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Bothro s caribbaeus (Garman) 
g i n t  Lucia Laneeherd 

Bothrops subscutatus Gray 1842:47. Type locality, "Demerara." 
Holotype not designated, but is (G. Underwood, in litt., 
8.V111.92, to J.D. Lazell, Jr.: P.J. Stafford, in litt., 26.V11.98), 
British Museum (Natural History) (BMNH) 1946.1.19.59, an 
adult female, collected by E. Sabine, date of collection un- 
known, but likely early 1930s (not examined by authors). 
Itlcertae sedis (see Nomenclatural History). 

Bothrops Sabinii Gray 1842:47. Type locality, "Demerara." 
Syntypes not designated, but are (G. Underwood, in litt., 
8.VIII.92, to J.D. Lazell, Jr.; P.J. Stafford, in litt.. 26.VII.98). 
BMNH 1946.1.18.65, a subadult female, 1946.1.19.65. an 
adult female, 1946.1.19.66, a subadult male, all collected by 
E. Sabine, dates of collection utiknown (not examined by au- 
thors). Incertae sedis (see Nomenclatural History). 

Bothrops cinereus Gray 1842:47. Type locality, "America," al- 
though Gray ( 1849) indicated "South America." Holotype 
not designated, but is (P.J. Stafford, in litt., 26.V11.98), BMNH 
1946.1.18.77, a subadult female, collected by E. MacLeay, 
date of collection unknown, but likely before 1937; the origi- 
nal label is missing from this bottle (not examined by au- 
thors). Incertae seclis (see Nomenclatural History). 

Craspedocephalus atrox: Tyler 1849: I00 (part). 
Bothrops lanceolatus: DumCril et al. 1854: 1507 (part). 
Trigonocephal~ts Ianceolatus: Cope 1870:90 (part). 
Trigonocephalus caribbaeus Garman 1887:285. Type locality, 

"St. Lucia," restricted (Lazell 1964) to "Grande Anse, [Dau- 
phin Quarter,] St. Lucia." Lectotype, Museum of Compara- 
tive Zoology (MCZ) 4814, a subadult or small adult female, 
collected in 1879 by S. Garman (not examined by authors). 

Lachesis lanceolatus: Boulenger 1896:535 (part). 
Trimeresurus lonceolarus: Mocquard 1909:939 (part). 
Lachesis arrol- var. ~rfJinis: Proctor 19 18: 180 (part). 
Bothrops atror: Amaral 1925:28 (part). 
Bothrops caribbaeus: Lazell 1964250. 
Bothrops caribbaea: Schwartz and Thomas 1975: 179. See Re- 

marks. 

CONTENT. Bothrops caribbae~rs is monotypic. 

DEFINITION. Bothrops caribbaeus ranges from 1,000-2,000 
mm TL (Campbell and Lamar 1989); Schwartz and Henderson 
(1991) listed a maximum SVL of "about 1,300 mm." Head 
scutellation consists of 4-6 keeled intersupraoculars, 7-8 (typi- 
cally 7) supralabials (the second integrated with the prelacunal), 
and 9-1 1 infralabials. Midbody dorsal scale rows number 25- 
29. ventrals 196-2 13, and the divided subcaudals 64-72. 

Dorsal ground color is usually gray to gray-brown, but varia- 
tions of yellow and red exist. Color tends to be darker mid- 
dorsally. The venter is usually yellow or cream with lateral 
stipplings of gray, but these never comprise distinct markings. 
The dorsal surface of the head is either faintly patterned or pat- 
ternless. Ground color of the head is generally like that of the 
dorsum of the body, but sometimes darker and occasionally 
nearly black. A dull, dark brown to black temporal stripe is 
directed toward the angle of the jaw, where it either terminates 
or fuses with dark pigment in the occipital region, unifying the 
neck pattern. The temporal stripe is never associated with the 
infralabials. A paler stripe borders the dark temporal stripe dor- 
sally; its color is similar to that of the canthus and supralabials, 
which are usually cream, yellow, or tan. Whereas the canthus 
and supralabials are typically unpatterned, they may occasion- 
ally bear some rust-colored pigment. Chin color is correlated 
to the intensity of the ventral color; the more yellow the venter, 
the more the color of the chin deviates from white to cream. 

