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And although it reactsto man as to
any big and threatening creature,it
could hardly have built up a hatred:
the 6rst man it seesis often the last.
The onlv "facts" of rattlesnake
life that most people know are that
it grows an extra rattle every year,
revels in blistering heat, is fast and
unfailingly deadly. Not one of these
"facts" is true. The number of rattles
is almost no indication of age. A
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it crawls so slowly that the only dangerous rattler is the one you don't
see. Nor does it attack with great
strike is slower
rattler's strike
slower
soeed-a rattler's
speed-a

than a man's punching 6st. Al-

He's not so suift, smart and deadly
asyou may think
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Wn*tt;x;***

screenof folklore and legend,but
haverarelyperour misconceptions
in the
of though bites are serious, especially
sistedas
sisted
asstubbornly
stubbornlyas
asin
the case
caseof
the rattlesnake. As usual, our igno- for children, few prove fatal.
rancehasbred deepand unreasoning
Rattlesnake folklore, however,
fear. Every summer countlesshikes thrives wherever the snakes are
and picnics are ruined for people found-virtuallyallovertheUnited
who regard the rattlesnakeas a vi- Statesand as far south as Argentina.
cious and cunning brute with a deep One bit is the Boot Story, which
hatred of man. Actually, the rattler I 6rst heard beside the Colorado
is timid and retiring; it does not River. "This rancher," the oldtimer
have the brain capacity for cunning. told me, "put on some boots that beFlrr!l
@ rgsr gv rerroreu setEry couf,crL,
s^FEry (spRrig ,s),
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longd to his father, ten yearsdead.
Nexflrry the rancher'sleg began to
swe[ IIe went to a doctor-just in
timf to avoid amputation from rattlefrrtke poisoning. The n he remJnrberedthat ten years ago his
Iil'her had been struck by a rattlesnakewhile wearing the boots.One
of the snake'sfangs had broken ofl
and lodged in an eyehole. After all
this time it had scratchedthe son."

tlers will passover a hair rope readily.) But misconceptions can be
dangerous,too-such as the popular
one that rattlesnakes strike only
when coiled, and never upward. In
fact, they'll strike from any position
and in anv direction.
Rattlers are astonishingly tenacious of life, and one old saying
which approachestruth warns that
they are dangerous even after they're
This story runs
dead.Dr. Laurence
to manv versions.
M. Klauber,author
As read'beforethe
of a masterly twoRoyal Society of
volume work on
London by a New
rattlesnakes,
proved in laboraWorld traveler in
tory tests that sevryr4,thebootkilled
ered heads could
bite a stick and discharge venom for
almostan hour. He
even found some
basis for the old
idea that "rattlers
three successive
never die until
husbandsof a Virsundown." When
ginia woman. Topinched, decapiday the boot is
tate d bodies
sometimes modernized into a struck and punctured squirmed for an averageofsix hours,
tire that proves fatal to successive and the hearts went on beating for
garagemen who repair it. In solid a day,often for two.
Many people believe that injured
fact. the minute amount of venom
remaining on a fang under such cir- rattlers "commit suicide" by biting
cumstancescould not possibly do themselves. A desperate snake will
certainlv thrash about and strike at
any harm.
Some superstitionsare harmless. anything, even its own body; but
Many a cowpuncher has circled his rattlers are virtually immune to
bed with horsehair rope as "protec- rattlesnakevenom.
tion" against the almost negligible
Another misconception is that ratrisk of rattler-in-the-blankets.(Rat- tlesnakes seek out the very hottest
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resting places.Tiue, they avoid cold'
Like ill reptiles, they lack an efficient mechanism such as we have
for keeping body temperature constant; they rarely choose to Prowl
in temperaturesbelow 65o, and at
45' they can scarcelymove (in cold
climates they hibernate until the
weather warms). But the temPerature range they like bestis 8ooto 9o'.
At rooo they're in danger; at rro"
they die. When deserttemperatures
go high, the rattlers rest in deep
holes. By moving up or down in
them, they adjust their body temperature almost as efficiently as we
mammalsdo.
Unlike many snakes, which lay
eggs, female rattlers retain the eggs
inside their bodies until they hatch,
and bear their young alive, anYwhere from 5 to 18 months after
mating (temperature greatly affects
the gestation process,and females
can store live sperm for long periods). A litter numbersfrom r to 5o,
averagesabout 9. The young possess
venom from birth, and soon begin
Geding on lizards or other suitable
prey. Later, small mammals form
their main diet. Rattlers eat their
meals whole, although they cannot,
like somesnakes,unhinge their jaws
for swallowing. If two rattlers seize
the sameprey, one is likely to carry
the meal to its logical conclusion
and consume the other.
Rattlers sulking in captivity have
fasted up to two years, but in the
wild they probably feed once every
week or ten days. A single meal
averages40 percent of their own

