
Herpetological Review 48(4), 2017

887887

© 2017 by Society for the Study of Amphibians and Reptiles
Herpetological Review, 2017, 48(4), 887–898.

Rattlesnakes and Zoos 

To get the real feel of the problem, I conjure up a man of 
some far future time, walking in a last woods lying unruined 
among launching pads of a planetary missile terminal, and com-
ing astounded upon the last of all living individuals of Crotalus 
adamanteus, the great unruly diamondback rattlesnake. It is a 
full-grown female snake that I see, two yards long, stern of face, 
and all marked off in geometric velvet. It is the sort of being that 
always, inadvertently and without malice, has been a thorn in the 
flesh of Americans, one of the novel terrors the land held for 
men whether they came in caravels or wandered down into the 
New World out of the snake-free Siberian cold. Seeing the man, 
this last diamondback begins readying the steel of its coils, and 
they ebb and flow behind the thin neck holding the broad head 
steady and still, except for the long tongue waving. By the girth 
of her I judge that this is a pregnant snake, heavy with some dozens 
of prehatched perfect little snakes the same as herself, all venom-
ous and indignant from the start, all intractable and, like their 
mother, unable to live except as free snakes.

The snake that confronts the imagined man is a moving thing 
to see. It is not easy to understand all the feelings aroused by 
such a sight, and the snake I think forward to is the last in all 
the pablum agar culture of the purified world. The coils of her 
body rise and fall in slow spirals, the keen singing of her rattle 
sounds, and she waits there, testing with the forks of her tongue 
the whole future of her kind. In my thoughts the man then stoops 
with an old urge and picks up a stick. It is almost the only stick 
left lying in the eastern half of North America, and the man 
takes it up and moves in closer to the wondering snake. He raises 
the stick, then somehow lowers it as if in thought, then halfway 
brings it up again. And then the conjuring fails for me, and the 
snake song falls away, like the song of cicadas losing heart, one by 
one. The woods grow dark and fade off into distant times. 

—The Reptiles by Archie Carr, 1963, p. 176

Archie Carr vividly summarized the state of rattlesnakes in 
a future world and his conclusions are pretty depressing. Is it 
any wonder that rattlesnakes have both charmed and confused 
biologists and herpetologists throughout the centuries? Rattle-
snakes are surrounded by myths, misconceptions, folklore, and 
tall tales. 

My First and Only Rattlesnake Roundup 

When I started working at Dallas Zoo in 1966, I traveled to 
Sweetwater, Texas, to view my first Jaycees (United States Junior 
Chamber) rattlesnake roundup. At this event, I watched Texas 
good ol’ boys from a club called “Venomaires” drop dozens of 
live rattlesnakes on one of their brethren lying in a bathtub, stuff 
rattlers in a sleeping bag with a human inside (one variation has 
rattlesnakes already in bag and handler crawls in head-first), 

place coiled rattlesnakes on a human’s head by forcing the snakes 
to strike many times until exhausted, sponsoring the National 
Rattlesnake Sacking Championship and Annual Peace Officers 
Rattlesnake Shoot, rattlesnake races where a person continually 
whips the snake, stomping contest, spit chewing tobacco into 
the pit, or use their mouths to dangle living snakes by their tails. 
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Fig. 1. Portrait of Howard K. Gloyd

Fig. 2. Portrait of Laurence M. Klauber in his private home laboratory.
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I hoped that they would use the other end. Children were invited 
to pet a loosely restrained snake and hold balloons into the pit to 
elicit strikes. The annual beauty contest could only be entered if 
the contestants agreed to slaughter a snake. A demonstration by 
Miss Snake Charmer (also Miss Teen Snake Charmer) included 
killing and skinning a Western Diamondback Rattlesnake 
(Crotalus atrox). She dropped the severed head into a bucket 
bright red with blood with dozens of other snake heads; this 
bucket was surrounded by gawkers, including young children. 
Snakes require little oxygen to survive, and so their body parts 
can remain alive for several hours. One of the handlers said that 
severed heads have been known to retain consciousness for 
slightly over an hour after decapitation. Some handlers even pull 
out and display the snakes’ still-beating hearts for the crowd. The 
announcer claimed that all of these activities served the common 
good—to offer rattler meat to the attendees as well as offering an 
educational message about safety around venomous animals. 

Organizers proclaimed that a critically important medical 
purpose was addressed—to provide accurate snakebite treatment 
information and venom for antivenin production. Roundup 
organizers often tried to legitimize roundups by claiming that 
collected venom provides a supply for antivenin (=antivenom) 
production, but their venom collection methods  almost 
certainly do not meet the strict guidelines for antivenin 
production required by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration. 
Collection procedures must follow strict protocols, and labs 
and other antivenin producers will only obtain venom from 
reputable sources. Although my search was not statistically 
robust, I could only find two reports of Crotalus atrox venom 
that was collected at a roundup (the 1985 Big Springs, Texas, 
Rattlesnake Roundup) for research on venom composition and 
responses to bites in various mammals. Rather than add to the 
nation’s supply of antivenin, roundups deplete it by encouraging 
behavior that leads to human envenomation. Two University 
of Kansas herpetologists, Henry S. Fitch and George R. Pisani, 
have published a number of papers on roundups (Fitch 1998, 
2003, Fitch and Pisani 1988, 1993, Pisani and Fitch 1993). In one 
(1993), they made the following observations, “One or more 
bites are sustained during a typical roundup. An ambulance and 
physician are kept on standby. Victims are rushed to the local 
hospital and treated with antivenin, and most recover without 
lasting debilitation. Some have survived multiple bites and 
proudly display scars and amputations.”

