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Kingdom Animalia 
Phylum Hemichordata 

Class Enteropneusta    Acorn Worms 
Class Pterobranchia 

Phylum Chordata 
     Subphylum Urochordata 

Class Ascidiacea     Benthic Tunicates 
Class Larvacea     Pelagic Tunicates 
Class Thaliacea     Salps 

          Subphylum Cephalochordata    Amphioxus 
 

Order Myxiniformes 
Family Myxinidae     Hagfish 

 
     Subphylum Vertebrata 
        Superclass Agnatha 

Class Cephalaspidomorphi 
Order Petromyzontiformes 
 Family Petromyzontidae  Lampreys 

        Superclass Gnathostomata 
Class Chondrichthyes 
     Subclass Holocephali 

Order Chimaeriformes 
 Family Chimaeridae   Ratfish 

     Subclass Elasmobranchii 
Order Pristiformes 
 Family Pristidae   Sawfishes 
Order Carcharhiniformes 
 Family Sphyrnidae   Hammerheads 

   Order Orectolobiformes 
    Family Ginglymostomatidae  Nurse Shark 

Order Torpediniformes 
 Family Torpedinidae   Electric Rays 
Order Myliobatiformes 
 Family Dasyatidae   Stingrays 

   Order Rajiformes 
    Family Rajidae    Skates 

Class Osteichthyes 
     Subclass Sarcopterygii 

Order Lepidosireniformes 
 Family Lepidosirenidae  African Lungfishes 

     Subclass Actinopterygii 
Order Polypteriformes 

Family Polypteridae   Bichirs 
Order Acipenseriformes 
 Family Acipenseridae   Sturgeons 

   Order Semionotiformes 
 Family Lepisosteidae   Gars 
Order Amiiformes 
 Family Amiidae   Bowfin 
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Order Anguilliformes 
 Family Anguillidae   Freshwater Eels 
Order Clupeiformes 
 Family Clupeidae   Herring, Sardines, Shad 
 Family Engraulidae   Anchovies 
Order Cypriniformes 

Family Cyprinidae   Carp, Minnows 
Family Catostomidae   Suckers 

Order Siluriformes 
Family Ictaluridae   Freshwater Catfish 
Family Ariidae   Saltwater Catfish 

Order Salmoniformes 
Family Salmonidae   Salmon, Trout 

Order Gadiformes 
Family Gadidae   Cods, Hakes 

Order Lophiiformes 
Family Antenariidae   Frogfishes, Sargassumfish 

Order Beloniformes 
Family Exocoetidae   Flying Fish 
Family Hemiramphidae  Halfbeaks 

Order Cyprinodontiformes 
Family Cyprinodontidae  killifish, topminnows 
Family Poeciliidae   Livebearers 

Order Gasterosteiformes 
Family Gasterosteidae   Sticklebacks 

Order Sygnathiformes 
Family Sygnathidae   Seahorses, Pipefish 

Order Scorpaeniformes 
Family Triglidae   Sea Robins 

Order Perciformes 
Family Percichthyidae   Sea Perch, Striped Bass 
Family Serranidae   Sea Bass, Groupers 
Family Centrarchidae   Bass, Sunfish, etc. 
Family Percidae   Perches, Darters 
Family Echeneididae   Remora 
Family Carangidae   Atlantic Bumper 
Family Lutjanidae   Snappers 
Family Sparidae   Sheepshead 
Family Sciaenidae   Drums 
Family Cichlidae   Cichlids 
Family Mugilidae   Mullets 
Family Uranoscopidae  Stargazers 
Family Scombridae   Tuna, Mackerels 

Order Pleuronectiformes 
Family Bothidae   Flounders 
Family Cynoglossidae   Tonguefish 
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Class Amphibia 
Order Gymnophiona 

Family Typhlonectidae  Aquatic caecilians 
Order Urodela 

Family Proteidae   Mudpuppies 
Family Sirenidae   Sirens 
Family Cryptobranchidae  Giant Salamanders 
Family Ambystomatidae  Mole Salamanders 
Family Salamandridae   Newts 
Family Plethodontidae  Lungless Salamanders 

Order Anura 
Family Pelobatidae   Spadefoot Toads 
Family Bufonidae   True Toads 
Family Hylidae   Chorus and Treefrogs 
Family Microhylidae   Narrow-mouth Toads 
Family Ranidae   True Frogs 

Class Reptilia 
Order Crocodylia 

Family Alligatoridae   Alligators 
Order Testudines 
     Suborder Pleurodira 

Family Chelidae   Side-necked Turtles 
     Suborder Cryptodira 

Family Chelydridae   Snapping Turtles 
Family Kinosternidae   Mud Turtles 
Family Emydidae   Typical Turtles 
Family Trionychidae   Softshell Turtles 
Family Testudinidae   Tortoises 
Family Cheloniidae   Sea Turtles 

Order Squamata 
     Suborder Sauria  

Family Amphisbaenidae  Worm Lizards 
Family Gekkonidae   Geckos 
Family Eublepharidae   Ground Geckos 
Family Polychrotidae   Anoles 
Family Crotaphytidae   Collared Lizards 
Family Phrynosomatidae  Horned and Spiny Lizards 
Family Teiidae   Whiptails and Tegus 
Family Scincidae   Skinks 
Family Anguidae   Glass and Alligator Lizards 
Family Helodermatidae  Beaded Lizards 

     Suborder Serpentes 
Family Leptotyphlopidae  Blind Snakes 
Family Boidae    Boas and Pythons 
Family Colubridae   Typical Snakes 
Family Hydrophiidae   Sea Snakes 
Family Elapidae   Cobras, Kraits, Coral Snakes 
Family Viperidae   Vipers 

 
  Class Aves 
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Order Anseriformes 

    Family Anatidae   Ducks, Geese 
Order Galliformes 

    Family Phasianidae   Pheasants, Grouse 
    Family Odontophoridae  Quail 
   Order Gaviiformes 
    Family Gaviidae   Loons 
   Order Podicipediformes 
    Family Podicipedidae   Grebes 
   Order Pelecaniformes 
    Family Pelecanidae   Pelicans 
    Family Phalacroracidae  Cormorants 
   Order Ciconiiformes 
    Family Ardeidae   Herons, Egrets, Bitterns 
    Family Threskiornithidae  Ibises 
   Order Falconiformes 
    Family Cathartidae   American Vultures, Condors 
    Family Accipitridae   Hawks, Eagles 
    Family Falconidae   Falcons 
   Order Gruiformes 
    Family Rallidae   Rails, Coots, Gallinules 
    Family Gruidae   Cranes 
   Order Charadriiformes 
    Family Charadriidae   Plovers 
    Family Haematopodidae  Oystercatchers 
    Family Scolopacidae   Sandpipers 
    Family Laridae   Gulls, Terns 

Order Columbiformes 
 Family Columbidae   Pigeons, Doves 
Order Cuculiformes 
 Family Cuculidae   Cuckoos 
Order Strigiformes 
 Family Tytonidae   Barn Owls 
 Family Strigidae   Typical Owls 
Order Caprimulgiformes 
 Family Caprimulgidae   Nightjars 
Order Apodiformes 
 Family Apodidae   Swifts 
 Family Trochilidae   Hummingbirds 
Order Coraciiformes 
 Family Alcedinidae   Kingfishers 
Order Piciformes 
 Family Picidae   Woodpeckers 
Order Passeriformes 
 Family Tyranidae   Tyrant Flycatchers 
 Family Hirundinidae   Swallows, Martins 
 Family Corvidae   Jays, Crows, Magpies 
 Family Paridae   Chickadees, Titmice 
 Family Troglodytidae   Wrens 
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 Family Turdidae   Thrushes 
Family Laniidae   Shrikes 
Family  Mimidae   Mockingbirds 

 Family Sturnidae   Starlings 
 Family Parulidae   Wood Warblers 
 Family Icteridae   Orioles, Blackbirds  

Family Emberizidae   Sparrows 
Family Cardinalidae   Cardinals 

 Family Fringillidae   Finches 
 Family Passeridae   Old world Sparrows 
 Family Bombycillidae   Waxwings 
 

  Class Mammalia 
Order Monotremata 

Family Ornithorhynchidae  Platypus 
Order Marsupialia (Marsupicarnivora)  

Family Didelphidae   Opossums 
Order Insectivora  

Family Soricidae   Shrews 
Family Talpidae   Moles 

Order Chiroptera 
Family Noctilionidae   Bulldog Bats 
Family Phyllostomidae  Leaf-nosed Bats 
Family Vespertilionidae  Vespertilionids 
Family Molossidae   Free-tailed Bats 

