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The word "fossorial'' is derived from  the latin 
word FOSSOR, w h ich  means digger. Therefore a 
fossorial snake is a snake w h ich  is adapted for 
digging and lives a large part, or all of its life 
underground.

Fossorial snakes are usually identified by the 
shape of the head or structure of the snout. This 
may vary from  a wedge-shaped head, when 
viewed from  the side to a rounded snout w ith  
large heavy protective scales. Because fossorial 
snakes spend much time underground the ireyes 
are not as large as those of other snakes, but 
usually very small to alm ost undetectable in 
some species. The ta il is also usually shortand  is 
b lunt at the end.

The exam ple o f the Q u ill-sn o u te d  snake 
X eroca lam us b. b icolor, was given in National 
Museum News No 30. The firs t specimen was 
collected in 1 939 and the second, some 46 years 
later in 1985. Both specimens were from  
Bloemfontein. Other Free State sem i-fossoria l 
snakes which are infrequently found include the 
Cape coral snake, Aspide/aps  /. lubricus, the 
Garter snake, Elapsoidea sundevalli media, and 
the Striped dw arf garter snake, Homoroselaps 
dorsalis.

Elsewhere most fossoria l snakes are also 
uncommon. Up until 1 9 7 0 o n ly  seven specimens 
of the Purple gloss snake, Am blyopidsas  
conco/or, were collected in South A frica w h ile  
from  1970 to 1982 a fu rthe r seven specimens 
were collected.

Are these snakes rare only because of their 
fossorial habits?

If we look at the other side of the coin, we find 
tha t other fossoria l snakes such as the Blind 
snake, Typhlops lalandei, and the W orm  snake, 
Leptotyphlops s. scutifrons, are fa irly  common 
w ith in  the Orange Free State. They are also more 
fossorial in habit than the previously mentioned 
species. Perhaps th is  is because they are 
encountered more frequently in gardens and 
term ite mounds where they are more likely to be 
found.

The Side stabbing snake, f.Atractaspis bibronnii) show ing  
pointed snout for burrowing.

But how common are fossorial snakes?

In the Orange Free State the venomous S tile tto  or 
S ide-stabbing snake, Atractasp is b ibron i, was 
firs t collected at Bothaville in 1 973. It was only in 
1986 tha t another specimen surfaced w h ich  was 
actually collected in 1977 at Bloem fontein. Thus 
only these tw o specimens have been collected in 
the Orange Free State.

The Coral snake, (Aspidelaps i  lubricus! has an enlarged 
rostra l shield fo r burrowing.
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The B lind  snake. (Typhtops bibronii) show ing rudim entary  
eye and pointed snout fo r burrowing.

The Q u ill snouted snake, (Xenocalamus b. bicolor) show ing  
wedge shaped head and rostra l scale.

Available evidence w ou ld  therefore suggest tha t 
some fossoria l snakes are rarer than others, but 
w hether they are indeed rare, or perhaps ju s t 
being overlooked because of the ir habits and the 
habitat in w h ich  they occur, is unknow n. These 
then are some of the many questions about 
fossoria l snakes w h ich  remain to be answered.
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SEEKOEIE IN SANLAM PLAZA!

Die Nasionale Museum is deur die Fokus 
Promosiemaatskappy genader om die aktiw ite ite  
van die Museum d.m.v. 'n u itsta I ling vanaf 29 
Mei tot 9 Junie onder die publiek van

Bloem fontein se aandag te bring. Die u its ta lling  
was besonder geslaagd en is druk besoek deur 
die publiek aan w ie talle navrae beantwoord
moes word.
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