After all this foolishness, the snakes were beheaded with a 
rusty axe, skinned, and either cooked on a grill for the crowd, or 

examples for sale at tables scattered around the grounds included 
hatbands, belts, rattlers hatching from eggs, full body taxidermy 
mounts or stuffed heads with mouths open and fangs showing. 
What was incomprehensible to me was that attendees could 
pay a fee to be the executioner and I was stunned to see young 
children as well as adults in line to chop off heads and eviscerate 
and skin their prize. After this grim exercise, their clothing was 
often covered in blood. I saw an adolescent girl wearing a pretty 
party dress covered with blood head to toe—even her shoes left 
bloody footprints on the floor. 

The snakes which provided meat sold for human consump-
tion were typically killed under unhygienic conditions, and this 
meat, often improperly prepared, may be contaminated with 
Salmonella or other bacteria. The snakes are often dropped in 
a plywood, Plexiglas, or concrete pit by the hundreds and many 
were already dead, suffocated by the weight of the snakes above 
(sometimes four deep). Many snakes were gasping with mouths 
open and crawled weakly and abnormally. I learned that most 
of the snakes were collected in the field by pouring gasoline 
through a tube into the hibernating sites to drive them from 
these dens. Sharp hooks were used to snare them if the gasoline 
was not effective. 

Rattlesnakes have endured horrific treatment by what are 
supposed to be civilized human beings. There are barbaric and 
bizarre practices on display at these annual rattlesnake roundups 
that at one time were prevalent in the United States. When I left 
this venue in 1970, my impression was that I had just witnessed 
a group of primitive macho tribesmen, laden with snake tattoos, 
some with missing body parts, strutting with bravado. Katie Mo-
rell wrote in 2017, “Activities at many of these events (some of 
which include beauty pageants and a variety of vendors) range 
from skinning snakes alive and chopping their heads off, to light-
ing pits of live snakes on fire and shooting them in the heads with 
nail guns. The largest rattlesnake roundup happens every March 
in Sweeetwater, Texas and at the event, small children dip their 
hands in the blood from freshly killed snakes to make artwork.” 

I naively believed then that other humans would be out-
raged by this spectacle and would actively work toward closing 
them forever. Five decades later, these displays of cruelty still ex-
ist and the silence of political indifference is disheartening. As 
an example, the Texas Parks and Wildlife Commission sent out 
this message on 24 October 2016: The TPW Commission has 
decided that, at this time, there is insufficient support from leg-
islative oversight or the potentially regulated community for the 
department to move forward with regulating the use of gasoline 

Fig. 3. Left. Carl F. Kauffeld (holding snake head) pictured in News Bulletin of the Staten Island Zoological Society in March 1937. Each issue 
cost 5 cents. Middle. Carl F. Kauffeld and boa constrictor “Blondie,” taken at Staten Island Zoo in October 1967. Right. Carl F. Kauffeld (left), 
Robert T. Zappalorti (center), and Jim Bockowski (right) place Eastern Diamondback Rattlesnake (Crotalus adamanteus) collected at Duck 
Pond, Okeetee, Jasper County, South Carolina in trunk to transport to Staten Island Zoo on 7 April 1965. 
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to collect rattlesnakes. The TPWD staff still believe that there are 
better options for collecting snakes that do not adversely impact 
non-target species, and we will continue to work with the snake 
collecting community to develop and implement best practices 
that reduce potential impacts to these species. Conspicuously, 
there is no mention of inhumane practices or the terrible reputa-
tion ascribed to the citizens of Texas throughout the world about 
cruelty, barbarism, and ignoring animal welfare issues! 

Consult Burghardt et al. (2009) for reasons detailing ophio-
phobia and Campbell et al. (1989) for description of collateral 
damage caused by gassing to mammals, other herpetofauna, and 
invertebrate inhabitants of dens.

Seminal Rattlesnake Publications (1790–1830)

In reality, these ophidians are extraordinary and captivating 
animals, and I wish to share my fascination with them by showing 
a few early accounts and reproducing some of the finest published 
rattlesnake illustrations (Figs. 4–17). I begin with what may be the 
earliest illustration (1628) and continue through the beginning 
of the twentieth century with drawings from a variety of sources. 

In 1851 a series of biological surveys and explorations of the 
western United States started to be published and began to show 
descriptions and illustrations. Due to their extensive geographic 
ranges and dense populations near human settlements, the three 
serpents most often portrayed are Timber Rattlesnake (Crotalus 
horridus), Western Diamondback Rattlesnake (C. atrox), and 
Neotropical Rattlesnake (C. durissus [sensu lato]).

Fig. 4. Rattlesnakes from Locupletissimi rerum naturalium thesauri 
accurata descriptio, et iconibus artificiosissimis expressio, per uni-
versam physices historiam : Opus, cui, in hoc rerum genere, nullum 
par exstitit / / Ex toto terrarum orbe collegit, digessit, descripsit, et de-
pingendum curavit Albertus Seba ... by Albertus Seba, 1734–1765. 