Order Xenarthra 
Family Dasypodidae   Armadillos 

Order Lagomorpha 
Family Leporidae   Rabbits, Hares 

Order Rodentia 
Family Sciuridae   Squirrels 
Family Geomyidae   Pocket Gophers 
Family Heteromyidae   Kangaroo Rats, Pocket Mice 
Family Castoridae   Beaver 
Family Myocastoridae   Nutria 
Family Muridae   Mice, Rats, Voles 
Family Erethizontidae   Porcupines 

Order Cetacea 
              Suborder Mysticeti    Baleen Whales 
              Suborder Odontoceti    Toothed Whales 

Order Carnivora 
            Suborder Caniformia 

Family Canidae   Dogs 
Family Ursidae   Bears 
Family Procyonidae   Raccoons 
Family Mustelidae   Weasels, Skunks, Badgers 
Family Otariidae   Sea Lions 
Family Phocidae   Seals 

     Suborder Feliformia 
Family Felidae    Cats 
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Order Proboscidea  
Family Elephantidae   Elephants 

Order Sirenia 
Family Trichechidae   Manatees 

Order Perissodactyla 
Family Equidae   Horses 

Order Artiodactyla 
Family Suidae    Pigs 
Family Tayassuidae   Peccaries 
Family Cervidae   Deer 
Family Antilocapridae   Pronghorn Antelope 
Family Bovidae   Oxen, Goats, Sheep,  
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PROTOCHORDATES AND FISHES: 
 
Phylum Hemichordata 

Class Enteropneusta      Acorn Worms 
Class Pterobranchia 

 
Phylum Chordata 
 
Subphylum Urochordata 

Class Ascidiacea      Benthic Tunicates 
Class Larvacea      Pelagic Tunicates 
Class Thaliacea      Salps 

 
Subphylum Cephalochordata     Amphioxus 
 
 
Order Myxiniformes 
   Family Myxinidae 
    Myxine glutinosa   Atlantic Hagfish 
 
Subphylum Vertebrata 
Superclass Agnatha 
Class Cephalaspidomorphi 
 Order Petromyzontiformes 
  Family Petromyzontidae 
   Petromyzon marinus    Atlantic Lamprey 
Superclass Gnathostomata 
Class Chondrichthyes 
Subclass Holocephali 
 Order Chimaeriformes 
  Family Chimaeridae 
   Hydrolagus colliei    Spotted Ratfish 
Subclass Elasmobranchii 
 Order Pristiformes 
  Family Pristidae 
   Pristis pectinata    Common  Sawfish 
 Order Carcharhiniformes 
  Family Sphyrnidae 
   Sphyrna tiburo    Bonnethead Shark 
 Order Orectolobiformes 
  Family Ginglymostomatidae 
   Ginglymostoma cirratum   Nurse Shark 
 Order Torpediniformes 
  Family Torpedinidae 
   Narcine brasiliensis    Lesser Electric Ray 
 Order Myliobatiformes 
  Family Dasyatidae 
   Dasyatis sayi     Bluntnose Stingray 
 Order Rajiformes 
  Family Rajidae 
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   Raja texana     Roundel Skate 
 
Class Osteichthyes 
Subclass Sarcopterygii 
 Order Lepidosireniformes 
  Family Lepidosirenidae 
   Protopterus sp.    African Lungfish 
Subclass Actinopterygii 
 Order Polypteriformes 
  Family Polypteridae 
   Polypterus sp.     Bichir 
 Order Acipenseriformes 
  Family Acipenseridae 

  Scaphirhyncus platorhyncus    Sturgeon 
 Order Semionotiformes 
  Family Lepisosteidae 
   Lepisosteus spatula    Alligator Gar 
 Order Amiiformes 
  Family Amiidae 
   Amia calva     Bowfin 

Order Anguilliformes 
  Family Anguillidae 
   Anguilla americana    American Eel 

Order Clupeiformes 
  Family  Clupeidae 

Dorosoma cepedianum   Gizzard Shad 
 Family Engraulidae 

Anchoa hepsetus    Striped Anchovy 
Order Cypriniformes 

  Family Cyprinidae 
   Cyprinus carpio     Carp 

  Cyprinella  emiliae    Pugnose Minnow 
   Cyprinella  lutrensis    Red Shiner 

 Family Catostomidae 
   Carpoides carpio    River Carpsucker 
   Erimyzon sucetta    Lake Chubsucker 

Order Siluriformes 
  Family Ictaluridae 
   Ictalurus punctatus    Channel Catfish 

  Ictalurus melas    Black Bullhead 
   Noturus gyrinus    Madtom 

 Family Ariidae 
  Arius felis     Hardhead 
Order Salmoniformes 

  Family Salmonidae 
   Onchorhynchus gairdneri   Rainbow Trout 

Order Gadiformes 
  Family Gadidae 

  Urophycis floridanus    Southern Hake 
Order Lophiiformes 
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  Family Antenariidae 
   Histrio histrio     Sargassum Fish 

Order Beloniformes 
  Family Exocoetidae 
   Cypselurus cyanopterus   Marginated Flyingfish 

 Family Hemiramphidae 
  Hyporhamphus unifasciatus   Halfbeak 
Order Cyprinodontiformes 

  Family Cyprinodontidae 
   Fundulus olivaceus     Blackspotted Topminnow 

  Cyprinodon variegatus   Sheepshead Minnow 
  Family Poeciliidae 
   Gambusia affinis    Mosquitofish 

Order Gasterosteiformes 
  Family Gasterosteidae 
   Gasterosteus aculeatus   Three-spine Stickleback 

Order Sygnathiformes 
  Family Sygnathidae 
   Syngnathus pelagicus    Sargassum Pipefish 

  Hippocampus erectus    Lined Seahorse 
Order Scorpaeniformes 

  Family Triglidae 
   Prionotus scitulus    Leopard Sea Robin 

Order Perciformes 
  Family Percichthyidae 
   Morone saxatilis    Striped Bass 

 Family Serranidae 
   Centropristis philadelphica    Rock Sea Bass 

 Family Centrarchidae 
   Micropterus salmoides   Largemouth Bass 
   Lepomis cyanellus    Green Sunfish 

  Pomoxis annularis    White Crappie 
  Family Percidae 
   Etheostoma gracile    Slough Darter 

 Family Echeneididae 
   Echeneis naucratesi     Remora 

 Family Carangidae 
   Chloroscomberus chrysurus   Atlantic Bumper 

 Family Lutjanidae 
   Lutjanus griseus    Gray Snapper 

 Family Sparidae 
   Archosargus probatocephalus  Sheepshead 

 Family Sciaenidae 
   Sciaenops ocellata    Redfish, Red Drum 

 Family Cichlidae 
   Tilapia mossambicca    Mozambique Tilapia 

 Family Mugilidae 
   Mugil cephalus    Striped Mullet 

  



 11

Family Uranoscopidae 
   Astroscopus y-graecum   Southern Stargazer 

 Family Scombridae 
   Scomberomorus maculatus   Spanish Mackerel 

Order Pleuronectiformes 
  Family Bothidae 
   Paralichtys lethostigma   Southern Flounder 

 Family Cynoglossidae  
   Symphurus plagiusa    Blackcheek Tonguefish 
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Phylum Hemichordata 
 

Class Enteropneusta – Acorn Worms 
 

Habitat – marine 
 
Distribution – Worldwide 
 
Anatomy/Morphology 
 

- body soft and wormlike 
- bilaterally symmetrical 
- 3 parts to body 

- 1) proboscis - long and rounded 
- 2) collar - short and thick 
- 3) trunk - long and flattened 

 
Natural History 
 
 Acorn Worms live in U-shaped burrows in muddy ocean substrates.  They ingest sediments 
and pass them through the gut excreting the undigested ooze as castings at the posterior burrow 
opening. 
 
Two styles of development are known for acorn worms.  Some species produce eggs that are large 
which develop into hatchlings that resemble adults.  There is no larval form.  Other species produce 
smaller eggs which develop into larval forms called tornaria.  The tornarias swim in a spiral fashion 
(“tornado”-like fashion) and eventually metamorphose into the sedentary adult worms. 
 
Water enters the mouth and flows out through the pharyngeal gill slits.  Cilia in the gill slits are 
responsible for causing the water to flow into the slits and out of the body. 
These pharyngeal gill slits are a synapomorphy with the Phylum Chordata. 
 
Balanoglossus sp. 
 
