" The Edmonton Journal —- Final -
Friday September 16, 1994 Al/ FRONT

Rattlesnake Roundup; RATTLER REPORT

RLEH&RD HELM Journai Staff Writer
THE EDMOGHNTOGYN JOURNAL

CFB Suffzeld

LENGTH: Lomg | > 700 )
SUBJECT: ANIMALS: WILDLIFE

CFB Suffisld

*'The scaéles protect a sofr creamy belly, cowl to the touch, The snakes
feel remarkably clesan and powerful. Like ons long ribpling muscle . . . you
can run your thumb sleong the VHelly snd feel, like j=lly beans, the litter
within, One femsle carries |3 young, plus-wksr feels like the skull of a
rodent. !

T'm standing on the bald prairie holding 3 bug of hostile rattlesnakes,
Yooking for a spot of shade.

Who'd have chought =z ratrlesnake can get sunstroke?

It's been a wildly successful day on this rattler roundup, the first of its
kind in Western Canada. My companions wers having so much luck hauling
snakss out of the hlll bBehind me, this First buncli had been kept waiting 3
lirele too long.

Andy Diddul, the wildlife tiologist in chargs. hal asked for help.

Clutching the bag by dts Jraw-string, arm extended, T set out for a littls
thicket of deadwood and echakecherryv Lush 2 dozen metres away. Anything for
God, country and repriles.

Thers was =till some muffled ratiling behind the canvas cioch but most of
them had fallen sailent. Five of them, rolliag and cwisting inside,
intertwining into @ malevolsnrt all.

Pne of them was st lsgst 1.5 metres long and as hig around &5 threé of his
buddies combined. TIf T scoed hiz= lip on his tail He'd reach atiout to sy
throst. '

1 tucked the bag behind some sheltering branches. ''Thay's a favar vou owe
me, boys.'!

We were on 2 hillside ovarlooking an old oxhow of the South Saskstchewan
River, 20 km morth of Medicine Hat and just inside the southeastern
parimeter of the massive Syuffisid milicary block: Te the norrh lay the
windblown dunes of the Middle Sand Hills, to the wast an abandored rifle
range .

Closer to hand the tsrrain was parched grassland, sagebrush and prickly
pPear cactus. Pastur=land pocked by old badgsr holes zand coyate dens -—-
perfect quarters for the prairie rattlesnake.

The Suffield milirary range covers 2,400 square kilometras, a huge chunk of
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‘of f-1imits rerpiftory that's used primarily for training armored units of the

.Canadian and Bricish armles

The federal wildlife scientists now poking around dowp here have more than
just ratrlers, black widow spiders pnd scorpions to worry abput. They also
occesionally stumbis upon Unexploded shells,

The wildlife teams are here because this military range contains one ef zhe
world's larges: undisturbed prairie ecosystems.

The [sderal vilﬂlif& scientists now poking around Jown here lave more than
juse rartlers, black willow spiders znd scarpions to worry =bout. They ilso
gccasionally stumbile upon Unexploded shells

The wildlife teams are here hecauss this military range contcsins ane of the
world's largest undisturbed prairie scosystems. 1t's home to some 174 animel
species, including Alberts's anly polsonpus snake.,

The rattler that ranges southern AlTérta and southwestern Saskatchewan is
ong nf the mpre retiring members of the North Amsriean rattlesnake clan.
Living memory fails To turn up & single snake-bite fataliry 'in Western
Canads. But it's besn close a few times.

Two ‘years ago a nine-year—-old Calgasry girl was bitten twice by #n adult
rattlesnake at Writing-en-Stone Priwinclial Park, By the time she reached
Lethbridge hospital she was +in terrible pain, twitcliing and vositing, and
her leyg was turning black. 3he spent Says in intensive care, where she was
given 31 bottles of anti-—venom serum. Shz recoversd.

I wes thinking zbout that little girl a5 [ watched Didiuk pull another
snpke, maybe a metre long. from its slesta spot at the =dge of 3 hols up the
hill. A mottled browmn. shading to green, it sported rows of dark-bordered
‘biptches running back from the head. becoming bands toward the tatl:

The rattle. shaking like & cra=zed caestanat, wss hlackenad at thHe bazse. A
Mg one with nina interlockine Segments.

One second Didiuk had it, the next it slipped free from the steel jaws and
twisted to the groind between us.

Instantly, it whippsd into a coil, dits rall aleft and ratcling furiously,
The dismond-shaped hesd rose from the coils, boebbing in che alr, ugly black
tonyue Flicking, lookinz ro strike.

"*Boy, he's really cranked up,'' grimnsd Sharp, struggling to hold yet
another snake as it rollsd and snapped at ths poale rastraining iv. All the
while a young rattler playved dead behind me and my companion, phoragraplier
Larry Wong. Coiled immobile, hesad and tzil tucked in, it wis 3lmost easy to
averlork. Almosc:

The dry prairie slr buzzed with a remzarkable chorus of ratitles, like the
zing of Fishing llne whipping off & rael.

Thte brass mesh leggings strapped atop our boors noe longer seemsd such an
absurd precaution, Nor did the stick I gripped in my hand.