Fig. 5. Pygmy rattlesnake (Sistrurus m. miliarius) from The Natural 
History by Mark Catesby, 1743. A splendid book was recently pub-
lished— The Curious Mister Catesby: A “Truly Ingenious” Naturalist 
Explores New Worlds (2015).

Fig. 6. Neotropical Rattlesnake (Crotalus durissus) from Regnum Ani-
male by Arnout Vosmaer, 1766–1787. 
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 “As to rattlesnakes, all accounts agree that by keeping their 
eyes fixed on any small animal, as a squirrel, bird, or such like, 
though sitting on the branch of a tree of a considerable height, 
it shall, by such stedfast [sic] or earnest looking, be made to fall 
dead into their mouths.

Sir Hans Sloane had a rattle-snake given him. It had lived 
3 months before without any sustenance, and had in that time 
parted with its outer coat or exuviae, which was found among the 
gravel. Captain Hall, a very understanding and observant person, 
who had lived many years in Virginia, ventured to take the snake 
out of the box, though the poison from its bite is almost instant 
death; for, he gave an instance of a person bitten, who was found 
dead at the return of a messenger going to the next house to 
fetch a remedy, though he was not gone above half an hour. Nay, 
so certain are the mortal effects of this poison, that sometimes 
the waiting till an iron can be heated, in order to burn the wound, 
is said to have proved fatal. This gentleman therefore thought the 

securest way was immediately to cut out the part where the wound 
was made; for he had seen several, who carried these hollow scars 
about them, as marks of the narrow escape they had had, and never 
felt any inconvenience afterwards.” 

—Conjectures on the charming or fascinating Power at-
tributed to the Rattle-snake, grounded on credible Accounts, 

Experiments and Observations. Sir Hans Sloane, Bart. P.R.S. No 
433, p.321; Philosophical Transactions. pp. 655–656.

“But let us again resume the subject of the rattle snake; a 
wonderful creature, when we consider his form, nature and dis-
position, it is certain that he is capable by a puncture or scratch 
of one of his fangs, not only to kill the largest animal in America, 
and that in a few minutes time, but to turn the whole body into 
corruption; but such is the nature of this dreaded reptile, that 
he cannot run or creep faster than a man or child can walk, and 
is never known to strike until he is first assaulted or fears him-
self in danger, and even then always gives the earliest warning by 
the rattles at the extremity of his tail. I have in the course of my 
travels in the Southern states (where they are the largest, most 
numerous and supposed to be the most venomous [sic] and vindic-
tive) stept [sic] unknowingly so close as to almost touch one of 
them with my feet, and when I perceived him he was already drawn 

Fig. 7. Rattlesnake from Systema Naturæ by Carl Linnaeus (Carl von 
Linné). Linnaeus lists four species of rattlesnake in the 13th edition 
(vol. 1, pt. 1, p. 372, 1767–1770): miliarius, horridus, Dryinas and 
Duriffus [= durissus]. Based on its prominent head plates, the snake 
pictured here (#4), from the 6th edition (1748), is almost certainly the 
Pygmy Rattlesnake (Sistrurus miliarius). The lizard with unusual 
wings is a species of Draco. 

Fig. 8. Rattlesnakes from abbé (Pierre Joseph) Bonnaterre’s Tableau 
encyclopédique et méthodique des trois règnes de la nature : dédié et 
présenté a M. Necker, ministre d’État, & directeur général des Finances. 
Erpétologie. 1789. 
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up in circular coils ready for a blow. But however incredible it 
may appear, the generous, I may say magnanimous creature lay as 
still and motionless as if inanimate, his head crouched in, his eyes 
almost shut, I precipitately withdrew, unless when I have been so 
shocked with surprise and horror as to be in a manner riveted to 
the spot, for a short time not having strength to go away, when 
he often slowly extends himself and quietly moves off in a direct 
line, unless pursued when he erects his tail as far as the rattles 
extend, and gives the warning alarm by intervals, but if you pursue 
and overtake him with a shew [sic] of enmity, he instantly throws 
himself into the spiral coil, his tail by the rapidity of its motion 
appears like a vapour [sic], making a quick tremulous sound, his 
whole body swells through rage, continually rising and falling 
as a bellows; his beautiful particoloured skin becomes speckled 
and rough by dilation, his head and neck are flattened, his cheeks 
swollen and his lips constricted, discovering his mortal fangs; his 
eyes red as burning coals, and his brandishing forked tongue of 
the colour of the hottest flame, continually menaces death and 
destruction, yet never strikes unless sure of his mark.” 

—Observations on Reptiles and Amphibians by William Bar-
tram (Chap. X., TRAVELS, 1791)

“The rattlesnakes (crotalus of Linnaeus) appearing to me the 
most interesting, and offering the greatest number of curious 
phenomena (notwithstanding the dangers, too much exaggerated 
however, to which those who give themselves up to such investiga-
tions are exposed) will form the principal objects of this memoir.

Before I enter into the detail of my observations, it is necessary 
to present and discuss succinctly, what has been said and written 
on these animals, and to examine what we know concerning them.