Broad dorsal markings are variable, but associated with dif- 
ferent dorsal ground colors; slate gray on pale gray, chocolate 
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Map. Range of Borhrops caribbaeus (modified from Lazell 1964 and 
Schwm. and Henderson 1991): the restricted type locality is niarked 
with a circle. dots indicate s. 

Figures 1 & 2. Adult I ?ops c 
la Raye Parish. St. L u  Phot 

baeirs from L'Anse la Raye, L' Anse 
phs by Richard A. Sajdak. 

I 
Figure 3. Borhrops cnribbaeus. lectotype, MCZ 4814 (from Lazell 
1 964). 



on brown, or rust-red on yellow are common pairings. Mark- 
ings consist of lateral series of squares to trapezoids that may 
alternate or coincide across the dorsal midline; these are almost 
always most distinctive when they typically extend across the 
middorsal region. Consequently, an irregular, undulating. or 
zig-zag stripe connects the dorsal markings in many specimens. 
Generally, the pattern is most conspic~~ous on the anterior third 
of the bodv. The tail is grav to oink and bears irrenular oale - +  . - .  
markings. ?he pale gray or copper-colored iris surrounding the 
eliptical pupil contains dark reticulations. 

Males tend to be darker than females and may possess an 
olive tint. An ontogenetic tendency of pattern loss, predomi- 
nately laterally, is common. Juveniles have pink or yellow tails. 

DIAGNOSIS. Borhrops caribbaerrs may be distinguished from 
its only other West Indian congener, B. Innceolatus, by having 
25-29 dorsal scale rows at midbody (29-33 in B. Innceolrrtrr.s), 
two rows of scales between the eyes and supralabials (usually 
three in B. lanceolatus). and 198-2 12 ventrals (208-240 in B. 
lanceolatus)(Schwartz and Henderson 1985. Campbell and 
Lamar 1989). Distinction from the mainland members of the B. 
a1ro.r complex is rendered difficult due to the exceedingly vari- 
able nature of that group. 

DESCRIPTIONS. The original description by Garman ( 1887) 
is brief and fails to distinguish B. crmribbaeu.s from B. lnnceolatris 
and B. crtrm, as do most publications prior to Lazell (1964). A 
brief description is in Long (1974). Lazell (1964), Campbell 
and Lamar ( 1989), and Schwartz and Henderson (199 1) pro- 
vided extensive and accurate descriptions. 

ILLUSTRATIONS. Color photographs are in Campbell and 
Lamar (1989), Campbell and Brodie (1992), and Powell et al. 
(1996). Underwood (1953) provided a black and white photo- 
graph of "Bothrops ntro.r," but he did not distinguish between 
B. carihhaeus, B. Irrnceolatus, and mainland forms, nor did he 
indicate the origin of the illustrated specimen. Based on the 
very distinct pattern, this specimen is not likely to have been B. 
caribbae~is. Dowling (1965) and Minton et al. (1968) included 
black-and-white photographs. A black-and-white photograph 
in Underwood (1995) shows a Clelia errabrrrida swallowing a 
Bothrops carihhneus (see also Cope 1870). 

Tyler (1 849) provided a line drawing of the head (as Craspedo- 
cephnlus 0tro.r Gray). Plate IV, figure 1 in Amaral (1925). pur- 
portedly illustrating MCZ 48 15, is in error (Lazell 1964) and 
may be B. atrm.  Lazell (1964) included a line drawing of a 
lateral view of the head of the lectotype. Hoge (1965 119661) 
provided drawings of lateral and dorsal views of the head and a 
lateral view of the body of a paratype (IBH 23276. formerly 
MCZ 70201 ). Long ( 1974) reproduced Lazell's figure of the 
head and provided additional line drawings of the head with 
open mouth and erect fangs. Gosner (1987) provided drawings 
of dorsal body patterns of a nearly full-term embryo and an adult. 

