
1 Rattlesssnakesss: Part One
 

In light of the sensationalism the Toronto Sun attached to
the recent rattlesnake bite incident in this region, Sounding
Line thought it was appropriate to speak to Chris Parent who
has spent the last few years doing research on Massassauga
Rattlers in Killbear Park. Chris is an acknowledged expert on
them, one of a very few scientists who have actually done
research on them. The conversation was conducted without
benefit of tape recorder, so while it is not verbatim, it has
been accurately reconstituted from notes.

.
SL: Let’s deal with everybody’s question first. How often do
people get bitten and how dangerous is it?
CP: I think what is more interesting is how many people don’t
get bitten. It’s amazing how often people walk within five feet
of a snake and don’t even know it’s there. I’ve implanted 31
snakes with radio transmitters and have been tracking them
for two and one half years, some of them on trails, campsites,
under trucks and so on.

To a snake we are a large predator. Their first line of
defence is camouflage. They freeze. You can be as close as
within two feet and nine out of ten will not make a response.
They’re next line of defence is to rattle. Most will rattle as
they’re crawling away. We’ve tested this by putting them on
the ground and trying it with them. Usually they spin away
and go the other direction. Their very last response is to strike.

~
In a bad year, there might be a half dozen biting incidents,

usually there are two or three. Nobody knows for sure because
there is no central agency tracking them.
There are a few things we do know. Snakes have individual 

i characteristics and some will strike where others wouldn’t. 
Also, they are really sensitive to temperature. On a cool or
cold day they are more likely to rely on their camouflage than 
on a warm day when they’re feeling livelier.
SL: How dangerous is a bite?
CP: Well, it is a serious medical emergency, if bitten get to a
hospital as quickly as possible. (Chris asked us to emphasize
that he is not a doctor, so his opinion is only that of an 
informed amateur.) My impression is that a bite from even the
largest Massassauga Rattler would take 24 hours to kill you.
The sooner you get to the hospital the better. ’

There are reasons that a Massassauga Rattler bite isn’t as
dangerous as other rattlesnakes. They are relatively small (two
and a half feet is big) compared to say an Eastern
Diamondback Rattler, which often reach six feet, so the
amount of venom injected is proportionately smaller. There is
also evidence to suggest that they can control the amount of
venom they inject. (In lab experiments it has been shown that
other rattlers will inject more venom into a larger animal than
a small.) There is reason to suspect they may just bite people
to scare them off and not use a whole lot of venom. It needs
more research.
SL: I overheard somebody the other day saying that the bite

 

of a hungry rattler was more venomous than a well fed rattler...
CP: There is no evidence that supports that. Another very
persistent myth is that the bite of a smaller snake is worse than
the bite of a bigger snake. It’s true that in some desert varie-
ties of rattlesnake the venom changes as the snake gets bigger
because what they hunt changes. We don’t have any evidence
to show whether that is true for Massassauga Rattlers or not,
but I still think that the size of the snake is more important.
SL: I went blueberry picking the other day, on a rocky island.
I was wearing shorts and sandals. We were in juniper bushes,
perfect snake country. I had a stick and I was rattling the
bushes in front of me before I stepped into them. Was I doing
the right thing?
CP: Well, the stick and the noise were a good idea. But,
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