The manner in which these amphibia [reptiles were placed 
in Amphibia at that time] attack the animals destined for their 
food is one of those problems in natural history which are yet 
to be resolved. The means they employ, as well as the real causes 
of many surprising effects, not yet well or unanimously stated, 
are unknown to us. According to some, the crotali and several 
other serpents have the faculty of enchanting and attracting 
birds, squirrels, rabbits, frogs, &c. (aves sciurosque ex arboribus 
in sauces revocant. Linn. Syft. Nat.) According to others they in-
spire them with terror, to such a degree, that if we can put faith 
in the effects related, we should be tempted to believe that they 
are from that moment deprived of their senses, and, as it were, at-
tacked with insanity. According to others, in fine, these animals 
are violently affected and suffocated by a vapour, and fetid ema-
nation, which the reptile diffuses upon everything around it. 

It is said that when the serpent wishes to seize a bird, a squir-
rel, &c. he remains motionless, his eyes constantly fixed upon his 
prey, and that then the unhappy victim, acted upon by a supernatu-
ral power, loses all its faculties, and cannot even have recourse 
to flight: it agitates itself, throwing out lamentable cries, goes, 
returns, advances, retreats, approaches, retires, comes and goes 
again, till at last exhausted by fatigue, it voluntarily delivers it-
self up to its enemy, who delays not to devour it. Such are the 
effects attributed to enchantment, terror, or the suffocating 
vapour which those serpents, it is said, have the power of casting 
round them, and which affects every animal which is found within 
its atmosphere. Let us examine these three pretended causes, and 
compare them with their supposed effects. 

—Memoir on Amphibia. Serpents. by Ambroise Marie Francois 
Joseph Palisot de Beauvois. pp. 362–363; Read, Feb. 1797.

“The power of fascination gratuitously ascribed to most 
snakes by theoretical naturalists, has so long rivetted [sic] the 
attention of all persons inclined to think on the subject, but 
without the means of judging for themselves, that the follow-
ing fruits of many years’ observation, in countries where snakes 
abound, will not, I hope, though adverse to the supposed power of 
fascinating, will be looked upon as destitute of interest.

Rattlesnakes in particular, appear to have acquired their chief 
fame from this supposed charm. I shall, therefore, draw your at-
tention more directly to the habits of that species, and begin by 
enumerating the many real and extraordinary faculties bestowed 
upon it. These consist in swiftness; in powers of extension and 

Fig. 9. Cascabel (Crotalus durissus) from Georges-Louis 
Leclerc Buffon in Buffon’s Natural History Abridged, 1791.

Fig. 10. Eastern Diamondback Rattlesnake (Crotalus adamanteus) 
from Memoir on Amphibia by Ambroise Marie-François Joseph de 
Palisot de Beavois, 1799.
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diminution of almost all their parts; in quickness of sight; in be-
ing amphibious, in possessing that wonderful and extraordinary 
benefit of torpidity during winter; and long continued abstinence 
at other periods, without, however, in the mean time losing the 
venomous faculty, the principal means of their defense. I shall 
proceed to elucidate, by well authenticated examples, all those 
different faculties.” 

—Notes on the Rattlesnake (Crotalus horridus); in a Let-
ter addressed to Thomas Stuart Traill, M.D. &c. By John James 

Audubon, F.R.S.E.M.W.S. &c*. Communicated by the Author. 
*Read before the Wernerian Natural History Society, 24th 

February 1827].

More than 100 Timber Rattlesnakes (C. horridus) survived a 
transoceanic journey from the New World and were kept in the 
Royal Menagerie at the Tower of London.

 
“It was long believed, and the notion is still popularly cur-

rent, that they possessed the power of fascinating their victims, 
which were thought to be so completely under the influence of 
their glance as to precipitate themselves of their own accord into 
the open throat of their enemy; but the truth appears to be that 
they actually inspire so great a degree of terror that the animals 
selected for their attacks are commonly rendered incapable of 
offering such resistance as might otherwise be in their power, or 
even of attempting to escape from their pursuit.” 

—E. T. Bennett, 1829. The Tower Menagerie. 

Rattlesnake Publications in the 20th Century

In what follows, I highlight the seminal publications on rat-
tlesnakes by five herpetologists.

Howard Kay Gloyd (1902–1978) was an American herpetolo-
gist credited with describing several new species of reptiles, such 
as the Florida Cottonmouth, Agkistrodon piscivorus conanti (Fig. 
1). He was honored by having named after him the following 
taxa: a genus of Asian pit vipers, Gloydius; two species of non-
venomous snakes, the Eastern Fox Snake, Pantherophis gloydi, 
and the Dusty Hognose Snake, Heterodon nasicus gloydi; and two 
subspecies of Central American pitvipers, Agkistrodon bilineatus 
howardgloydi and Crotalus intermedius gloydi.

He was director of the Chicago Academy of Sciences from 
1936 until 1958. In 1939, he became the vice president of the 

Fig. 11. Pygmy Rattlesnake (Sistrurus miliarius) from Herrn de la 
Cepede’s Naturgeschichte der Amphibien, oder der enerlegenden 
vierfussigen Thiere und der Schlangen by La Cépède, Bechstein, and 
Buffon, 1800–1802 [volume 5, p. 106]. 