Etymology:  (balanos = acorn; glossus = tongue) 
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Phylum Chordata 
Subphylum Urochordata 

 
Class Ascidiacea – Benthic Tunicates, Sea Squirts, Ascidians 

 
Habitat – marine 
 
Distribution – worldwide 
 
Anatomy/Morphology 
 Incurrent and excurrent openings 
 Smooth, leathery body covering 
 1 mm to 2 cm long 
 
Natural History 
 
They inhabit a wide variety of habitats, ranging from the 
subtidal zone to deep waters.  They filter feed, using their 
pharyngeal slits.  The original pharyngeal slits are subdivided 
into many smaller openings, forming a fine seive.  Cilia line 
these openings and beat in unison, creating a flow of water 
which enters the mouth, flows through the pharyngeal gill slits into the atrium and then out the 
excurrent opening of the animal.  One tunicate can filter several liters of seawater per hour. 
 
An endostyle, an organ situated vertically along one side of the pharyngeal gill slits, secretes 
sheaths of a porous mucus material.  This sheath slowly flows and coats the pharyngeal gill slits 
and traps particles from the seawater being filtered through the tunicate.  This mucus mass is then 
directed towards the mouth, where it is ingested. 
 
The body of the tunicate can contract if disturbed, expelling the water inside the animal out through 
the incurrent and excurrent siphons.  When they do this while exposed at low tide, the water squirts 
out of the animal a few centimeters, hence the name “sea-squirt”. 
 
A nervous system is present and controls the beating of the cilia in the pharyngeal slits. 
 
Larvae, produced by sexual reproduction, are tadpole shaped. The larvae show the typical chordate 
features: pharyngeal gill slits, a notochord, dorsal tubular nerve tube, and a post-anal tail.  These 
features allow the animal to propel itself through the water.  They swim around for a period of time, 
then anchor themselves in a suitable site.  They then metamorphose into the adult form. 
 
Ciona sp.  
Etymology:  ciono = column or pillar 
 
Molgula sp. 
Etymology:  molgos = skin 
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Subphylum Cephalochordata 
 

 
Class contains 2 genera and 14 species 
 
Habitat – marine 
 
Distribution – Worldwide, occurring in shallow tropical and warm temperate waters. 
 
Anatomy/Morphology 
 
 Muscular chevrons along the sides of the body 
 Pointed post-anal tail 
 Cirri around oral opening 
 
Natural History 
 
The diagnostic chordate features are found in both the larval and adult forms;  1) notchord,  2) 
pharyngeal gill slits,  3) dorsal hollow nerve tube,  4) post-anal tail 
 
Larval amphioxus are free swimming.  Adult amphioxus are sedentary filter feeders which can be 
found buried in sandy substrates with the head exposed.  Cilia in the pharynx cause water to flow 
into the mouth, over the pharyngeal gill slits, into the atrium, then to the ventral opening at the 
posterior end of the animal where it exits the body.  Mucoid sheaths produced by the endostylar 
groove are used to trap food particles, a method similar to that by tunicates. 
 
The dorsal tubular (hollow) nerve cord gives rise to a series of nerves which innervate the 
segmented muscles, allowing them to contract.  The notochord provides rigid support, allowing the 
muscles of one side, when contracted, to flex the body.  Alternately flexing opposite sides of the 
body allows the propulsion needed for swimming and burrowing. 
 
One species of Amphioxus is harvested by the ton in China, and eaten. 
 
Branchiostoma sp. 
 
Etymology: branch = gill; stoma = mouth 
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Order Myxiniformes 
(mix-in-i-for-mes) 

 
Traditionally the hagfishes have been included in the class Agnatha with Lampreys.  However, 
phylogenetic analyses suggest that the hagfishes are the sister taxon to all the rest of the subphylum 
vertebrata.  To include the lampreys and Hagfishes in the same class would result in a paraphyletic 
classification.  Therefore in lab we will not resolve the upper level taxonomy of the hagfishes. 
    

Vertebrates Hagfishes   Protochordates 
  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Family Myxinidae - Hagfish, Slime-hags 

(mix-in-i-dee) 
 
Etymology:  (myxa = mucus, slime) 
 
Family contains 4 genera and 13 species 
 
Habitat - marine 
 
Distribution - Pacific and Atlantic oceans 
 
Anatomy/Morphology - 

-    anguilliform body shape 
-    lacks body scales 
-    slit-like mouth surrounded by barbels 
-    single nostril located on head 
-    one pair of small gill slits (round openings on ventrum) 
-    dorsal, caudal and anal fins are continuous 
-    fins poorly developed, lacking rays 
-    eyes degenerate (only light sensitive) 

 
Natural History - Hagfish live in burrows which are marked by small mounds with a hole at the top 

for the fish to enter.  The mound resembles a miniature volcano. 
The cloaca is surrounded by light-sensitive tissue which may be used to determine if the 
body is entirely in the darkened burrow. 
The skin contains mucus glands, which are buried deep in the epidermis.  These glands can 
exude as much as two gallons of slime in a matter of seconds, and such massive secretions 
are used for defense.  They feed on dead or dying fish, and consume the entire animal 
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except for the skin and bones.  Tough portions of flesh are torn from the body which is a 
difficult trick for a jawless and finless fish.  Hagfish attach by their sucker-like mouth and 
get a firm hold by grabbing with two hardened plates situated in their throat.  They then 
proceed to tie themselves in a knot.  The knot is then moved toward the head, and when the 
knot reaches the hagfish's head and touches the dead fish, the hag then pulls its head through 
the knot, ripping a chunk of flesh from the dead fish. This knot movement is also used by 
the hagfish to extract themselves from the mucus mass that they discharge as protection 
from predators. 
Hagfish are oviparous, and spawning occurs throughout the year. The eggs are large, 
elongated and ovoid, with numerous tendrils on each end.  The tendrils anchor the eggs to 
vegetation. Hagfish lay 20-30 eggs.  No larval form is known for hagfish. 

 
Myxine glutinosa       Atlantic Hagfish 
 
Etymology:  (myxa = slime ; glutinosa = viscous) 
 
Description: slime pores in line along side 

fin-like fold on dorsal and ventral surfaces 
grows to 24 inches in length 

 
Distribution:  Occurs in the Atlantic ocean from Virginia north. 
 
Life History:  Little is known about the biology of this species. 
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Order Petromyzontiformes 
(pe-tro-my-zon-ti-for-mees) 

 

Family Petromyzontidae – Lampreys 
(pe-tro-my-zon-ti-dee) 

 
Lampreys are highly specialized descendants of the earliest known types of vertebrates. Lampreys 
possess a notochord and cartilaginous skeleton. Bone is absent. 
 
Etymology - (petra = stone; myzon = to suck) 
 
Family contains 9 genera and 27 species 
 
Habitat - freshwater and anadromous 
 
Distribution - Occurs in both hemispheres, but restricted to temperate zones.  Water temperature is 

a very important factor limiting their distribution. Their range in the southern hemisphere is 
restricted to extreme tip of South America and southern Australia. 

 
Anatomy/Morphology - 

-    anguilliform body shape 
-    scales absent 
-    no paired fins 
-    adults with a sucker-like mouth with rasping teeth 

 
Natural History - Most species have adults which are parasitic, consuming the body fluids of fish.  

Host fish are weakened but usually are not killed by lamprey parasitism.  Some species, 
however, are not parasitic, and do not feed after metamorphosis.  They live a short time, 
only to reproduce.  The parasitic lifestyle is restricted to those species inhabiting the 
northern hemisphere. All adults, whether marine or freshwater species, spawn in freshwater. 
Females construct a nest by pulling back pebbles on stream bottoms.  Females are 
oviparous, and mating occurs directly above the nest.  The fertilized eggs stick to sand 
grains in the nest.  Sand and gravel from the next nest, which the pair construct immediately 
upstream, covers the old nest, burying the eggs.  The eggs hatch in a few days and the young 
burrow up out of the sand. These larvae, called ammocoetes, are blind, toothless, and lack a 
sucking disc.  They are carried by the current into quiet pools where they burrow into the 
mud bottom.  Ammocoetes have sieve-like mouth parts for filtering plankton that are 
floating in the water. Mucus, which is produced by cells near the gill filaments of the 
ammocoetes, traps algae and detritus as it flows by in the water.  This mucus mass is 
swallowed. Metamorphosis to the adult form occurs in freshwater within 1 to 4 years after 
hatching.  Marine species migrate to the ocean after metamorphosis. 

