BACKCOUNTRY HORSEMEN OF CALIFORNIA

lsiving with Rattlgsnakes

California is a beautiful state. Because of it’s diversity of habitats, California has more species of rattlesnakes than
any other state besides Arizona. Through education, we can learn and understand the important role
that rattlesnakes play in our ecosystem.

GENERAL INFORMATION

It is a normal reaction to be fearful of rattlesnakes. Their venomous bite can be very painful and sometimes even
fatal. There is some misconception about these creatures, and we try to present the facts to you. Rattlesnakes are
cold—blooded reptiles. They need the sun to warm up in order to hunt and to digest their prey. Prey mostly in-
cludes rodents but also includes birds, lizards and sometimes even other snakes. During the colder winter months,
rattlesnakes will remain in burrows or rock crevices. However, if the weather turns unseasonably warm they will
venture out into the sun. Rattlesnake babies are born live in either the fall or spring. They are born with one little
pre-button on the end of their tale that barely makes a sound when buzzing. As rattlesnakes outgrow their skin,
they will shed. This process creates a new ‘button’ or segment on their rattle. Young
rattlesnakes might shed several times a year, while older ones will shed less often.
Because of this, one cannot tell the age of a rattlesnake by counting it’s rattles. The
heads of rattlesnakes found in California are different from other snake species. Most
snake species have heads that are the same width as their bodies. However, our
rattlesnakes have bulges at the base of their head, giving them a triangular shape.
These bulges are where the venom sacks are located. Rattlesnakes are very thick and
heavy bodied which makes their tracks easy to distinguish in dirt. They move very
slowly with their rattles held up off the ground to avoid making sound that could
scare off their prey. Even though it's a dangerous animal, rattlesnakes are not with-

; out predators of their own. Raptors consider rattlesnakes fair game and, after killing
rewT T ERHEER SEREET them with piercing talons, will eat rattlesnakes. Roadrunners also feed on rattle-
snakes and will beat them to death with their strong beaks. Opossums are immune to the

rattlesnake venom and can help keep them out of your yard King snakes will imitate a

snakes often make a meal out of a rattlesnake!

THE BITE

side of their head below the nostrils that detects infrared. This sensor allows the snake to **
find its warm blooded prey. The rattlesnake can also follow the trail of its prey by flicking its tongue along the
ground. The rattlesnake uses this hunting technique as well as ambushing its prey. When it is within striking dis-
tance, which is 1/3 to 1/2 of its body length, it quickly lunges forward and aims for the prey. While in the forward
motion, the snake’s jaws will open, extending the two top front fangs that are tucked backwards under its upper
jaw. These fangs act as hypodermic needles and inject the venom directly into the snake’s target. The venom not
only subdues the prey, but also begins breaking down the tissue of the prey to make it easier to digest. Usually it’s
a strike and release, however in some cases the snake will hang onto the victim until the struggling ceases.



Rattlesnakes swallow their prey whole, and head first. The
jaws unhinge to allow the snake to work it's mouth over
the prey’s body, which can be larger than the width of the
snake! After finally swallowing its meal, the snake will find
a warm spot to quietly coil and begin the digestive process.
At this time, heat is very important to raise the body

" temperature of the snake. The rattlesnake might not eat for

another week or more. Sometimes a rattlesnake will
regurgitate its meal if it is stressed before the digestion
process is done. The bigger the meal the longer it takes to

| digest. It is unknown what the lifespan of a rattlesnake in
the wild is. Captive rattlesnakes have been known to live
up to twenty years. However, in the wild rattlesnakes have
to deal with the possibility that its first encounter with a human will be it’s last. This is unfortunate
since usually when a rattlesnake is killed it has not been posing a danger.

HOW TO AVOID RATTLESNAKES AND A RATTLESNAKE BITE

The best way to discourage rattlesnakes from your home is to remove their prey, which is mostly
rodents. If you have animals, try to store their food safely away from mice. Don’t leave any pet food
outside where mice will find it. Stack firewood away from your house as it could provide shelter for
rodents or even rattlesnakes themselves. If a rattlesnakes senses your approach, it will attempt to
leave the area. If approached, the rattlesnake might coil, hiss, flatten it's body and rattle its tail. Yelling
at it will not do any good as they can’t hear. If you encounter a rattlesnake, back away slowly. Rattle-
snakes cannot crawl as fast as you can walk, so you should be able to get away. The following tips will
help you to avoid bad encounters with rattlesnakes:

e When hiking, choose trails that are cleared to allow you to see the ground on both sides of
and ahead of you.

o NEVER put your feet or hands in areas where you can’t see them.

e Wear hiking boots and carry a walking stick. If you encounter a rattlesnake it might strike
the stick instead of you.

e Never let children or pets run ahead; keep your dogs on a leash.

e Consider enrolling your dog(s) in a rattlesnake awareness training.

e« When you encounter a rattlesnake on the trail, do not harass it or try to catch it. Give it a
wide birth on and leave it alone.

If bitten by a rattlesnake, seek immediate medical attention. Rattlesnake bites are very painful and

usually require antivenom. A vial of antivenom is very expensive so it’s always better to try to avoid

all rattlesnakes . Check with your local parks department to see if they have someone who can come

and relocate rattlesnake if found in your yard.
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