Fig. 12. Timber Rattlesnake (Crotalus horridus) preying upon North-
ern Mockingbirds (Mimus polyglottos) from Birds of America by John 
James Audubon, 1827–1830. 
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American Society of Ichthyologists and Herpetologists, and in 
1940 he published his monograph, The Rattlesnakes, Genera 
Sistrurus and Crotalus. He organized numerous expeditions to 
Arizona to collect specimens for the Academy. In 1958 he moved 
to Arizona to become a lecturer and research associate in the zo-
ology department of the University of Arizona in Tucson, until 
retirement in 1974. 

When I was in high school (1953–1957) in a suburb outside 
Chicago, I often visited the Lincoln Park Zoo and nearby Chicago 
Academy of Sciences where I met Gloyd on several occasions. 
Later, when I was at the Dallas Zoo and his son was working in 
the city, he annually visited the zoo with his grandchild. Since 
our rattlesnake collection had many rare forms, he often said that 
he was seeing many as living examples for the first time. I was 
touched when he said that the Totonacan Rattlesnake (Crotalus 
totonacus), which he had described with Carl Kauffeld in 1940, 
was his first view of a living example of this snake. He said that 
his favorite was the Mexican Lance-headed Rattlesnake (Crota-
lus polystictus), a species so poorly known that when Klauber 
published his epic treatment of rattlesnakes in 1956 a photo of 
that species was not included. 

Laurence Monroe Klauber (1883–1968) was president and 
chairman of San Diego Gas and Electric Company (1946–1954) 
(Fig. 2). At San Diego Zoo, Klauber was the first curator of reptiles 
in the 1920s, consulting curator beginning in 1931, and served 
on the Board of Trustees from 1943 to 1968. He kept a large col-
lection of preserved rattlesnakes (35,000 specimens) in his base-
ment where Charles Shaw and Paul Breese were paid to count 
scales and record meristic information. [Shaw went on to be-
come Curator of Herpetology at the San Diego Zoo, and Breese 
eventually became Director at the Honolulu Zoo.] When Klau-
ber began writing his two-volume rattlesnake book in 1946, he 
compiled an extraordinary amount of information concerning 

venom, snakebite, charming prey, feeding, folklore remedies, 
protective methods and devices, queer actions and attributes, 
and other topics that fill entire chapters in his seminal book, Rat-
tlesnakes: Their Habits, Life Histories, and Influence on Mankind 
(1956, revised 1972). 

Upon Klauber’s death, his rattlesnake collection and library 
were donated to the San Diego Natural History Museum. Years 
ago, I spent several days in the Klauber Herpetological Library 
looking at many notebooks, some with his handwriting, com-
piled for his books and his preserved collection. I also went to the 
Zoo to see some unusual herps kept in a series of small buildings 
named in honor of Klauber (depicted in Murphy 2007).

Carl F. Kauffeld (1911–1974), Curator at the Staten Island 
Zoo, was a pioneer in the captive management of rattlesnakes. 
As ideas, protocols and technologies improved for keeping rep-
tiles in zoos, one of the most important persons contributing to 
our discipline was Kauffeld (Fig. 3). His observational skills were 
so acute that many of the husbandry practices in common use 
today were pioneered by him many years earlier. His publica-
tions covered a range of topics: feeding captive snakes, treat-
ment of mouthrot in snakes, removal of abnormal snake eggs by 

Fig. 13. John Edwards Holbrook published North American Herpetol-
ogy beginning in 1836, and he included all amphibians and reptiles 
found east of the Mississippi River at that time. The Timber Rattle-
snake (Crotalus horridus) is depicted here.

Fig. 14. Rattlesnake heads from Duméril, A. M. C., G. Bibron, and A. 
H. A. Duméril, Erpétologie Générale ou Histoire Naturelle Complète 
des Reptiles, 1839. 
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sectioning, controlling mites and ticks with remarks on cage sani-
tation, growth and feeding of newborn Twin-spotted and Banded 
Rock rattlesnakes using feed lizards frozen in ice cube trays and 
thawed later, manipulation of odor as an aid in feeding captive 
snakes, the effect of altitude, ultraviolet light, and humidity on 
captive reptiles, shedding, and the importance of environmental 
factors such as temperature. For snakes, he stressed the need for 
security, maintaining them singly, and offering pre-killed food. 
In my experience, some snakes tend to thrive better in groups.

His inspirational writings of collecting adventures through-
out the United States motivated scores of his readers to travel to 
his favorite sites such as Okeetee preserve in South Carolina, Ajo 
Road and Ramsey Canyon in Arizona, and Lake Okeechobee and 
Payne’s Prairie in Florida. These places were often overrun with 
collectors. In one instance in Okeetee, I saw a busload disembark 
like lemmings where he had provided specific localities. I went to 
all of the places listed above and collectors were everywhere at 
each place. At Payne’s Prairie, scores of cars were slowly traveling 
back and forth on the road at night to collect specimens, as snake 
densities were incredible. Hundreds had been killed on the road 
by heavy traffic, mostly various watersnakes (genus Nerodia) and 
North Florida Swamp Snakes (Liodytes =Seminatrix pygaea.)

