregieus 12 1 5.0F%
Perograthus displdus'llane or Mur sp. 1 12.%%
Spiviteme Parfdiames 4 1%
Peragaihug Jovesores & T.3%
Micrarus achrogaster 5 . 3%
Sigeradon Rispideo 5 4, e
Beihrodomtomps megalotics 4 A.0%
Epermophifier splosome i LE%
Cyramys edavicianus i 15%
GFeamys bearsarig i) 1.8%
Kriweus wiger rufemcens . 2.5%
INpodams ardl 2 2.5%
LR GRS CARaNops | 1.5%
Lapus oaltfraine 1 1.5%
LFnident, mode species 1 1%

Tsial LOLA%

one specimen (in which avian prey remains were recovered from the stom-
ach), prey remnns were found in the large intestine and/or rectum.

Prey remains, primarily hair samples, were identified by companson with
a photo atlas prepared for that purpose, a technique emploved by Reynolds
and Scott {1982}, Hair samples from potential prey species found sympatnc
with the snakes were obiained from the Mammalogy Division, University
of Kansas Museurn of Matural History. Samples for Raftus norvegicns and
Mus mruscodus were obtained locally. Hair samples were photographed (wet
mounis in 70% ethanol) at 100 x or 160 magnificatton with Kodacolor-
200 film and a Zeiss “Standard-17" microscope with Contax RTS camera.
Photos were printed to 86 mm * 125 mm size; samples from snake G-l
tracts were then prepared as wet mounts in 70% ethanol and projected 1o
convenienl viewing size wsing a Bausch and Lomb Model ER carbon arc
microprojector. Results are summarized in Table 1. Guard hairs of certain
species were difficult to distinguish, and in these instances the observations
were pooled,

Specimens presently are maintained in the University of Kansas Biology
Teaching Collection,

RESULTS

Crivalus afrox is widely distribuied, and has been recorded to feed upon
a wide variety of prev. Klauber {1956:190) recorded the following dist items
from localities given parcnthetically: fox squirrel (TX, AZY Swlvilagur ssp.
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(TX, AL, OK) quail (AZ, OK); Ferograrhus several sp. (TX, AZ), ground
squitrel (AZY Peromipscus spp. (TR Oupchonns sp. (AZY Crplotiz parva
(TX), Neoroma albigula (TX); burrowing owl (7); unident. birds (7 Che-
midophorus (Mexical; Scefoports (TX), Coleenyx (TX); lubber grasshoppers
(TX).

Klauber {1 956) also noted that the less widespread Eastern diamondback
(Crotalus adamanteus) has been reported to eat small mammals and a variety
of birds, including quail, woodpeckers, towhee, and a young wild wrkey.

Waurika (24=25 March 1988), The stomach of one snake, a female (#69,;
1197 mm total length, exclusive of rattle; 1150 g live weight), captured by
# group of Oklahoma hunters who collected from dens along the Red River
in the vicinity of Oscar (OK: Jefferson Co., 10 miles ESE jer. State Rie. 32
and US Hwy. §1), contained feathers identifiable as those of an adult Eastern
Meadowlark, The feathers were in a collapsed mass, arranged [we assume]
approximately a5 on the bird when it was swallowed. The snake was collected
beteween 21 and 24 March 1988, Weather in the arca was generally cool
enough to restrict daily activity of the snakes to daylight hours in the im-
mediate den areas: the only roads in the vicinity of the dens are lightly
travelled, sand surfaced ownship roads. Habitat 1s within the Oak-Waood-
land Faunal Region as discussed by Webb (19700, and consists of sparsely
wooded rangeland, interspersed with wooded and brushy areas along blufis
of the Red River and its tributarics.

Birds are uncommen, but not unusaal, in the diet of Crodalus aivox, and
have been reported by Best and James (1984, Amphispiza and Ervemophila),
Reavers (1976, Pipilio, Melospiza, other genera), King (1975, Larus), and
pthers in addition to Klauber (ibad. ).

A 1o1al number of 137 viscera were examined from this locality (7859,
m:f). Twenty viscera { 14.6%) contained food remains. Fangs were recoverad
from 19 {13.8%).

Okeene (14=15 April 1988). A total of 105 viscera from Okeene snakes
were examined (63:42, m:f). Twenty-gight viscera (26.7%) contained food
remains. Fangs were recovered from two viscera (2%). All food remains from
this locality and Waynoka were mammalian. Although this area and the
next are within the Grassland Faunal Region as discussed by Webb (1970),
Webb points out that actual habitat types vary considerably from sparsely
wooded grassland and rangeland, through densely wooded and brushy arcas.
The habitat of Crorafus arrax also includes some areas of stabilized sand
dunes. Along bluffs of the North Canadian and Cimarron rivers and their
tributaries are numerous gypsum and sandstone outcrops.

Waynoka (5-9 April 1988). A total of %2 viscera were examined in [958
(78:59, m:lY 60 were examined im 1987 (38:22, m:T). Thirty-two viscera
{21.1%) contained food remains. Fangs were recovered from 10 (6.6%).
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Dhscussion

Viscera samples from 19, 7% of 407 specimens of Cravalies arrox examined
in spring of 1987 and of 1988 contained identifiable food remains (primarily
i the pectum), 11 was not possible to say with certainty what percent of these
represent late feeding the previows fall versus feeding in the year of collection.
There was no difference in prey type by locality. There is an interesting
temporal trend in percent of snakes with food remains in the gut; 14.6% in
Waurika (farthest south and carliest date), 21.1% in Waynoka, and 26.7%
in Okeene (latesi date of the series). This seguence 15 mot unexpected, given
that Okeene snakes likely had a somewhat longer timic to foed, despite the
slighily delayved onset of warm weather in northern counties. However, as
this repaort pramarily involves only one season’s data, we feel additional work
should be done before this conclusion is given much weight.

Addivonallv, two of these hunts did not accept small snakes and had
dizconiinued their “smallest snake caught™ award. These facts, coupled with
the fact that only adult snakes are killed at these hunts, means our sample
inchuded no data from juveniles. This may explain the absence of several
smaller prey tvpes (especially lizards) reported by others. Several juvenile
snakes were brought in by local collectors, and were measured and weighed
by us, However, amall snakes were to be released, and we did not wish to
discourage this by killing them for hind-gut samples or risking injury to them
by anempred Aushing.

Crovalus areox has a rather generalized diet, and is able to wtilize & wide
variety of prev species throughout s range. Revoolds and Scott (1%82)
indicated a high correlation between percent frequency of a prey species in
the diet of Crovalius airox and the availability of that species in the habitat.
Pracuically all of the over 800 snakes examined during this study were in
excellent health, with a high incidence of female reproductive ripeness and
abundant body fat in both sexes,

Variows methods of estimating prey imporiance in snake dicts have been
used (Beavers, 1976). Each has its paricular disadvantapges, and that coupled
here with the fect that most prey were thoroughly digested prompts s to
present our findings as percent of total frequency of those snakes containing
prey pemains, Hecause prey sizes are unknown, no attempt has been made
1o speculate on the relationships between prey and predator sizes. An ad-
ditional caveat is that only the most enzyme-resistant prey remains would
be found in the rectum. Thus, it is possible that reptile prey and certain
other potential prev organisms would be overlooked in our results because
remains were totally dissociated.
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