 
Petromyzon marinus       Sea Lamprey 
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Etymology:     (petromyzon = as described above:  marinus = marine) 
 
Description:    olive or reddish-brown body in adults 

dorsal fin separated into two parts with second part confluent with the caudal fin buccal 
cavity with heavy cusps arranged in curved rows   
adults grow to three feet in length  
ammocoetes tan above and lighter below 

 
Distribution:  Occurs in North America from Greenland to Florida, and in Europe south to the 

Mediterranean coastline.  This species is anadromous and some populations are confined to 
the freshwaters of the Great Lakes. 

 
Life History:  These lampreys live 5-10 years as ammocoetes, filter feeding in the freshwater 

tributaries.  The metamorphosed adults live for 2 years, during which time they subsist by 
feeding on the body fluids of fish.  A single female was found containing 236,000 eggs.  
Adults die after spawning. 

 
Sea lampreys did not occur throughout the Great Lakes until recent times.  They were limited to 
Lake Ontario,  spawning in the tributaries in northern New York state.  Passage into the other Great 
Lakes was prevented by Niagara Falls. This barrier was removed upon completion of the Welland 
Canal, which was built to allow ship travel around the Falls.  Sea lampreys were discovered in Lake 
Erie by 1921, Lake Michigan and Lake Huron in 1936, and Lake Superior by 1946.  It is believed 
that the parasitism of the adults upon the native lake trout, burbot, and whitefish populations, in 
conjunction with water pollution, was responsible for the destruction of the multimillion dollar 
commercial fisheries in the Great Lakes.  Lampricides, chemicals designed to  specifically kill 
ammocoetes in tributaries, have reduced the numbers of sea lampreys in the Lakes. However, the 
non-discriminating nature of the lampricide has also decimated two other non-parasitic species 
(silver lamprey and chestnut lamprey) occurring in the Great Lakes. 
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Order Chimaeriformes 
(ki-mer-i-for-mees) 

 
Family Chimaeridae - Chimaeras, Ratfish 

(ki-mer-i-dee) 
 
Etymology:  (chimaera = a fabulous fire spouting monster with a goat's body, lion's head, and 

serpent's tail) 
 
Family contains 2 genera and 15 species 
 
Habitat - marine 
 
Distribution - Atlantic and Pacific oceans 
 
Anatomy/Morphology -  

-    single gill opening 
-    smooth skinned, stout bodied fish 
-    tail tapers to a slim, thin point 
-    two dorsal fins with heavy spine on larger first dorsal fin 

 
Natural History - Males possess claspers to facilitate internal fertilization.  Females are oviparous.  

These fish are weak swimmers and are frequently found in deep waters.  They eat fish and 
mussels, storing energy reserves as oils.  Oils extracted from the livers have been used as 
fine cleaning oils and gun lubricants.  A poison gland is found at the base of the dorsal 
spine, and can cause painful envenomation. 

 
Hydrolagus colliei       Spotted Ratfish 
 
Etymology:   (hydro = water; lagus = hare - refers to their teeth looking like a rabbit's:  colliei = ?) 
 
Description:   males have a club-like projection between the eyes 

 the teeth are fused into chisel-shaped plates 
 
Distribution:  Found in the cold deep water from northwestern Alaska to Ensenada, Mexico.  Occur 

in large numbers in autumn. 
 
Life History:  Little is known about the biology of this species. 
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Order Pristiformes 
(pris-ti-for-mees) 

 
Family Pristidae -  Sawfishes 

(pris-ti-de) 
 
Etymology - (pristos = ancient name for one who saws) 
 
Family contains 1 genus and 6 species 
 
Habitat - Primarily marine, with one landlocked form confined to the freshwater of Lake Nicaragua. 
 
Distribution - Atlantic, Pacific, and Indian oceans 
 
Anatomy/Morphology - 

-    enlarged pectoral fins joined to head 
-    gill slits on ventral surface, similar to rays 
-    teeth located on long, flat blade projecting from the head 

 
Natural History - These are bottom dwelling fish that rise to attack schools of fish.  They slash 

through the schools with their toothed blade, returning to consume the wounded and dying 
prey.  They propel themselves through the water using lateral undulations of the posterior 
portion of the body and caudal fin.  The pectoral fins are used primarily to guide and steer 
the fish. Females are ovoviviparous, with males using claspers for internal fertilization of 
the females. 

 
Pristis pectinata       Common Sawfish 
 
Etymology:  (pristis = see above : pectinatus = comb-toothed) 
 
Description:  gray color above, lighter below, grows to 15 feet in length and over 800 pounds 
 
Distribution:  They are restricted to the Atlantic Ocean. 
 
Life History:  Little is known about the biology of this species. 
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Order Carcharhiniformes 
(car-car-eye-ni-for-mes) 

 
Family Sphyrnidae - Hammerhead Sharks 

(sfir-ni-dee) 

 
Etymology:  (carchar = jagged (G), rhina = shark (G), sphyr = hammer (G)) 
 
Family contains 1 genus and 9 species 
 
Habitat - marine 
 
Distribution - Atlantic and Pacific oceans 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    presence of a flat, wide hammer- or shovel-shaped head 
-    medium to large sized fish 
-    blade-like teeth with a single cusp 

 
Natural History-  Hammerheads are viviparous and highly carnivorous, eating fishes, rays, and even 

other sharks. 
 
Sphyrna tiburo       Bonnethead Shark 
 
Etymology:  (sphyrn = as described above:  tiburo = ?) 
 
Description:   shovel- or bonnet-shaped head;  

anterior head margin evenly rounded between the eyes 
 
Distribution:  The species is confined to warm waters of the Western Hemisphere, New England to 

Brazil and Southern California to Ecuador.  Very common close inshore in the Carolinas 
and Georgia in the summers, and migrate to the Gulf of Mexico to spend the rest of the year.  
Bonnethead sharks are of little economic importance, and there is only one reported attack 
on man. 

 
Life History:  Teeth vary in kind:  1) front teeth are smooth and erect spike-like teeth, 2) other teeth 

have these cusps sloping back into the mouth, and 3) the outermost teeth on lower jaw are 
modified into flat crushing teeth.  Greenish-gray above and pale colored below.  They can 
grow to 43 inches, but commonly average 28-39 inches. 
The species is viviparous and is sexually mature at 30 inches.  Females produce 8-12 pups 
per litter; which are born in late summer or early autumn.  Young are about 12-13 inches at 
birth. They subsist on crabs, shrimp, and small fish. 
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Order Orectolobiformes 
(o-rec-to-lob-i-for-mes) 

 
Family Ginglymostomatidae - Nurse Sharks 

(gin-glee-mo-stom-at-i-dee) 
 
Etymology:  (orecto = stretched out (G); lobi = lobe (G); gingl = hinge; stoma = mouth) 
 
Family contains 11 genera and 25 species 
 
Habitat-  marine 
 
Distribution-  Atlantic, Pacific and Indian oceans 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    five gill slits, 5th very small and almost covered by 4th 
-    spiracle located just behind the eye 
-    body slightly dorsoventrally flattened 
-    nasal barbels near mouth 
-    mouth ventrally placed 
-    groove connecting nostril and mouth 
-    heterocercal tail 

 
Natural History-    These are bottom-dwelling sharks.  Females are oviparous or ovoviviparous. 
 
Ginglymostoma cirratum        Nurse Shark 
 
Etymology:     (ginglymostoma = as described above: cirratus =bearing cirri; refers to nasal cirrus 

which reaches the lower lip) 
 
Description:   brownish or yellowish in color two dorsal fins with the first being larger caudal fin 

long and enlarged snout blunt and rounded grows to 7-10 feet in length, and 150 pounds 
 
Distribution:  Found in both the Atlantic and Pacific oceans.  In the Atlantic they range from North 

Carolina to Brazil, and are found in the Gulf of Mexico.  The distribution in the Pacific is 
more limited, occurring along Mexico to Peru. 

 
Life History:  Nurse sharks prefer shallow waters where they are frequently found lying motionless 

on the bottom.  Reproductively active sharks are found throughout the year.  Females are 
ovoviviparous, giving birth to from 20 to 30 young, each about 12 inches long. 
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Order Torpediniformes 
(tor-pe-din-i-for-mees) 

 
Family Narcinidae - Electric Rays 

(nar-sin-i-dee) 
 
Etymology:  (torpedo = numb, benumb (L); narco = numb (G)) 
 
Family contains 9 genera and 35 species 
 
Habitat-  marine 
 
Distribution-  They are distributed along the coastlines of the Atlantic, and are found along western 

Europe and Africa, and eastern North America. 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    dorsoventrally flattened 
-    stout tail 
-    dorsal fins on tail 
- enlarged pectoral fins 
-  

Natural History - This family is distinguished by their ability to discharge electrical shocks, some 
approaching 200 volts.  This shocking character is used for defense and stunning prey, and 
emanates from the branchial muscles in the head region. Females are ovoviviparous. 