Because Proctor (I91 8) remarked that the figure of Coluber 
lonceolntus in Lacepkde (1 789) is "worthless. probably from a 
bleached specimen" and DumCril et al. (1854) noted that the 
"Vipkre jaune de la Martinique" is also found in St. Lucia, the 
possibility exists that the figured specimen is Bothrops 
corihbaeus. Also, according to Proctor ( 191 8). Plate I I, figure 
4 in Jan (1875), labelled "var. tesselatrrs," is similar to a speci- 
men in the British Museum from St. Lucia. 

DISTRIBUTION. Bothrops cnribbneus is restricted to pe- 
ripheral lower elevations (< 200 m) of St. Lucia, except for the 
very dry extreme northern end of the island and, inexplicably. 
from the southern coastline (Lazell 1964, Schwartz and Tho- 
mas 1975). These snakes are said by locals to be most abundant 
in disturbed habitats (R.A. Saidak, pers. comm.) and are com- 
mon in cacao and coconut plantations, as well as relictual moist 
forest (Minton et al. 1968). Individuals "show a orediliction for 
sheltering under piles of rocks and coconut husks," but "may 
frequently be encountered in trees" (Long et al. 1980). Lazell 
(1964) and Censky and Kaiser (1998) noted that the distribu- 
tions of B. cnrihbneus and Boo constrictor orophicrs are largely 
coastal and overlap completely, with B. c. orophias ranging 

slightly higher. Censky and Kaiser (1998) suggested that such 
distributions might indicate relatively recent colonization com- 
bined with a slow spread through inhabited areas. The range 
has been illustrated in Lazell (1964), Long (1974), Campbell 
and Lamar ( 1989). and Schwartz and Henderson ( 199 I). 

Barbour ( 1914) disputed Boulenger's ( 1896) listing of ven- 
omous snakes on Guadeloupe and Dominica. A specimen agree- 
ing with B. corihhneus. supposedly from Dominica, was re- 
corded in the BMNH register. Written in a "different hand" 
than that of G.A. Boulenger, in a section "interrupting" a series 
of entries by Boulenger, "beyond reasonable doubt this is an 
error" (Underwood 1995). 

FOSSIL RECORD. None. 

PERTINENT LITERATURE. Tyler ( 1849) provided a brief 
description and commented on bites. Lazell (1964) separated 
the island taxa, Bothrops caribbaerrs and B. Inticeolatus, from 
mainland B. atrox, provided detailed descriptions. and discussed 
aspects of their biology. Hadley and Gans (1972) made note of 
two color morphs in the brightly pigmented tails of juveniles. 
Long (1974) provided notes on natural history and bites. Groves 
and Altimari (1 979) reported captive propagation. Bites, mani- 
festations of symptoms, and mortality were discussed by Long 
et al. (1980). Bothrops ccrribbaerrs was included in a study by 
Groombridge (1986) of the M. prerycloideirs glarzdirl~i~ in crota- 
line snakes. Gosner (1987) co~npared Lesser Antillean pitvipers 
to related mainland forms and supgestecl that both island spe- 
cies of Bothrops are part of the "polytypic B. a/ro.r complex." 
He noted specifically that both West Indian forms "show such 
plasticity in habit and morphological detail as to suggest a mini- 
mal specialization and limited divergence from mainland B. 
otrr,.~." Gosner (1988) discussed venomous snake bites in the 
Lesser Antilles. Greene ( 1992) listed B. caribhaerrs among those 
pitvipers that are predominately terrestrial but occasionally will 
climb. Lillywhite and Smits (1992) provided data on oxygen 
consumption. Greene and Campbell ( 1992) listed B. coribbcrrus 
among 74 crotaline species with restricted distributions. 
Salomiio et al. (1997) and Wuster et al. (1997) used DNA se- 
quencing to determine that B. carihbneirs is a sister taxon to 
South American populations of the B. atro.r group. 