Didiuk had handed it to me when we left ths trucks at the top of ths ridige
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- €0"set out into the valley orn foot. A long Fiberglas rod with tape wrapped
around one ead for = handle. Sweep the ground ahead as you walk, he advised,
and you'll be less likely to come upon a snake unawares.

Didzuk, 43, antd Sharp, 26, are trying tu_get_ﬂ fix on five species of
snaks. mmecluddine the elusive hog~-nosed soaks, bull snshe and garter snake.

:Eut'tﬂdsy the guarry is rattler.

"'The Ffirst thing to remesber with a ratclesnake is they don't ulvays
rattls, ' Pidiuk said as we ==t out.

''It comes down to either walking leavy or walking light,.'' added Sharp.
**YWalk heavy and they know you're coming, Walk light and sometimes they
flon's ratele. "

Suiddenly, Didiuk lurched the truck o @ stop. excited. a1 Tiger salamander
on the road. 1 h=ld the thaing whils pe got loo book and yulsr. Waiking the
treadmil) of my palms the sslamandsr had 8 cold rubbery feel and 2 set of
alien 'burston eves, But Lt was stcill only & salanandsr.,

Thirey minures later, 8s the four wf us Fannsd out actonss the praircie, it
vocurrsd to me that salasander might bs the only cateh of the day.

But then Wong, & few paces aghead, stopped short unil peersd into a yellowed
patch of grasg near his fesr. '"'Unhh .. .,"' he 5549 ungerszadnly, then
quickly stepped back.

The sound wias barsly sudible but distinctive. Liks dry rice shaken 4n a tin
Cup-.

The snake sitpped back inro am old gopher hole befors Didiuk could tzks
more than a few strides our way, But with a gqulek pirduetsz= h= scatbed his
pole at the grouand and pulled up ancthsr, hissing In procssc,

Within a few minutss thene were fous =nsies in the sack and Didiuk and
Sharp were bent over 3 [ifth, stretched along 3 measuring stick laid on the
ground’,

The snakes gre handlsd one dt 8 time, each First restrainad with 3 noose
stick. The padded noose i: slipped just past the head, th=n pulled tight.

Ic's only chen that you c—=n safely examine thé reptiie up close. S51lit syss,
hoodad by scales. Two smzll heat-ssasitive pits near the nostrils with which
4t detects most ef its warm-llooded pr=y. A gacing flsghy pink 'mourhk framsd
by two ssber rangs, ourvins douwn and inwards.

The armor ‘plate of the scales protsct & soft sreamy belly., coovl 29 the
zouch when they'rz frash from the den. The sweat rolls off s From ths heat
and the unflagging t=psien. The snakes Ffeel remarkably clean and powerful.
Tike une lofg rippling miscle.

Meshodieally, Didiuk and Sharp log the length, weight snd color of each
stiak=, o= well as the sex -- derermined DY a little gentlis probing arn the
anal plere pzar the tail. Male spakes have = dual penis; Andy can't really
say why. '
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" Each is then marked for tracking purposes. Two of the scales, left and
right, rhat run iy rows 3long the tail asre snipped away with small scissars.
‘Each snake is clipp=d ln a differsnt order and the order carefully notad in
the hook, so each is clsarly ldentifiable should it be recaptured.

One oy one. thes soskes are returned to their dens.

The two biclagists work slowly, taking particular care With the smaller
‘snakes whose heads don't always Fit the nooss stick.

"I it gets out of the nooss when you'rs sitting there sexing it and
clipping scalés it"'s not going to get you on the toe,'' Didiuk said, '"'It's
golng to get you in the throat or eyve. Then vou're in real rroubls. '’

We walked out of the valiey an hour later, if=aving hehind a hill crawling
with angry snakss. Seveltssn rattlsars captur=d. marksd and releassd in Four
haurs.

RATTLER REPORT

* The rattle consisrs of luosely interlocking horny segments that produce a
buzzing noise when the snake is alarmed, AltHough = new rattle is added each
time che snake gheds its skin, the rattiss break off and do not indicate
age.

Y Only about a sikth of North America's 115 species of snake are VEIDMDS
including ail !3 members of the rattlesngke famiiv: The diamondbzck
rattlesnake notive to the southeastern U.S5. is among the heaviest of rhe
world's poisonous snakes. The largest on record weighed 15 kg &nd streacched
2.3 metres.

* Tne fanged one is nol an endangered speciss although it did, more or less
by scecident, wind up on the protected list when che Alberta Wildlife act was
overhzulsd in 1581, The bhan un klllidg cle soake was retioved in 1987

* Rartlesnske season begins in e3rly 'to mid-April 55 the ground bepins to
thaw. The snakes emerge from hibernation in their dens to sun themselves amyd
ralse their body tempsrsture. Rattlesnakes give birtl to live young in late
summer, ususlly near the fall den site.

* Rartlesnakes prefer warm-blooded prey like birds, mice and volss. They
cannot chew their prey so they must first immohilize 2nd kill their food
before dining. They do so by injecting venon vhrouph their two hollow fangs
in the upper jaw, drawing poison from = pair of glands,

4 The rattlespake’s backbone consists of some 200 bsll-and-socket joints
TLLUSTRATION
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