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COMMUNICATION 

Reproduction and leeding behavior ol Oxybelis wilsoni, 
a new species 01 vine snake (Serpentes: Colubridae) 

John D. Groves 
Philade1pbia Z001!>gical Garden, 3400 Girard Avenue, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 19104, USA. 

Resumen: En cautiverio, la serpiente Oxybelis wilsoni puede poner ocho huevos blancos de 37.3-48.5 mm de largo y 
10-17.5 g, que tardan unos 93 días hasta el nacimiento. Los juveniles nliden 418-457 mm de longitUd y no difieren 
mucho de los adultos. Cazan de la misma forma que otras especies del género. En la naturaleza los juveniles tal vez 
pasen más tiempo en el suelo que los adultos (la especie es arborícola). 
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Little is known concerning the ecology and 
behavior of Oxybelis (Henderson and 
Nickerson 1977) and most notes refer to 
behavior (Henderson and Binder 1980) and 
reproduction (Fitch 1970, DueIlman 1978, 
Dixon and Soini 1986). It is, therefore, appro­
priate to present some observations on Oxybelis 
wilsoni following its formal description in this 
same issue. Since March 1990, the Pbiladelpbia 
Zoological Garden has maintained five speci­
mens of Oxybelis wilsoni collected by Jaime D. 
Villa and James R. McCranie on Isla de 
Roatán, Departamento Islas de la Bahía, 
Honduras in 1989. Adults (ca. 1.5 m in length), 
two females and one male, were housed in a 
1.2 x 1.2 x 1.5 m. encIosure (1 x w x h). Two 
smaller specimens « 1 m) were hóused with a 
subadult Oxybelis aeneus in a enclosure mea­
suring 0.7 x 0.7 x 0.5 m. Temperatures of both 
enclosures were 27-29 Oc and humidity ca. 
60%. The' three larger specimens were later 
moved to a vertical exhibit (0.9 x 0.9 x 1.5 m) 
with similar environmental conditions. 

Reproduction: On 7 September 1990 one 
of the larger females started to lay white eggs 
on the floor. By 1100 hrs two eggs had been 
produced, with the remaining six eggs being 
laid in intervals of 10 to 90 min each. These 

ranged in length from 37.3 to 4&.5 mm (mean 
43.2 mm; diameterl8.3 - 21.8 mm, mean 20.1 
mm). Similarly, weights were 10.0 - 17.5 g 
(mean 13.1 g). The eggs were incubated in a 
covered glass gaIlon jar containing 50 mm 
(depth) of moist vermiculite (26-29 oC and ca. 
80% humidity). Only two eggs hatched, the 
others adled (one with an embryo), turning 
brown and becoming s omewhat deflated 
depending on when they had addled .. 

Incubation took 92 and 94 days. Hatching 
lasted one day and the young bid in the vermi­
culite; the egg tooth was lost several days latero 
Coloration was similar in adults and young, 
except for a more· greenish-yellow dorsal and 
ventral surface in the young (yellow-brown, or 
"mustard yeIlow" in adults, according to 
Wilson and Meyer 1985). The young charac­
teristically had a slightly swollen and up-tumed 
rostral area. All other characters are within the 
range given by Villa and McCranie (1994). 
Upon hatching the young measured 418 mm 
and 457 mm (total length) and had weights of 
4.7 and 6,7 g, respectively. On 22 December 
1990, the smaller young shed its natal skin. 
Although attempts to feed both were made 10 
days post-hatcbing, feeding was not established 
until 9 January 1991 for the larger individual 
and 20 January 1991 for the other. At these 
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times, the larger young consumed a frog part 
(Rana pipiens) and has since onJy accepted 
small Anolis lizards, while the smaller indi­
v idual ate one newborn mouse and smaIl 
Anolis. Both living and dead food has been 
accepted. On 11 May 1991, one young had a 
snout-vent (S V) length of 410 mm, and a tail 
length of 210 mm (TL= 620 mm) (359, 181 
and 540 mm in the olher respectively). Their 
weights were 10.2 g and 7.1 g, respectively. 

There are no equivalent data about close 
species (Stuart 1948, however, mentioned a 
Guatemalan O. fulgidus with well developed 
eggs in mid-ApriI). Villa and McCranie (1994) 
collected two juvenile O. wilsoni. a primarily 
arboreaI species, from the ground. Early 
behavior in captivity suggests that the young of 
this species (and possibly other Oxybelid 
species) may not be as arboreal as the adults. 

Feeding behavior: The feeding behavior of 
Oxybelis has received considerable attention 
and includes a variety of vertebrates 
(Henderson and Binder 1980, Villa and 
McCranie 1994). O. wilsoni is an ambush feed­
er. The feeding behavÍor of adults and 
subadults at the Garden is similar to other 
species of Oxybelis (se e  Keiser 1975, 
Henderson and Binder 1980). Henderson and 
Nickerson (1977) observed that Oxybelis 
aeneus and O. fulgidus would stop their 
stalking behavior when lizards stopped mov­
¡ng. Observations on O. wilsoni, however, sug­
gest that even motionless prey, after disco­
vered, can bé captured; stalking O. Wilsoni 
probably depend on both visual and olfactory 
capabilities. Whether or not these snakes are 
able to detect eye movement in motionless 
lizards is yet to be determined. The swaying 
motÍon of the head in Oxybelis may enhance 
binocular vis ion (Henderson and Nickerson 
1977) or help mimicking the swaying of grass 
in a breeze. Both rodent and lizard prey were 
usually grasped with a forcefuI lunging strike, 
usually after the snake had approached within 
5-10 cm. If envenomation does occur before 
íngesting, it is probably as an aid in digesting a 
relative large prey (Thomas and Pough 1979, 
Pough and Groves 1983) and may be more fre­
quent if the prey estruggles. Lizards were usu­
aI1y grasped behind the neck and were quickly 
taken into the mouth and swalJowed, usually 
without signs of envenomation. 

Oxybelis snakes are diurnal, but the eaptive 
snakes were seen eating miee in the normal 
fashion but in darkness (1800 to 2100 hrs). Of 
eourse eaptive behavior should not be genera­
lized to nature (Henderson and Niekerson 
1977), but my experienee with other species 
suggests that the captive behavior of Oxybelis 
wilsoni refleets behavior in the wild. 
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