This species is included under various synonyms in faunal 
lists, popular reports, guides. and checklists by Barbour (1914. 
1930. 1935. 1937). Ditmars (1954). Underwood (1962), 
Klemmer ( 1963), Peters and Orejas-Miranda (1970). Hoge and 
Romano (I97 I ). Schwartz and Thomas ( 1975). MacLean et al. 
(1977). Russell (1979). Harding and Welch (1980). Schwartz 
and Henderson (1985, 1988). Mattison (l986), Dixon and Smith 
(1993). Golay et al. (1993), Welch (1993, 1994). Frank and 
Ramus (1995). Ulber (1995). and Powell et al. (1996). 

NOMENCLATURAL HISTORY. Contradictory interpre- 
tations of available material from the Lesser Antilles and the 
South American mainland resulted in considerable confusion in 
the early literature regarding the taxonomy ofAntillean pitvipers. 
Animals from St. Lucia were frequently associated with B. 
lanceola~us from Martinique, but that name was also applied 
variously to mainland populations (see, for example, the syn- 
onymy in Mocquard 1909). 

Gray (1 842) may have described what is now recognized as 
Bothrops caribhcieus as either B. srrbscutotus, B. Sahirrii, or B. 
cinereus, but his descriptions were insufficient to draw defini- 
tive conclusions, and locality data were either vague or prob- 
ably in error (see below). Gray (1 849) later considered all three 
names to be synonyms of B. atrox, rendering any association 
with a Lesser Antillean taxon more difficult. G. Underwood (in 
lilt., 23.VII.92, to J.D. Lazell. Jr.) noted that, in an effort to de- 
termine if E. Sabine had collected on St. Lucia. he had exam- 
ined two lots of Bothrops, a female from "Capt. Sabine, Berbice" 
(although Gray noted that B. stib.sccirotits "inhabits Demerara," 
the specimen is listed as having come from Berbice) and two 
females and a male from "Col. Sabine, Demerara" (Berbice and 
Demerara are names of provinces and rivers in Guyana). All of 
these specimens had scale counts and pattern elements consis- 
tent with those of B. caribbaeus, but not with those of B. 0tro.r 



from Guyana. Underwood wrote. "These observations suggest 
that the 'Berbice' and 'Demerara' specimens are most probably 
B. caribbueus, a species known only from St. Lucia. The above 
considerations [which included additional references to speci- 
mens of Clelia, Xeriodon. and 0.ryrhopus. not otherwise known 
from that region of South America] raise a doubt that Sabine 
collected any specimens in Guyana." Because the "Demerara" 
specimens are the types of B. subscrrtatrrs, the "Berbice" speci- 
men is the type of B. Slrl~inii. and either name would take prece- 
dence over B. caribbueris. these specimens should be reexam- 
ined with that possibility in mind. If these specimens origi- 
nated on St. Lucia, in the interest of nomenclatural stability. a 
petition to suppress Gray's names in favor of B. caribboeris 
should be presented to the International Commission on Zoo- 
logical Nomenclature. Hoge and Romano-Hoge (197811979 
[1981]) listed B. Strbinii and B. cinerelrs, but not B. sub.rcriratus, 
in their synonymy of B. carihhaeus and noted that. after exam- 
ining the type specimens, they would determine the valid name. 

Boulenger ( 1896) acknowledged Garman's ( 1887) paper (ig- 
nored by many). but followed many earlier workers in grouping 
with one another the island taxa now known as B. caribbnerr.~ 
and B. 1anceoltrru.s. but he noted that his hckesis  lonceolor~rs 
might not be distingi~ishable from mainland L. atrox. Mocquard 
(1909) similarly grouped the island taxa, but noted that they 
differed from mainland forms in various ways. Barbour (1914) 
indicated that specimens from St. Lucia might prove to be dis- 
tinct from those on Martinique. Amaral (1954 [I955]) said that 
the Martinican and Tobagan populations were indistinguishable, 
as were those from St. Lucia. Trinidad. and mainland areas. This 
confusion prevailed in the literature until Lazell (1964) firmly 
distinguished mainland and insular forms and suggested that 
the reason B. caribbueirs had so frequently been ignored and 
summarily lumped with B. l~mceolntus was the previous pau- 
city of material from St. Lucia. As a result, many older refer- 
ences (e.p.. Brown 1893. Werner 1927. and others listed in the 
synonyrny above or in that of Mocquard 1909) included under 
various synonyms snakes now known as Bothrops carib1~aen.s. 