Kauffeld arrived at the zoo as Curator of Reptiles in 1936. The 
next year, he published a book with C. H. Curran called Snakes 
and Their Ways, which included information on rattlesnakes. He 
displayed all U.S. forms of rattlesnakes, as he believed that his 

small zoo could not compete with the larger Bronx Zoo (Kauffeld 
1965). With this approach, an impressive list of longevity records 
resulted, especially for snakes. He was named Zoo Director in 
1963 and retired a decade later.

Many of Kauffeld’s reflections were initially published in the 
quarterly zoo outlet “Animaland” and later incorporated into his 
two books: Snakes and Snake Hunting and Snakes: The Keeper 
and the Kept. See Carl F. Kauffeld memorial issue. HERP 18(1) 
1984. [collection of Kauffeld articles from various publications]. 
See also Ken Kawata’s book and article (2003, 2004). Biographies 
of Klauber and Kauffeld are covered by Card and Murphy (2000) 
and Murphy (2007). Adler (1989) covered Gloyd, Klauber, and 
Kauffeld in his remarkable series on deceased herpetologists. 
However, it was a bit unsettling when one of Adler’s books ar-
rived at my doorstep with the inscription, “To my friend and col-
league James B. Murphy—In the hope that you do not end up in 
volume 3! Kraig Adler, July 2007.” He is working on volume 4 and 
I am still here.

My two friends for over 50 years, Jonathan A. Campbell and 
William W. Lamar, published two impressive books that treated 
rattlesnakes in considerable detail: The Venomous Reptiles of Lat-
in America (1989) and the more expansive The Venomous Rep-
tiles of the Western Hemisphere (2004). Many of the color photos 
were taken at Dallas Zoo, including the spectacular pitviper on 
the dust jacket of the first volume. Their books have garnered 
rave reviews from the scientific community. When I planned to 
meet Jon for our bi-weekly oyster dinner, I went first to his lab 
where he was working hard on the rattlesnake accounts for the 
first book. I was amazed that he was not referring to any notes, 
but rather had memorized data sets. 

Other publications of note include symposium or edited vol-
umes, snakebite treatment, and single-taxon works: Ernst (1992), 
Campbell and Brodie (1992), Mattison (1996), Rubio (1998), 
Schuett et al. (2002), Hayes et al. (2008), Rubio (2010), Ernst and 
Ernst (2012), Rubio and Keyler (2013), Levin (2016), Schuett et al. 
(2016, 2017), Dreslik et al. (2017), and Means (2017).

Rattlesnake Collection at Dallas Zoo (1966–1995)

In 1966, I arrived at the Dallas Zoo to work in the new Pierre 
A. Fontaine Reptile Building, named in honor of its director. To 
avoid potential conflict of interest issues, I donated my per-
sonal rattlesnake collection—about fifteen representatives—to 
the zoo, which formed the basis of a rapidly expanding pitvi-
per collection. A short time thereafter, Barry Armstrong and Jon 
Campbell started traveling to mainland Mexico and northern 
Central America, eventually resulting in collecting most taxa of 
rattlesnakes except the strikingly beautiful Autlán Long-tailed 
Rattlesnake (Crotalus lannomi), known only at the time from a 
single DOR (dead-on-road) specimen. Many other species were 
brought back to Dallas alive and placed on loan to us. When 
they died, most were accessioned in the vertebrate collections 
at either University of Texas at Arlington or University of Kan-
sas. These places were chosen because Campbell was hired at 
the former and had been a graduate student at the latter. See my 
gratitude to and thoughts about Barry and Jon in my paper (Mur-
phy 2014). Two monographs covered these early days (Murphy 
and Armstrong 1978; Armstrong and Murphy 1979). To honor 
Barry, Campbell described a new rattlesnake from Jalisco, Mexi-
co in 1979—Armstrong’s Dusky Rattlesnake (Crotalus triseriatus 
armstrongi, now C. armstrongi). Campbell, not to be outdone 
by Barry, now has his own rattlesnake—Campbell’s Rattlesnake 

Fig. 15. Timber Rattlesnake (Crotalus horridus) from James E. DeKay’s 
Zoology of New York, 1842.
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(Crotalus campbelli), described by Bryson et al. (2014). In the 
late 1960s, I planned to travel to Arizona to collect ridge-nosed 
rattlesnakes for the Zoo collection. I wrote a long letter to Carl 
Kauffeld asking advice about these pitvipers. I was sure that he 
would gladly help me although we had never met. To my dismay, 
he promptly answered that I was not worthy to either see them in 
the field or collect specimens for our zoo!

The staff started collaborating on behavioral studies, mostly 
with four academic herpetologists—Charles (Chuck) Carpenter 
from University of Oklahoma, his graduate student Jim 
Gillingham, and David Chiszar and Hobart Smith from University 
of Colorado. These associations were wonderful, productive, and 
resulted in numerous studies, much improved by collaboration 
(Murphy 1971; Murphy et al. 1975; Carpenter et al. 1976; Murphy 
1976; Murphy and Shadduck 1976; Rappolt et al. 1978; Murphy 
and Mitchell 1979; Shadduck and Murphy 1979; Murphy 1981; 
Gillingham et al. 1983; Radcliffe and Murphy 1983; Murphy and 
Campbell 1987; Murphy et al. 1987; Murphy and Chiszar 1989; 
Barker 1992; Chiszar et al. 1993; McCrady et al. 1993; Young and 
Brown 1993; Hutchins et al. 2003; Murphy 2006; Petzold 2008). 
Our philosophy was to invite outside researchers, including 
students on the graduate level and competent photographers, 
to use the collection to add important data for a more complete 
understanding of the biology of amphibians and reptiles (see 
Garrett 2005 for description of the Dallas Zoo program). There 

