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The Cuban Racer (Cubophis cantherigerus) (Fig. 1) is prob-
ably the most ecologically versatile snake in Cuba. This 

species is widely distributed in the Cuban Archipelago, occu-
pying a wide range of habitats at elevations from sea level to 
1,800 m (Henderson and Powell 2009; Rodríguez Schettino 
et al. 2010, 2013). The species was thought to have a wider 
distribution in the West Indies, but recent molecular studies 
restricted it to the Cuban Archipelago and the Cay Sal Bank 
in the Bahamas (Powell and Henderson 2012; Krysko et al. 
2015; Reynolds et al. 2018). A variety of prey items have been 
reported in its diet, including marine crabs (unidentified), 
frogs (Eleutherodactylus, Osteopilus), lizards (Anolis, Cyclura, 
Diploglossus, Leiocephalus, Pholidoscelis, Sphaerodactylus), 
other snakes (Caraiba, conspecifics, Tropidophis), turtle 
hatchlings (Chelonia, Eretmochelys, Trachemys), native bird 
nestlings (Columbina, Turdus, Xiphidiopicus), domestic fowl 
(Gallus), introduced murid rodents (Mus, Rattus), and bats 
(Phyllonycteris) (for reviews see Buide 1966, 1985; Henderson 
and Sajdak 1996; Henderson and Powell 2009; Reyes 
Vázquez et al. 2013; Rodríguez-Cabrera 2017; Rodríguez-
Cabrera et al. 2018). Herein we report the first predation 
attempt by a Cuban Racer on a marine fish.
 At mid-morning (date unrecorded) in late April 2021, 
we observed an adult Cuban Racer, C. cantherigerus schwartzi 
(ca. 800 mm SVL), attempting to swallow a Bar Jack, Caranx 
ruber (ca. 400 mm total length) (Fig. 2) in a rustic wooden 
building at “Playa Prohibida,” a tourist resort north of Cayo 
Coco, “Centro y Oeste de Cayo Coco” Ecological Reserve, 
Chambas Municipality, Ciego de Ávila Province (22.55402, 
-78.40897; WGS 84; ca. 20 m from the shore line; elev. <1 
m asl). The rustic wooden building is surrounded mostly by 
sandy beach vegetation complex, with isolated seagrape and 
mangrove trees (Fig. 3). A number of fish had been caught 

by local fishermen during the early morning hours (still dark) 
and temporarily stored on the floor of the building. The fish 
were rigid because of the time elapsed since their capture. The 
snake, apparently hidden beneath the floor of the building 
(Fig. 3), approached the pile of fish and grabbed one by its 
head (Fig. 2). The fish chosen by the snake was isolated from 
the rest of the pile. The attempt at ingestion lasted several 
minutes before the snake abandoned its meal, presumably 
after realizing that it was too large to swallow.
 Fish consumption by West Indian snakes has been 
reported only in the Caribbean Watersnake, Tretanorhinus 
variabilis (Dipsadidae), the Salt Marsh Snake, Nerodia clarkii 
compressicauda (Natricidae), and possibly the Saint Lucia 
Lancehead, Bothrops caribbaeus (Viperidae), although reports 
of the latter are unverified (for reviews see Henderson and 
Powell 2009; López-Hurtado et al. 2020). A Puerto Rican 
Racer (Borikenophis portoricensis) attempted to swallow the 
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Fig. 1. The Cuban Racer (Cubophis cantherigerus) is probably the most 
ecologically versatile snake in Cuba. This individual (C. c. schwartzi) was in 
“Lomas de Banao” Ecological Reserve in south-central Cuba. Photograph 
© Raimundo López-Silvero.
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small, dry carcass of a marine fish (referred to as “Herangula 
sp.”) dropped from a pelican nest (Norton 1993).
 The observation described herein corroborates the oppor-
tunistic feeding habits of Cuban Racers, which appear willing 
and capable of consuming prey items (aquatic) that would 
not be available for this snake under normal circumstances. 
This suggests that Cuban Racers might feed on fish carcasses 
along shorelines of the sea, rivers, and lakes, as observed in 
several snake families (for reviews see DeVault and Krochmal 
2002; Lillywhite et al. 2008). In this case, differences in scent, 
texture, and shape from its usual prey did not seem to deter 
the snake from recognizing such motionless items as food.

Acknowledgements
We thank Atila Pérez for help with identifying the fish, 
Raimundo López-Silvero for allowing the use of his photo-
graph, and Alejandro Hernández for acting as mediator.

Literature Cited
Buide, M.S. 1966. Reptiles de la Península Hicacos. Poeyana 21: 1–12.

Buide, M.[S.] 1985. Reptiles de Cuba. Editorial Gente Nueva, Ciudad de La 
Habana, Cuba.

DeVault, T.L. and A.R. Krochmal. 2002. Scavenging by snakes: An examination 
of the literature. Herpetologica 58: 429–436. https://doi.org/10.1655/0018-
0831(2002)058[0429:SBSAEO]2.0.C);2.