 
Narcine brasiliensis       Lesser Electric Ray 
 
Etymology:  (narcine = numbness, an old name:  brasiliensis =Brazil) 
 
Description:   disk nearly circular in appearance  

body covered with irregular blotches, each with a light center  
grows to 15 inches in width 

 
Distribution:  Extends from North Carolina throughout the Caribbean to Argentina.  In the Pacific it 

ranges from the Gulf of California to Panama. 
 
Life History:  They commonly feed on marine worms. 
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Order Myliobatiformes 
(my-lee-o-bat-i-for-mees) 

 
Family Dasyatidae - Stingrays 

(da-see-at-i-de) 
 
Etymology:  (mylio = mill, millstone, molar; dasy = rough or shaggy; atis = abbreviated from batis 

= skate) 
 
Family contains 10 genera and 65 species 
 
Habitat - marine 
 
Distribution - Atlantic, Pacific, and Indian oceans 
 
Anatomy/Morphology - 

-    slender tail lacking caudal and anal fins 
-    skin generally smooth 
-    usually one or more well-developed serrated barbs or spines at or near the base of the tail 

 
Natural History - Females are ovoviviparous, retaining their developing eggs within the oviduct up 

to the time of hatching. 
 
Dasyatis sayi        Bluntnose Stingray 
 
Etymology:     (dasyatis = as described above:  say = name of a famous zoologist). 
 
Description:  young specimens yellow-brown; adults are darker 

subcircular shaped body 
broadly rounded outer corners of pectoral fins on both anterior and posterior margins;  
slightly convex sharp spine located 1/4 of distance from base of tail;  
grows to 36 inches wide 

 
Distribution:  Common in shallow waters from Massachusetts to Brazil.  Especially common in 

waters off North Carolina, Florida, and French Guiana.  Common in  depths less than 10 
feet and has never been taken in depths below 30 feet. 
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Life History:  Little is known about reproduction in this species.  It is believed that young may be 

born year round, and the young are 6 to 7 inches at hatching.  Consumes worms, shellfish, 
shrimp, crabs, and fish. 

 
 



 26

Order Rajiformes 
(ra-i-for-mees) 

 
Family Rajidae - skates 

(ra-i-de) 
 
Etymology:  (raja = ray or skate) 
 
Family contains 11 genera and 198 species 
 
Habitat-  marine 
 
Distribution-   Atlantic, Pacific, and Indian oceans 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-   skin covered with small, tooth-like enamel projections giving a rough, warty appearance 
-    tail long and rope-like 
-    no long spine on tail 
-    caudal fin reduced or absent 

 
Natural History-  These are typically sluggish animals, which live at or near the bottom, frequently 

burying themselves.  Such burrowing species have enlarged spiracleslocated behind the 
eyes. Fertilization is internal, and rectangular egg cases are shed, and often called "mermaid 
purses". Commercial uses include food, pet food, and fish meal. 

 
Raja texana        Roundel Skate 
 
Etymology:  (raja = ray or skate:  texana = Texas) 
 
Description:   chocolate or coffee colored translucent area near snout  

body diamond-shaped with corners forming right angles  
skin smooth except for rows of thorns on tail  
distinct ocellus on pectoral fins  
grows to 21 inches in length 

 
Distribution:  Known only from central Florida to Aransas Pass, Texas in the Gulf of Mexico. 
 
Life History:  There is little known concerning life history or ecology in this species. 
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Order Lepidosireniformes 
(le-pi-do-si-re-ni-for-mees) 

 
Family Protopteridae - African Lungfishes 

(pro-top-ter-i-dee) 
 

Etymology:   (lepido = scale (G); siren = a mermaid-like creature with an enticing voice; proto = 
first; pterus = fin:  refers to primitive fins) 

 
Family contains 1 genus and 4 species 
 
Habitat-  Freshwater, occurring in stagnant ponds, lakes, and swamps. 
 
Distribution-  Restricted to the tropical areas of central Africa. 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    rope-like pectoral and pelvic fins  
-   continuous dorsal, caudal and anal fins 
-    large head  
-    large scales  

 
Natural History -  Lungfish possess a pair of lungs which lie ventral to the gut, and which are 

connected by the esophagus to the mouth.  They have poorly developed gills and must 
breath air to survive.  Lungfish aestivate during the dry season as bodies of water dry up, 
and burrow deep into the mud where they curl up and secrete a thick mucus cocoon.  This 
encapsulates the entire fish leaving only a small breathing hole near the mouth. Some have 
been known to aestivate for 4 years.  They emerge when the waters return.  They eat 
mollusks, crustaceans, and fish.  Females are oviparous, laying their eggs in a nest which is 
then guarded by a male.  Young possess external gills and resemble a newt. 

 
Protopterus sp.       African Lungfish 
 
Etymology:     (protopterus = as described above : sp. is a scientific abbreviation used to state that 

the individual is known to be in a particular genus, however, we aren’t specifying which 
species) 
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Order Polypteriformes 
(po-lip-ter-i-for-mees) 

 
Family Polypteridae - Bichirs, Reedfish 

(po-lip-ter-i-dee) 
 
These are primitive fish.  Much of the skeleton is cartilaginous.  They possess a breathing spiracle 
and spiral valve similar to those found in sharks and rays.  They also have an air bladder that acts 
like a lung, but is not sufficiently vascularized to provide all necessary gas exchange. 
 
Etymology:  (poly = many; ptero = fins - refers to the numerous flag-like dorsal finlets.) 
 
Family contains 2 genera and 11 species, with Bichirs (Polypterus sp.) comprising ten of the 

species. 
 
Habitat-  Freshwater, inhabiting shoreline and floodplain of rivers and lakes. 
 
Distribution-  They are restricted to central and western Africa. 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    cylindrical fish 
-    heavy ganoid scales 
-    lobed fins 
-    dorsal fin with 15-20 finlets 
-    tubular nostrils 
-    gular plate 

 
Natural History - Females are oviparous. Young have external gills until undergoing 

metamorphosis, which occurs several weeks after hatching.  They consume worms and 
larval or adult insects. 

 
Polypterus sp.          Bichir 
 
Etymology:     (polyptero = as described above; sp. = species not specified) 
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Order Acipenseriformes 
(ak-si-pen-ser-i-for-mees) 

 
Family Acipenseridae - Sturgeons 

(ak-si-pen-ser-i-dee) 
Etymology:     (acipenser = sturgeon (L)) 
 
Family contains 4 genera and 23 species 
 
Habitat-  Freshwater and anadromous 
 
Distribution-  Sturgeon have a Holarctic distribution, with most species occurring in Eastern 

Europe.  The largest sturgeon (8 meters, 1,300 kg, live up to 80 years) are found in the 
Black and Caspian Seas.  There are seven species in North America, three of which spend 
their entire lives in freshwater. 

 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    scales restricted to a patch of ganoid scales on tail 
-    bony plates cover head and extend in several longitudinal rows along body 
-    snout shovel-shaped 
-    mouth sucker-like with numerous pairs of barbels 

 
Natural History - All sturgeon species spawn in freshwater, with females depositing eggs on gravel 

beds of streams.  Eggs are broadcast randomly, and no care is given to either eggs or young.  
One female was observed to carry 3 million eggs.  They feed on bottom invertebrates and 
fish.  These are commercially important fish.  Caviar and flesh are edible. 

 
Scaphirhynchus platorynchus     Shovelnose Sturgeon 
 
Etymology:     (scaphi = spade; rhynchus = snout:  plato = broad; rhynchus = nose) 
 
Description:   grows to about 3 feet in length 
 
Distribution:  This freshwater species is confined to the Mississippi River drainage in central U.S. 
 
Life History:  Little is known about the life history of this species of sturgeon.  Spawning occurs in 

spring when females ascend tributaries.  Shovelnose sturgeon are rapidly becoming 
endangered through habitat modification. 
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Family Polyodontidae - Paddlefish 

(po-li-o-don-ti-dee) 
 
Etymology:  (poly = many; odont = tooth) 
 
Family contains 2 genera and 2 species 
 
Habitat-  freshwater 
 
Distribution-  One species is restricted to the United States, and the other to the Yangtze River 

system in China. 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    body is naked 
-    ganoid scales restricted to a small patch on the tail 
-    enlarged spatula-shaped snout 

 
Natural History - Caviar and meat make them commercially important. 
 