Sandner Montilla (1979). ignoring Lazell (1964) entirely. 
proposed a reversion to an earlier taxonomy by grouping the 
island populations (Martinique. St. Lucia, Tobago, Trinidad) with 
those of northern South America under the name B. lanceolat~rs. 

REMARKS. Although Borhrops is masculine (Campbell and 
Lamar 1992). some confusion arose as the result of Savage's 
(1950) determination that Tbph1op.r is a Greek compound noun 
of feminine gender. A stickler for proper grammar, Albert 
Schwartz applied the latter to all West Indian taxa with generic 
names ending in -ops (D.R. Frost. 30.111.98. in litt.: R. Thomas, 
8.IV.98, in. litt.). In Schwartz andThomas (1975). without com- 
ment, the name Bothrop.~ cclribbaelrs first appeared a s  B. 
cnribbaea. The latter has been used subsequently by Groves 
and Altimari ( 1  9 7 9 ,  Schwartz and Henderson ( 1985, 1988, 
1991), Powell et al. ( 1996). and Censky and Kaiser (1 998). 

Lac6pt.de ( 1789) coined the name "Fer-de-lance" for Borhrops 
lcrnceolnrrrs from Martinique, and it is accurately used solely 
for that species (Minton and Minton 1969, Cendrero et al. 1972). 
However, Campbell and Lamar ( 1989) and Gosner ( 1988) noted 
that "Fer-de-lance" subsequently has been used widely and in- 
discriminately for both island and related mainland fonns. Lazell 
(1964) noted that many authors (e.g., Ditmars 1954) have at- 
tributed the name to natives of Martinique, St. Lucia, or  both. 
On both islands, however. pitvipers are usually referred to as 
"Serpent." Tyler ( 1849) used "Rat-tail Serpent," Russell (1979) 
used "Caribbean Pit Viper." and Frank and Ramus (1995) listed 
the common name "St. Lucia Lancehead," which we prefer. 

Although considered semi-arboreal. individuals having been 
found as high as 6 m (Lazell 1964). Long (1974) also noted 
that this snake is a good climber. Nevertheless, these snakes 
appear to be less frequently encountered in trees than either B. 
1anceolatu.r or B. insrrlaris. 

Lazell(1964) noted that this species was not particularly rare 
and certainly not endangered. In fact. the introduction of the 
mongoose may have had an effect opposite that intended; larger 
specimens o f  Borhrops readily consume mongooses. During a 
more recent visit to St. Lucia (R.A. Sajdak, pers. comm.). the 

considerable effort expended to find specimens suggested that 
the number of snakes had dwindled considerably since 1964. 

Dowling (1965) provided an account of how Carib indians 
introduced Bottrrops to the islantls in an effort to defeat the na- 
tive Arawaks. He and Long (1974) both noted how unlikely 
that scenario was and that a much more plausible explanation 
involved dispersal from mainland South America. Miiller (1973) 
noted ties of Antillean pitvipers to Guyanan faunal elements, 
and Hedges ( 1996) suggested "an origin by dispersal from South 
America in the late Tertiary or Quaternary (O-? mya)." 

In 1776. when both St. Lucia and M a r t ~ n ~ q u e  belonged to 
France, the official coat-of-arms for the islands contained snakes 
rearing in a threatening manner (Gosner 1988). 

ETYMOLOGY. The species name, caribbaeus, is undoubt- 
edly in reference to the Caribbean distribution of this form. 
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