The PLASTER JACKET is a newsletter. Questions,
announcements, and other communications are soli-
cited from all readers. Information of general

H

interest will be included in future issuss.

-t is our intent to produce this series at the
rate of six issues per year. WYe hope to add as
many genuinely interested paleontologists as
possible to our mailing Tist. |If you are inter-
esied,. please send your name and address to the
PLASTER JACKET. These issues are distributed free
of charge to all interested people.
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THE FOSSHIL SNAKES OF FLORIDA
by
Watltar Auffenberg
The considaerable work devoted to the collection of

small fossiis of vertebrates during the last few decades
has greatly extended our knowledge of the evolutionary
history of many aroups of small animals. Snakes are an
example of such a group.

Practicaily-ali the skeletal parts of snakes have been
ound as fTossils. Some, like the skull and jaw, are very
useful for determining relationships among the major
groups of living snakes. However, to be useful in iden-
tification these parts must be completely articulated.
The skull bones of snakes are so delicate and loosely
connected to one ancother that it is surprising that snake
skulls are found as fossils at all. The most commonly
found parts of fossil snakes are vertebrae and ribs.
Ribs are too similar from group to group to be useful in
identification. Thus most fossil snakes are identified
on the basis of vertebral shape.

Some of the characteristics used to identify snake
vertebrae are constant throughout many species and dis-
tinguish families and genera; others are confined to
particular species. Though no well-defined vertepral
characters are known that will distinguish all the
Flarida nemera mnet can he idantified.
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Florida is ope of the few places

where it 1s possible
3 at r

to dascribe the ;ﬁmk@ ?auva of a2 somewhat re-
stricted e detail from the Miocene to
the p:e% T from all hut the Late Pleisto-
C is 3 to permit evaluation of the
“mi“cicn o major groups of 1iving snakes in
the 1i gwl of their fossil histories. This remains for
the future.

Six families of ;kes are known as fossils from
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LEOPHIDAE ~ an extinct group of
iated to the boas and known only
31 savaeral parts of the New and 01d
the boas, pythons, and their smaller
burrowsng relatives, a primitive group of snakes Found
in practically all tropical and subtropical parts of
the world, but no longer present in Florida; ANILIDAE -
small group of peculiar snakes intermediate between
the p%iW’LlV» boas and more advanced groups, at present
restricted to Scuth Asﬁ»;ra but formerly much more
widely distributed; ‘LUFR&B&E -« a large group in-
ctuding almost 75 percent of the living snake species

Florida (Tabie 1):
large marine snakes
from Eocene strata
Worlds:; BOIDAE -

o

B

o]
i

of the world and most harmless types; ELAPIDAE - cer~
tain polisonous snakes with erect %angs, inciuding the

krajrs, and thair relatives,
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stribution worldwide, though largely subtropical and
ropical; £RGTA5£9A5 - hi iy specialized poiscnous

k angs; includes the 0ld

, fiiennakes, copperheads, moccasins,

atives; found In all continental areas »
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nakes are known from six geologic time per-
‘da:

EOCENE

vertebra of Eocene &
though the same g nus {(and sp

age. is known from
@

Florid cies 7) is rea-
sepably common in simil age deposits in Alabama,
Mississiponi, and New J@rzay. The Florida specimen,
cotlected from the Qcala lime éone near Newberry, is
referred to the distinctive marine genus Pter phenus
{body to 1§ fest long). e

DLIGGCENE

Several Oligocene snakes are now known from Florida,
but they have not vet been studied.

MIOCENE
-
The terrestrial Miocene deposits of Fiorida contain
the eariiest known members of the family Colubridas in
the New World. Here it is reprasented by two genera, ’
Paraoxybelis and Ps @udogemophors - each with only a
single species. Paraoxybelis ibody 3 feet long) is
apparently unrelated to any of the tiving North Aw»r%can
genera, but may be close to the whipsnakes of the Wes
Indies. Pseudocemophora (body 2 feet long) seems cioaeiy
related to the living king and scarlet snakes (Lampropel-
tis and Cemophora) and may be ancestral to one or both OFf o S
Them. e FIGURE 1.~-- Yertical bars represent actual height of each
vertebra, A.) Drymarchon corais {indige snake); B.)
The family Anilidae is represented in the Florida Mio- Pitucphis meianoleucus (pine snake); ©.) Masticophis

cene by one vertebra. Though the generic relationships flagelium {coachwhip].
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7 ' TABLE 1 Continued
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The Florida Pliccene snakes belong to three families.
The Colubridae are represented by the genera Heterodon
(hognosed snakes), Diadophis {ringnecked snakes), Paleo-
farancia {mud Qﬂr\f“7 “and Stilosoma (short-tailed snakes).
One ;mg( jes of elapid (Macrd?ﬁgy'and one crotalid (Crota-
;UQ} are also known from the Pliocene deposits in Florida.
BTT are represented by species distinct from the qucfes
of the same genera living today. The Pliocene species
are apparently ancestral fo at least some cf the 1iving

forms.

1t is highly likely that between the Lower Miocene
and Middle Pliocene certain characteristically western
organisms extended their ranges eastward into Florida.
This eastern extension of the western fauna included
several snakes such as Heterodon and Lrotalus.

PLEISTOCENE

The P?aitLogera deposits of Florida-present a.complex
series of beds containing a rather uniform fauna. Many
of the fossil species of this age are identical to ani-
mals existing in the peninsula at the present time.

This is particularly true of the snakes, which do not
show the degree of extinction witnesgﬁd atong mammals
and birds. All of the Florida Pleistocene snakes belong
to genera and species found in or near the peninsula
today, except one. This is Crotalus giganteus, an ex-
tinct giant {10 feet) rattlesnake. The worm snake, Car-
phophis amoenus, occurs in Florida in the Pieistocene
but presently reaches its southern limit just north of
the state. In addition, the red-bellied water snake,
Natrix erythrogaster, also occurs in certain Pleistocens
deposits. located s %xgntiy south of its present range
limit in the Suwannee River drainage system. Other
species with ranges similar to these two, such as the
canehrake rattliesnake, {rotalus horridus, the queen
water snake, Natrix septemvittaia, and the copperhead,
Ancistrodon contortrix, will probably be foynd in
Florida Pleistocene deposits some day.