Polyodon spathula       American Paddlefish 
 
Etymology:  (polyodon = as described above:  spathula = spatula) 
 
Description:   gill rakers long and filamentous, and act as a sieve for filtering plankton operculum is 

a fleshy flap along side of fish  
grows to 8 feet and 200 pounds 

 
Distribution:  A freshwater species, confined to large rivers, lakes, and bayous in the Mississippi 

River drainage in central U.S. 
 
Life History:  Females spawn in spring, and lay eggs over gravel in swift water.  Eggs are broadcast 

at random, and their sticky coat allows them to stick to rocks. Young hatch and lack a 
paddle until they grow to about 1 1/2 inches.  American paddlefish feed on plankton which 
are collected in the gill rakers as the fish swims about with its mouth wide open. The 
function of the paddle is obscure.  Some believe that it is used to stir bottom sediments, 
suspending detritus in the water column for ingestion.  Others believe that the snout acts as 
a stabilizer to prevent the nose from diving, due to the drag created by water entering the 
gaping mouth during filter feeding. 
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Order Semionotiformes 
(semi-o-no-ti-formees) 

 
Family Lepisosteidae - Gars 

(leh-pih-sos-tee-i-dee) 
 

Their head is covered with bony plates, and most of the skeleton is cartilaginous.  They have a 
rudimentary spiral valve.  The swimbladder is vascularized and connected to the pharynx, thus 
aiding respiration. 

 
Etymology:     (semeio = marked(G); nota = back (G); lepis = scale; osteus = bone) 
 
Family contains 2 genera and 7 species 
 
Habitat-  freshwater 
 
Distribution-  Gar occur in eastern North America to the Rocky Mountains, and from Quebec to 

Costa Rica. 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    ganoid scales cover the body 
-    heterocercal tail 
-    body shape cylindrical 
-    needle-sharp teeth in rows in the snout 

 
Natural History-  Spawning occurs in Spring, and females broadcast eggs.  The eggs are ichthyoo-

toxic, sickening fish that eat them. 
 
Lepisosteus spatula       Alligator Gar 
 
Etymology:  (lepistosteus = as described above:  spatula =spatula, refers to broad, flat snout) 
 
Description:   short, broad snout  
grows to 10 feet in length and 300 pounds 
 
Distribution:  Freshwater- occurring in central and eastern United States, preferring lakes, oxbows, 

and bayous. 
 
Life History:  Spawning occurs in Spring.  There is little known about the life history of this 

species. 
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Order Amiiformes 
(a-mee-i-for-mees) 

 
They are survivors from an early primitive group of fishes.They possess bony head plates, a 
diagnostic single gular plate, cycloid scales, and the skeleton is primarily cartilaginous.  They also 
have a spiral valve in the intestine and retain a connection between the swim bladder and pharynx, 
which allows them to use the swim bladder as a respiratory organ.  Both these characters are 
thought to be primitive. 

 
Family Amiidae - Bowfin 

(a-mee-i-dee) 
 
Etymology:     (amia = Greek name of some fish, probably the bonito) 
 
This family is monotypic. 
 
Habitat-  A freshwater species, bowfins are commonly found in sluggish water, such as oxbows, 

and stagnant pools in rivers, lakes, and swamps.  They prefer shallow, clear, and well 
vegetated waters. 

 
Distribution-  Restricted to eastern and central North America. 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    tail is a modified heterocercal tail 
-    dorsal fin long, flowing, and spineless 
-    grows to 35 inches in length and weighs 18 pounds 

 
Life History-  Spawning occurs in Spring.  Males, which are recognized  by their dark spot (called 

an ocellus) at the base of the caudal fin, get a vivid blue-green color to their lower fins as 
breeding season commences.  Males clear a bowl-shaped depression on the bottom in weedy 
bays.  Females, which are larger than males, deposit eggs in these nests, where the males 
then guard the eggs and newly hatched fry.  Young fish will later form schools.  Adults feed 
on frogs, insects, crayfish and small fish. 

 
Amia calva         Bowfin 
 
Etymology:  (amia = as described above:  calvatus = made bare, referring to bony head plates) 
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Order Anguilliformes 
(an-gwil-i-for-mees) 

 
Family Anguillidae - Freshwater Eels 

(ang-gwil-i-de) 
 
Etymology:     (anguilla = eel) 
 
Family contains 1 genus and 15 species 
 
Habitat-  catadromous 
 
Distribution-  Distribution is very broad, but disjunct, occurring in inland eastern North America, 
and in coastal waters from Greenland to Brazil.  Also occurs throughout European freshwater river 
systems, the northern and eastern coast of Africa, India, coastal Australia, and Japan. 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    snake-like body with paired pectoral fins 
-    one gill slit on each side of head 
-    skin appears smooth and leathery 
-    scales not visible but embedded in the skin 
-    pelvic fins are absent 

 
Natural History-  Anguillids spawn in marine environments.  Larvae are called leptocephali.  These 

larvae slowly migrate to freshwater. 
Eels are commercially important for their meat, which is a delicacy, and for their skins 
which are used to bind books. 

 
Anguila americana       American Eel 
 
Etymology:     (anguila = eel:  americana = American) 
 
Description:   black to dark blue colored body, long dorsal fin, grows to 39 inches in length 
 
Distribution:  Confined to the inland river systems of central and eastern United States.  Females 

are catadromous, and spend most of their life far upstream, while the males remain nearer 
the mouth of the river.  They are commonly found in deep pools with muddy bottoms. 

 
Life History:  The life history of the American eel was not fully known until 1922.  Prior to this, 

people only found adult eels in the freshwater of the United States. A Danish scientist, 
Johannes Schmidt, searched for 18 years and discovered that adult eels travel to the 
Sargasso Sea.  Once the adults enter saltwater they cease feeding, and their gonads begin to 
develop, and are mature upon reaching the Sargasso Sea, where they spawn.  Females may 
deposit up to one million eggs.  Soon after spawning, the adults die.  The eggs hatch into 
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leptocephali, which are transparent and leaf-like in shape.  The leptocephali drift slowly 
with the ocean currents back to the continental river systems, which may take 1 or 2 years.  
When they arrive in coastal waters, they metamorphose into elvers, which resemble 
miniature adults.  They then proceed to migrate into the estuaries and river systems.  The 
females ascend to the upper reaches of the river system.  Adult eels may live to 20 years of 
age. 
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Order Clupeiformes 
(clue-pea-i-for-mees) 

 
Family Clupeidae - Herring, Sardines, Shad 

(clue-pea-i-dee) 
 
Etymology-   (clupea = herring) 
 
Family contains 16 genera and about 200 species 
 
Habitat-  marine, freshwater and anadromous 
 
Distribution-  worldwide 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    saw-toothed abdomen 
-    no scales on head 
-    no lateral line 
-    body scales are silvery. 

 
Natural History - Even though these fish are usually small, they are probably  the most 

economically important fishes in the world, being used as food, protein concentrates, 
fertilizer, oil, and pet foods.  Their importance is related to their extreme abundance  and 
schooling behavior, both of which allows them to be captured in large numbers.  They feed 
on plankton, algae, and detritus, which is filtered using their long, thin gill rakers.  Many 
have a gizzard-like stomach and long intestine ideal for digesting small food items.  Females 
are oviparous. 

 
Dorosoma cepedianum       Gizzard Shad 
 
Etymology:  (doro = lance; soma = body: cepedianum =named for Bernard Germain Etienne de la 

Ville sur Illon, Comte de La Cepede (1756-1825), known as Citoyen Lacepede during the 
French Revolution; a brilliant and industrious writer who compiled Histoire Naturelle de 
Poissons) 

 
Description:   bright silvery scales  

body compressed laterally  
pronounced saw-toothed midventer  
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dorsal fin has last ray elongated into a long filament  
mouth is subterminal  
grows to 18 inches in length 

 
Distribution:  The gizzard shad is a brackish to freshwater herring.  They can be found in central 

and eastern United States, inhabiting reservoirs, lakes and ponds.  They can also be found in 
deep pools or quiet waters in streams and rivers. 

 
Life History:  Gizzard shad spawn in spring.  Males and females swim in a parallel course and close 

together, ejecting eggs and sperm simultaneously.  Each female can lay thousands of eggs, 
each coated with an adhesive that fixes them on the bottom or on vegetation.  Eggs hatch in 
3 days, and the young feed on zooplankton until they grow to about 1 inch in length.  They 
then become thinned and flattened, loose their teeth, and become filter feeders.  They differ 
from other herring in that they obtain their food from muddy bottoms, straining out small 
organisms by means of gill rakers.  Fish become sexually mature in 2 years, and can live for 
6 to 7 years. 
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Family Engraulidae - Anchovies 
(en-growl-ih-dee) 

 
Etymology -  (engraulis = a kind of small fish) 
 
Family contains 20 genera and 110 species 
 
Habitat-  Primarily marine, but occasionally found in freshwater. 
 