were only a few requirements. The first was to ensure that no 
animals were at risk from the protocol. The second was to send a 
written description of the project to several outside reviewers to 
assess quality and evaluate suitability. The third was to produce 
a manuscript of high quality and send it to outside reviewers 
before submission. The last and most important element was to 
work well with the staff since these staffers often assisted with 
a project (particularly photographing venomous snakes); in two 
cases, interns were demanding, arrogant, and uncooperative, 
and were told to go elsewhere. We sent a number of rattlesnakes 
and other pitvipers on permanent loan to Chiszar for use in 
studies at University of Colorado on feeding and other behaviors 
(Chiszar 1979; Chiszar et al. 1983; Chiszar and Smith 2005). 
See Murphy and Smith’s obituary for Chiszar (2013) to gain an 
appreciation for his incredible productivity.

In the 1970s, we decided to breed two amelanotic Western 
Diamondback Rattlesnakes (Crotalus atrox) to follow genetics 
and inheritance (Murphy et al. 1987; McCrady et al. 1994). 
Captive breedings over six generations produced neonates that 
possessed anomalous polarity of scale orientation on various 
parts of the body. The extent and nature of the anomalies was 
much greater than anything previously described. A paper is in 
preparation detailing these phenomena.

In 1979, Paul Weldon and Gordon Burghardt published a pa-
per concerning defensive responses of crotaline snakes to ophi-
ophagous snakes. Weldon tested rattlesnakes and kingsnakes at 
our zoo by rubbing swabs on Lampropeltis skin and presenting 
these to rattlesnakes and other pitvipers. Many rattlesnakes 
responded to the swab with body bridging. Some researchers 
thought that rattlesnakes use the bridge to disorient a predatory 
snake. David Chiszar suggested that the behavior was actually 
used to wedge the rattlesnake’s body in a rodent or other mam-
malian burrow, thus inhibiting predation. 

We had the privilege at Dallas Zoo of working with 69 varieties 
of rattlesnakes over the years. As a rule, rattlesnakes adapt well to 
captivity. We were awash in baby snakes, both from gravid females 
collected in the wild or bred at the zoo. Rows of gallon jars each 
held a newborn until they began feeding. The two most difficult 
to feed were the Isla Angel Rattlesnake (Crotalus angelensis) and 
Cross-banded Mountain Rattlesnake (C. transversus). Many young 
were distributed to other zoos. In summary, zoos and aquariums 
are the perfect setting to study snakes, and rattlesnakes are perfect 
candidates for this purpose (Chiszar et al. 1993).

More About Rattlesnake Roundups

An excellent overview has been written by Clark E. Adams 
and John K. Thomas called Texas Rattlesnake Roundups (2008), 
showing the history, carnival atmosphere, and photos of the weird 
handlers. Fitzgerald and Painter (2000) noted that, “Rattlesnakes 
are commercially exploited to supply an international trade in 
skins, meat, gall bladders, and curios. Five species are used in 
8 states: Western Diamondback Rattlesnakes (Crotalus atrox) 
in Texas, Oklahoma, and New Mexico; Eastern Diamondback 
Rattlesnakes (C. adamanteus) in Alabama, Florida, and Georgia; 
Prairie Rattlesnakes (C. viridis) in Kansas, Texas, Oklahoma, 
and New Mexico; and Timber Rattlesnakes (C. horridus) 
in Pennsylvania, Georgia, Alabama, and Florida. Blacktail 
rattlesnakes (C. molossus) occasionally appear in the trade in New 
Mexico and Texas. The trade is linked to rattlesnake roundups, 
which are economically important to local communities. We 
estimated that 15% of the Western Diamondback and Eastern 

Fig. 16. There are three beautiful plates of rattlesnakes from 
Iconographie Générale des Ophidiens by Georges Jan and Ferdinando 
Sordelli, 1860–1866. Shown is the Cascabel Rattlesnake (Crotalus 
durissus). This atlas illustrated snakes of the world.
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Diamondback rattlesnakes entering the trade originate from 
roundups. In the 1990s, probably <125,000 rattlesnakes of all 
species entered the trade yearly.” 

Arena et al. (1995) addressed the animal welfare issue, “Little 
attention has been given to the acts of brutality and cruelty 
associated with rattlesnake round-ups. From the point of initial 
capture procedures to their death, the rattlesnakes’ welfare 
is a matter of indifference and disregard. Where gassing and 
excavation prove unsuccessful, some form of grappling hook is 
employed to pull snakes from their dens. This frequently results 
in physical injury; in some cases the skin and underlying tissues 
are torn and in many cases the spinal cord and ribs are damaged 
as the animals are lifted without adequate support for the weight 
of their bodies.” See also Warrick (1990) and Warrick et al. (1991).

