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Snakes prey on a large variety of insects, birds, 
mammals, lizards and frogs. However, detailed 
studies on prey species are m ostly lacking as 
lite ra ture reports are usually vague. Statem ents 
such as, Skaapstekers eat rats or mice, or sim ply 
ju s t rodents, abound. Possibly ow ing to the fact 
tha t considerable tim e is involved, very little  w ork 
has been done in the specific fie ld of feeding 
ecology of snakes. It is im portant to know  
w hether a species of snake is an opportun is tic  
feeder or w hether it is a specialised feeder and 
only feeds on certain types of rodents or frogs etc.

The digestive acids of snakes are extrem ely 
strong, much more so than in hum ans or other 
mammals. Prey items are to ta lly  digested, even 
bones and teeth , leaving very lit t le  fo r 
identifica tion  purposes. There are, however, a 
few  items w h ich  are not digested such as hair, 
certain parts of insects, lizard scales and the 
snake's ow n teeth w h ich  are sw allowed during  
the continua l process of tooth replacement or 
w hen prey items are seized and teeth are lodged 
in the prey.

A sand snake, PSAMMOPHIS sp. eating a mouse.
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Medulla (multiserial ladder, three row) pattern in the hair 
of Kreb's fat mouse.

Medulla (alternating uniserial and multiserial two row) 
pattern in the hair of the Hairy-footed gerbil.

Scale (chevron cuticular) pattern on the hair of Kreb's fat Scale (regular wave cuticular) pattern on the hair of the 
mouse. Hairy-footed gerbil.

Hair from  stom ach contents can therefore be 
used to identify a snake's diet w ith  regards to the 
kind of m am m als it has eaten. The procedure 
used to do th is  is as fo llow s: the hairs from  the 
sample are placed onto a slide w h ich  has been 
covered w ith  a th in  layer of dissolved gelatin. The 
gelatin is a llowed to dry and the hair removed 
from  the slide. The result is a negative im prin t of 
the ha ir in the gelatin. Exam ination under a 
microscope of the im prin t reveals the cu ticu la r 
scale pattern of the hair, w h ich  is d iagnostic of 
many species, such as rodents, a lthough in other 
groups such as the mongooses very little  
difference between the species exist. O ther facets 
such as cross sections, medulla patterns, colour, 
shape and size are often used in con junction  w ith  
scale im prin ts  to identify an unknow n hair. A fte r

a ll the above c h a ra c te ris tic s  have been 
considered, cross references or keys are used to 
establish exactly w ha t the Skaapsteker had fo r 
dinner.

Hair identification was most probably firs t used extensively 
in the animal fibre industry to distinguish various types and 
grades of sheep wool. It also found popularity in the 
commercial furbearer industry. The method has long been 
used fo r identifying game in poaching and illegal hunting 
convictions. The identification of prey species in owl pellets, 
jackal and hyaena scats, and other carnivores is yet another 
area where the method is used. One of the most important 
areas is in medicine, where examples of prey identification 
in rabies control, plague and Lasser fever can be cited. The 
analysis of vulture pellets in anthrax studies has also proved 
most useful. More recent applications are in the fields of 
ecology and taxonomy and so the list can go on and on.
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