Powell, R. and R.W. Henderson (eds.). 2012. Island lists of West Indian amphibi-
ans and reptiles. Bulletin of the Florida Museum of Natural History 51: 85–166.

Fig. 2. An adult Cuban Racer (Cubophis cantherigerus schwartzi) attempting to swallow a Bar Jack (Caranx ruber) in a rustic wooden building at “Playa 
Prohibida,” north of Cayo Coco, Chambas Municipality, Ciego de Ávila Province, Cuba. Photograph © A. Gil Carballo.

Fig. 3. The rustic wooden building at “Playa Prohibida,” north of Cayo Coco, Chambas Municipality, Ciego de Ávila Province, Cuba, where we observed 
a Cuban Racer (Cubophis cantherigerus schwartzi) attempting to swallow a Bar Jack (Caranx ruber). Photograph © A. Gil Carballo.



GIL CARBALLO AND RODRÍGUEZ-CABRERA  REPTILES & AMPHIBIANS  •  29: 6–8  •  2022

8

Henderson, R.W. and R. Powell. 2009. Natural History of West Indian Amphibians 
and Reptiles. University Press of Florida, Gainesville, Florida, USA.

Henderson, R.W. and R.A. Sajdak. 1996. Diets of West Indian racers (Colubridae: 
Alsophis): Composition and biogeographic implications, pp. 227–338. In: R. 
Powell and R.W. Henderson (eds.), Contributions to West Indian Herpetology: 
A Tribute to Albert Schwartz. Contributions to Herpetology, volume 12. 
Society for the Study of Amphibians and Reptiles, Ithaca, New York, USA.

Krysko, K.L., D.W. Steadman, L.P. Nuñez, and D.S. Lee. 2015. Molecular phylog-
eny of Caribbean dipsadid (Xenodontinae: Alsophiini) snakes, including iden-
tification of the first record from the Cay Sal Bank, The Bahamas. Zootaxa 
4028: 441–450. https://doi.org/10.11646/zootaxa.4028.3.9.

Lillywhite, H.B., C.M. Sheehy, and F. Zaidan. 2008. Pitviper scavenging at the 
intertidal zone: An evolutionary scenario for invasion of the sea. BioScience 
58: 947–955. http://dx.doi.org/10.1641/B581008.

López-Hurtado, Y., L.Y. García-Padrón, A. González, L.M. Díaz, and T.M. 
Rodríguez-Cabrera. 2020. Notes on the feeding habits of the Caribbean 
Watersnake, Tretanorhinus variabilis (Dipsadidae). Reptiles & Amphibians 27: 
147–153. https://doi.org/10.17161/randa.v27i2.14105.

Norton, R.L. 1993. Alsophis portoricensis richardii (Ground Snake). Feeding. 
Herpetological Review 24: 34.

Reyes Vázquez, A.E., Y. Segovia Vega, and A. Fong G. 2013. Predation on birds 

by the Cuban racer Cubophis cantherigerus (Squamata: Dipsadidae) in Cuba. 
Herpetology Notes 6: 165–166.

Reynolds, R.G., A.R. Puente-Rolón, A.L. Castle, M. Van De Schoot, and A.J. 
Geneva. 2018. Herpetofauna of Cay Sal Bank, Bahamas and phylogenetic 
relationships of Anolis fairchildi, Anolis sagrei, and Tropidophis curtus from the 
region. Breviora 560: 1–19. https://doi.org/10.3099/mcz45.1.

Rodríguez-Cabrera, T.M. 2017. Predation by a Cuban Racer, Cubophis can-
therigerus (Squamata: Dipsadidae) on an endemic Cuban Green Woodpecker, 
Xiphidiopicus percussus percussus (Piciformes: Picidae). Reptiles & Amphibians 
24: 120–123. https://doi.org/10.17161/randa.v24i2.14164.

Rodríguez-Cabrera, T.M., A. Abella Quintana, A.A. Matienzo Martínez, and E. 
Morell Savall. 2018. From sea level to high in the mountains: Predation on 
reptiles by the opportunistic Cuban Racer, Cubophis cantherigerus (Squamata: 
Dipsadidae). Reptiles & Amphibians 25: 170–175. https://doi.org/10.17161/
randa.v25i3.14290.

Rodríguez Schettino, L., V. Rivalta González, and E. Pérez Rodríguez. 2010. 
Distribución regional y altitudinal de los reptiles de Cuba. Poeyana 498: 
11–20.

Rodríguez Schettino, L., C.A. Mancina, and V. Rivalta González. 2013. Reptiles 
of Cuba: Checklist and geographic distribution. Smithsonian Herpetological 
Information Service 144: 1–96. https://doi.org/10.5479/si.23317515.145.1.

https://doi.org/10.11646/zootaxa.4028.3.9
https://doi.org/10.17161/randa.v27i2.14105
http://dx.doi.org/10.3099/MCZ45.1
http://dx.doi.org/10.17161/randa.v24i2.14164
http://dx.doi.org/10.5479/si.23317515.145.1