Distribution-  Atlantic, Pacific, and Indian oceans 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    long lower jaw extending well past eye 
-    long, narrow body 
-    caudal fin forked 

 
Natural History -  Anchovies are an important commercial fishery.  About 20% of all commercial 

fish caught are anchovies, and about 90% of  these are caught in the cool upwelling waters 
off the coast of Peru.  The remainder are caught off northwestern Europe, Japan, Australia, 
New Zealand, or in the Mediterranean.  Majority of the catch is processed for animal feed. 
They occur in large schools, and are important as forage fish for tuna and mackerel.  
Females are oviparous.  Anchovies are filter feeding fish, consuming copepods and larvae 
of mollusks or crabs.  Their huge mouth allows a large volume of water to be filtered, with 
projections from the first gill arch acting as a sieve, and retaining the food items. 

 
Anchoa hepsetus       Striped anchovy 
 
Etymology: (ancho  = strangle (G) : hepsetos = a small fish) 
 
Description:   silver stripe along side from head to caudal fin  

large eyes  
grows to 5 inches in length  

 
Distribution:  They are restricted to the Atlantic Ocean, occurring primarily in the shallower coastal 

waters. 
 
Life History:  There is little known about the biology of this species. 
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Order Cypriniformes 
(si-prin-i-for-mees) 

 
Family Cyprinidae - goldfish, carp, minnows 

(si-prin-i-dee) 
 
Etymology -    (cyprinus = Greek name for carp) 
 
This is the largest Family of fishes, containing about 1600 species and 275 genera. This family 
includes the "true” minnows. 
 
Habitat -  freshwater 
 
Distribution -  They occur in North America, Europe, Asia, and Africa.  Most diversity occurs in 

southeast Asia.  There are 280 species and 26 genera in North America, most appearing as 
silvery shiners in the genus Cyprinella.  Many  species, such as carp and goldfish, have been 
introduced throughout the world. 

 
Anatomy/Morphology - 

-    variable body forms, from heavy-bodied to thin 
-    pelvic fins in abdominal position 
-    mouth terminal or subterminal 
-    eyes large 

 
Natural History -  These fish are valuable food fishes for aquatic carnivores, and without them 

many higher members of the food chain would not exist.  These fish are also important in 
monitoring water quality, and are useful in environmental assessment. Females are 
oviparous. 

 
Cyprinus carpio        Carp 
 
Etymology:  (cyprinus = as described above: carpio =carp) 
 
Description:   bronze or olive colored fish with two pairs of barbels on lip, single serrate spine on 

dorsal fin dorsal fin has from 16 to 22 soft rays anal fin with two small spines dark spot at 
base of each scale grows to 30 inches in length 

 



 39

Distribution:  Carp were introduced into the United States from Germany in 1876, and were stocked 
throughout the country as game fish.  They can live in most waters, but are most abundant in 
areas with soft mud bottoms, and weedy areas. They are now considered an undesirable 
species in that their feeding behavior muddies the water, destroying aquatic vegetation and 
suffocating other fish species. 

 
Life History:  Females spawn in Spring, when they move into shallow water where they thrash 

about, broadcasting thousands of eggs.  Young fish sexually mature in 3 years and many 
large fish are 13 to 15 years old. Carp are known to live 47 years in  captivity. 

 
 
Cyprinella emiliae       Pugnose Minnow 
 
Etymology: ( emiliae = ?) 
 
Description:  slender, delicate-bodied fish, dusky dorsum and silvery ventral surface.  The mouth is 

up-turned.  Dorsal fin with 9 rays, anal fin with 8 rays.  Scales outlined with black pigment, 
producing a cross-hatched appearance 

 
Distribution:  Commonly found around vegetation in small streams to large rivers. They prefer 

quiet, clear pools. 
 
Life History:  The seemingly specialized up-turned mouth offers no apparent advantages for their 

food is taken off the bottom.  They eat insect larvae and small crustaceans. 

 
Cyprinella lutrensis       Red Shiner 
 
Etymology: (lutrensis = lutra or otter -refers to Otter Creek, Arkansas, where the species was first 

known) 
 
Description:  deep bodied minnow tan or bluish-silver coloration 9 anal rays 
 
Distribution:  Lives in creeks and streams with sandy bottoms. 
 
Life History:  Breeding males acquire an orange-red belly, crimson fins, and chin tubercles. This 

coloration is used in breeding and courtship rituals, and is considered attractive to gravid 
females. Females are oviparous, and deposit as many as 1000 sticky eggs, which adhere to 
submerged vegetation. Red shiners are omnivorous, consuming vegetation, small insects, 
and crustaceans. They live for about 2 years. 
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Family Catostomidae - Suckers 

(ca-to-stom-i-dee) 

 
Etymology-    (cato = inferior; stomus = mouth - refers to the mouth being situated low near the 

ventral surface) 
 
Family contains 12 genera and 58 species 
 
Habitat-  freshwater 
 
Distribution-  The family is distributed throughout North America, eastern Siberia, and Southeast 

Asia.  North America has the greatest diversity, with 58 species in ? genera. 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    cycloid scales 
-    head is naked 
-    mouth is sucker-like and protractile 
-    thick lips 
-    teeth absent 
-    fin rays all soft rays 

 
Natural History - Most species are omnivorous bottom feeders, sucking up organic ooze, algae, and 

small invertebrates.  Catostomids are generally inedible due to the muddy flavor of the meat 
and the presence of numerous bones.  Spawning occurs in Spring when females broadcast 
eggs.  Males may develop tubercules on their head during spawning season. Females are 
oviparous. 

 
Carpoides carpio       River Carpsucker 
 
Etymology: (carp = carp; oides = like - refers to its carp-like appearance: carp = carp) 
 
Description:   dorsal fin with rays longer toward the anterior end 

 tail deeply forked  
mouth subterminal  
end of mouth extends under eye  
grows to 10 or 12 pounds 
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Distribution:  These fish are common to the rivers in the Mississippi River drainage. 
 
Life History:  Females spawn in April or May.  They broadcast as many as 100,000 eggs per 

season, and there is no parental care.  Fry feed on plankton and reach 2 to 4 inches in length 
by the end of the year. Sexual maturity is reached in 3 to 4 years.  Adults eat algae and 
larval insects living on rocky bottoms.  Their lips are modified for scraping the algae off 
rocks. Adult fish frequently travel in schools.  This species has a very high mortality rate 
with few living longer than 8 or 9 years. 

 
Erimyzon sucetta       Lake Chubsucker 
 
Etymology: (eri = particles; myzon = to suck (G): suct = suck (L); ceta = whale(G)) 
 
Description:   small olive colored fish  

short, rounded dorsal fin with 11 to 12 fin rays  
lateral line absent  
grows to about 14 inches in length  

 
Distribution:  Lake chubsuckers are common in eastern and central United States, primarily in the 

Mississippi River drainage.  They are frequently stocked as forage fish for largemouth bass. 
 
Life History:  Prefers clear lakes and abundant vegetation, where they  feed on vegetation and 

bottom-dwelling insects and crustaceans. 
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Order Siluriformes 
(si-lur-i-for-mes) 

 
Family Ictaluridae –  Freshwater catfishes 

(ik-ta-lur-i-de) 

 
Etymology-   (ict = fish; alurus = cut) 
 
Family with 5 genera and 37 species (25 species of madtoms) 
 
Habitat - freshwater 
 
Distribution - Ictalurid catfishes are limited to North America, 

specifically, the Rocky Mountains eastward, and from Canada 
through Mexico to Guatemala. They have been introduced 
throughout United States as a game fish. 

 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-     elongated, scaleless fish 
-     broad flat head 
-     4 pairs of long barbels around the mouth 
-     adipose fin present 
-     sharp, heavy spines on dorsal and pectoral fins 

 
Natural History -  They live in small to moderate-sized river drainages, and forage at night.  Their 

spines, frequently associated with venom glands, provides protection from predators.  Most 
species of catfishes are economically important, and are prized in sportfishing.  Some 
species are grown commercially for human consumption.  Females are oviparous. 