Cleveland Amory was an American author, reporter, com-
mentator, and animal rights activist. He joined the board of di-
rectors of the Humane Society of the United States (HSUS) in 
1962, remaining there until 1970. He also served as president of 
the New England Anti-Vivisection Society (NEAVS) from 1987 
until his death in 1998. In 1967, Amory founded the Fund for Ani-
mals, focusing on protecting animals from hunters and creating 
animal sanctuaries. In 2005, HSUS formed a corporate combina-
tion with the Fund for Animals. 

In 1970, Amory came to Dallas to solicit donations for his 
organizations and see our zoo. I asked him why his animal rights 
organizations and state wildlife departments were not helping to 
stop roundups. He said that nobody really cared about snakes, 
particularly rattlesnakes, and he had no interest, as well. I was 
truly amazed when I realized that in his view, reptiles, especially 
snakes, were not worthy of protection because he assumed they 
could not experience pain. He also said that ectotherms should 
be ignored, but domestic mammals (horses, cows, rabbits, 
hamsters, dogs, cats, and so on) and caged birds (love birds, 
canaries, cockatiels, parakeets, Java rice birds, finches, and 
others available in pet shops) deserved protection by animal 
rights organizations. I tried to change his mind but my efforts 
were futile.

In response to overall indifference by humans, we created a 
graphic exhibit at Dallas Zoo using photographs by Dave Barker 
of snakes being gassed from dens, dumped in pits, molested by 
handlers, beheaded by children, and prepared as curios. The ti-
tle was “Diamondbacks Can’t Scream,” referring to the fact that 
snakes do not vocalize pain. We were prepared for public out-
rage because the images were so unsettling, but surprisingly, the 
overwhelming response was that people appeared to be appalled 
by the practice and felt that it was important to treat snakes hu-
manely. Unfortunately, these ghastly roundups still exist.

Murphy and Chiszar (1989) recommended the installation 
in a zoo of a “Fear Room,” conceived as follows, “Consultation 
with psychiatrists as well as architects would be an important 
preliminary in designing a facility which is non-threatening to 
the visitor; guidance from experts on what colors are pleasing, 
what shapes and textures are soothing, what background music 
is relaxing could make a valuable contribution. We envisioned a 
circular structure with eight separate rooms around its perim-
eter. In each room, a myth or question about snakes is addressed: 
can snakes ‘outrun’ humans and how fast can they move; are they 
carriers of disease; do they hypnotize prey; where do they live; 
how dangerous are they to humans; can snakes feel pain; should 
snakes be killed and what are the consequences of killing them; 
why should they be protected. Each of these topics would be cov-
ered by using appropriate video presentations, interactive dis-
plays, computers or current audio-visual technology. The visitor 
who has viewed all eight presentations could be given a choice of 
options, either to leave the building or to meet an employee who 
is holding a live snake and is offering the opportunity to touch 
the reptile and ask questions.” This approach has been incor-
porated in the remodeled reptile building at Staten Island Zoo, 
including a recreation of Carl Kauffeld’s office (Eser and Kawata 
2010).

How can zoo outreach programs be improved to spread the 
word about snakes to a broader audience and encourage the 
public to value snakes? Burghardt et al. (2009) suggested different 
approaches such as the Internet, television, traveling exhibits, 
temporary exhibits, unusual venues such as shopping malls, 
casinos, libraries, and schools. Several decades ago, we used 
living snakes, artwork and artifacts depicting snakes, interactive 
modules, and hourly lectures describing snake biology and 
conservation, for a temporary exhibit in the Dallas public 
library. It generated the highest attendance rate of any exhibit 
ever held in that setting. Zoo Atlanta, Dallas Zoo, and National 
Zoo developed a successful interactive exhibit, as described by 
Marcellini and Murphy (1998).

It is apparent that an appreciation for snakes can be encour-
aged and reinforced in a zoo or aquarium environment. The 

Fig. 17. Illustration of variable Southwestern Speckled Rattlesnake 
(Crotalus pyrrhus) in Synopsis of the Reptiles and Batrachians of 
Arizona; with critical and field notes, and an extensive synonymy by 
Elliott Coues, 1875.
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Association of Zoos & Aquariums (AZA) shared the opinion of 
its members in March 1999—The AZA condemns the cruel and 
ecologically destructive practice of rattlesnake roundups and en-
courages its member institutions to actively oppose such activity 
through public information and the support of relevant legisla-
tion. A far more proactive approach is needed by zoo workers, 
as it is clear that lawmakers are disinterested in protecting ven-
omous snakes by using legislative tools. I suggest here that all 
AZA institutions put together a display similar to that produced 
by Dallas Zoo, stressing that these dreadful roundups should 
no longer be tolerated, and using images-—the more unset-
tling, graphic and disturbing the better—to penetrate political 
indifference and ophiophobia. Can these approaches apprecia-
bly change the overall negative view of snakes held by humans 
quickly enough to make a difference for their protection and 
long-term survival? Sadly, I think not, but it is worth a try. The 
excellent field and captive program established by Alan Kardon 
at San Antonio Zoo, with emphasis on Mexican pitvipers, is a 
worthy example but saving these taxa is an uphill struggle. In 
2013, Kardon showed aerial photographs of the extensive habitat 
changes due to human activities throughout Mexico; the images 
were staggering and sobering. Virtually all of the high-elevation 
ecosystems are at risk, particularly at places where montane rat-
tlesnakes are found.
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