weight-equivalent to a zolu-pound
man putting away 8o poun'dsat a
sitting. Rattlers definitely drifk water, but some of them seem[o go
through lile with no moisturt except that found in prey. Ou\size
easterndiamondbacksmay grow to
weigh over zo pounds and measure
almost eight feet in length, but most
of the 3o different speciesgrow to no
more than two to six feet. They
may live for as long as 20 years.
Although rattlesnakeshave good
eyesightonly at short range,they are
highly sensitiveto ground vibration.
Consequently,they hunt largely by
ambush.They haveno hearing at all,
but their two small facial pits contain nerves so sensitiveto heat that
they can strike accurately at warmblooded prey in complete darkness.
Many specieshunt mostly at night.
Nostrils iust abovethe mouth furnish a senseof smell very like ours.
A rattler can also smell by ficking its forked tongue-the tongue's
moist surface picking up tiny particles in the air and, at each flicker,
transferring them to two small cavities in the roof of the mouth. These
cavitiesinterpret the particlesto the
brain in terms of smell iust as do the
moist membranes inside our noses.
Harmless in itself,the rattlesnake's
rattle warns and intimidates, like
the growl of a dog. It is a chain of
hollow, interlocking segmentsmade
of the same hardened, transparent
keratin as human fingernails.A new
segment is not formed each year,
but is left eachtime the snakesheds
its skin-which occurs, in adults,
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fiorf one to four times a year. The
ratdcs are fragile and rarely remain
cotrrplete for long.
A rattlesnake's enemies include
oihe. snakes,many birds, mammals
fnd even fish (not long ago a Cali'fornia
fisherman caught a big rainlmw trout with a nine-inch rattler in
its stomach). When a rattlesnake
meets a large potential enemy, such
as man, it rarely attacks.Its first reaction will most likely be to lie still
and escapeattention. Then it may
crawl slowly toward safety.Detected
or alarmed, it will probably rattle
and rise into a menacing defensive
coil. When a big specimenrattles,it
sounds ofi with a strident hiss that
rises to a spine-chilling crescendo"like a pressure cooker with the
safetyvalve openr" saysone observer. Finally, it may strike. Usually,
though not always,it will rattle before striking.
Defense is not the main purpose
of a rattler's fangs and venom. Primarily, they're for securing food.
The two fangs, regularly replaced,
are hollow precision instruments,
sometimesas long as three quarters
of an inch, each connectedto a venom sac beneath the eye. When the
fangs stab into a prey, the snake iniectsa controlled doseof venom from
an aperture just above the fang's
point. In the small mammals on
which rattlers feed,the venom causes
almost instant paralysis,rapid death.
Quantity and strength of the venom
vary widely. But, in general,the bigger the snake the greater the danger.
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First-aid treatment recommended
by many experts is cut-and-suck.
Have the victim lie completely still,
to slow the blood circulation and the
spreadof venom. If the bite is in an
extremity, tie a bootlace an inch
above the bite (between it and the
heart) only tight enough to make
surfaceveins stand out. Then, using
a razor blade or knife, sterilize the
blade in a match flame and ooen the
fang marks with shallow cut;. Make
the cuts in an X running lengthwise
on arm, leg or hand, about /a-inch
long and %-inch deep-just enough
to cut through the skin without
severing a nerve or artery. Then
suck out the poison-filledblood with
your mouth or a suction cup-the
vital time for sucking is the first few
secondsor minutes.Get the victim to
a doctor as soon as possible.
S n a k e b i t e ' sg r e a t e s t d a n g e r i s
probably hysteria. People bitten by
harmlesssnakeshave come closeto
dying from fright, and it is probably
true that what a snakebite patient
needs most is rest and reassurance.
Fortunately, rattlesnake bite is
rare.Possiblyr roo Americans will be
bitten this year, and rr of these (or
one percent) may die. But this figure
includespeoplewho havebeenbadly
frightened, some with weak hearts,
and small children whosebodiescannot absorb the venom. A healthy,
properly treated adult rarely succumbs. Even without treatment,
odds on survival are long. fieat the
rattlesnake with respect and he is
likely to respond in kind.

>888()888()w)88(