 
Ameiurus punctatus        Channel Catfish 
 
Etymology: (punctatus = spotted) 
 
Description:   slender-bodied catfish 

distinctly forked tail  
body is pale blue or greenish above and white below  
discrete black spots scattered on the sides  
grow to 39 inches in length, and 30 pounds  
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Distribution:  They occur throughout the United States east of the Rocky  Mountains, and extend 
south into Mexico.  They are abundant in clear, fast moving rivers and in lakes with sandy 
or  graveled bottoms, and are often found around boulders and submerged brush piles. 

 
Life History:  Spawning occurs in Spring when adults ascend small streams. Males construct nests 

and guard the eggs and fry.  Channel catfish are crepuscular.  They feed on food carried 
downstream, eating insects, fish and crustaceans. 

 
Ameiurus melas        Black Bullhead 
 
Etymology:  (ictalurus = as described above: melas =black) 
 
Description:   Uniformly black or dark olive on back and sides, and pale or white below chin 

barbels a dark color caudal fin square shaped fins have black interradial membranes 
pectoral spines with serrations grows to 15 inches in length, and about 2 pounds  

 
Distribution:  Occurs in eastern and central United States.  They inhabit silty waters with muddy 

bottoms, such as lakes, ponds, and swamps.  They are very tolerant of pollution and warm 
water. 

 
Life History:  Spawning occurs in Spring, and males construct shallow saucer- shaped nests.  

Females lay 2,000 to 12,000 eggs, which hatch in about 6 days. Eggs and young are guarded 
by the male. 

 
Noturus gyrinus        Madtoms 
 
Etymology: (not = back; urus = tail - an allusion to the connection of the caudal fin with the adipose 

fin, "means tail over the back": gyrinus = tadpole) 
 
Description:   tadpole-like shape 

uniformly dark brown or reddish above and lighter below  
long keel-like adipose fin separated from the caudal fin by a small space  
caudal fin rounded pectoral fin with spine and a poison gland at its base  
grows to 4 inches in length 

 
Distribution:  Madtoms live in lakes, ponds, and sluggish streams.  Generally associated with 

bottom vegetation. 
 
Life History:  They spawn in early Summer.  Crustaceans, insects, and  fish are their primary foods.  

The poison gland is used for defense.  The lifespan of a madtom is 18-24 months. 
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Family Ariidae - Hardhead 
(Eh-ree-i-dee) 

 
Etymology-  (?) 
 
Habitat-  marine 
 
Distribution-  Atlantic, Pacific and Indian oceans.  There are two species of ariids in the Gulf of 

Mexico. 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    resembles the freshwater ictalurids 
-    elongated body, slender and tapering to caudal fin 
-    naked skin 
-    three pairs of barbels 
-    maxillary barbels long 
-    no barbels by nostrils 
-    large serrate spines on the dorsal and pectoral fins 

 
Natural History-  The spines associated with the dorsal and pectoral fins are covered with a sheath 

of epithelial tissue that contain poison producing cells.  Punctures by these spines can be 
quite painful.  Females are oviparous. 

 
Arius felis         Hardhead 
 
Etymology: (ari = ?: felis = cat) 
 
Description:  gray-blue to gray above, and white below grows to about 24 inches in length 
 
Distribution:  They occur from Massachusetts to Mexico, and are quite abundant in the bays and the 

shallower portions of the Gulf. 
 
Life History:  Their food items are diverse, and feeding is usually limited to the night.  Young 

hardheads have been observed scraping the sides of other fish, and it is believed that they 
may consume the mucus, scales, and ectoparasites on these fish.  They are easily caught on 
hook and line, but not considered edible. After spawning, the male ceases feeding and 
carries and incubates the eggs in his mouth.  
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Order Salmoniformes 
(sal-mo-ni-for-mees) 

 
Family Salmonidae - Salmon, Trout  

(sal-mo-ni-dee) 
 

 
Etymology-    (salmo = Latin name for a fish, originally from salio, to leap) 
 
Family contains 8 genera and 68 species 
 
Habitat -  freshwater and anadromous 
 
Distribution-  Occur in the Atlantic and Pacific oceans, as well as in freshwater  river systems.  

They have a Holarctic distribution, with fish restricted to cool or cold and well oxygenated 
water.  Since many species are important game or food fishes, many species were 
introduced into water systems where they were previously absent. 

 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    adipose fin obvious 
-    thin, delicate scales (resembles a layer of skin) 
-    jaws usually prominent 
-    mouth large 

 
Natural History -  All species spawn in freshwater, and some species are anadromous.  Females are 

oviparous.  Eggs are broadcast over gravel in stream beds, where they fall down between 
the rocks.  Some species construct a nest, which is a hollowed out depression in the gravel 
bottoms.  Eggs and fry may be protected by the male. 

 
 
Onchorhynchus gairdneri      Steelhead, Rainbow Trout 
 
Etymology:  (oncho = hooked (G); rhynchus = beak; gairdneri =named for Dr. Gairdner, a 

naturalist and employee of the Hudson Bay Company at Fort Vancouver, who discovered 
the fish.) 

 
Description:   The fluid preservatives which bathe the specimens that you see in lab, remove their 

coloration, and reduce them to a red-brown and rubbery shadow of their former beauty.  
They have many small dark spots on the head, body, and the sides, and red or orange bands 
that extend along the side. 
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Distribution:  Originally restricted west of the Rocky Mountains, but now widely introduced 

throughout North America.  They have been introduced throughout the eastern states and 
can be found in the ocean from Nova Scotia to Florida. 

 
Life History:  Near the ocean, these fish are anadromous, and the adult fish are called steelhead.  

Non-migratory fish remain exclusively freshwater, and they are called rainbow trout. 
Spawning occurs in Spring, when the female excavates a nest, called a redd, in the gravel of 
a stream.  Several hundred eggs are released and the female then covers the eggs with 
gravel.  Each female may produce a number of such redds per spawning season.  Females 
may then die, but many have been known to swim to saltwater and return to spawn again the 
next year. The anadromous forms live 7-11 years, and one fish lived 3 years in freshwater 
before swimming to the ocean, where it lived for 2 more years. It then made 4 separate 
spawning migrations between the ocean and the freshwater nesting grounds during the 
following 4 years. 
Rainbow trout are stocked into Texas waters during the winter  months, and must be caught 
before the waters warm enough to kill the fish.  Very few fish can survive the summer 
temperatures. 
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Order Gadiformes 
(gad-i-for-mees) 

 

Family Gadidae - cod, haddock, burbot 
(gad-i-de) 

 
Etymology -   (gados = Greek word for cod) 
 
Family contains 21 genera and about 55 species 
 
Habitat -  marine (one freshwater species) 
 
Distribution-  Holarctic, occurring in the Arctic, Atlantic and Pacific. 
 
Anatomy/Morphology - 

-    two or three dorsal fins 
-    fins lack spines 
-    barbels on chin 
-     long pelvic fins actually inserted in front of the pectoral fins 

 
Natural History - Species may have bioluminescence of a bacterial origin, bacteria which are 

symbiotic and live in pockets in the skin.  They live on or near the bottom.  Females are 
oviparous and spawn in open water, laying as many as 9 million eggs.  These eggs are 
buoyant.  This is one of the most important families of commercial food fish in the world. 

 
Urophycis floridanus        Southern Hake 
 
Etymology:  (uro= tail ; phycis = painted (G); floridanus = from Florida) 
 
Description:  small first dorsal fin; 

long second dorsal fin anal fin  
long vertical series of 3-4 spots behind each eye  
2 spots on operculum  
lateral line black with intermittent white spots  
grows to 12 inches in length 

 
Distribution:  Occurs in the Gulf of Mexico, inshore in the winter and moving  to deeper waters in 

the summer. 
 
Life History:  Young fish frequently move into the shallower bays and estuaries in the winter, while 

the adults remain offshore.  Hake consume invertebrates and small fishes which they catch 
near the bottom. 
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Order Lophiiformes 
(lo-fee-i-for-mees) 

 
Family Antennariidae - Frogfishes, sargassumfish 

(an-ten-neh-ree-i-dee) 
 
Etymology-   (antenna = appendage on the head) 
 
Family contain 9 genera and 61 species 
 
Habitat-  marine 
 
Distribution-  Atlantic, Pacific, and Indian oceans 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    deep-bodied 
-    first two dorsal spines modified into an illicium 
-    gill opening small and located near the base of pectoral fin 

 
Natural History - Antennarids are rather grotesque creatures with the first two dorsal spines 

detached and modified into a movable "fishing lure", called the illicium, which attracts fish.  
They have distensible stomachs which allow them to eat fish longer than themselves. 

 
Histrio histrio         Sargassumfish 
 
Etymology: (histrio = actor (L)) 
 
Description:   cream colored wish brown blotches and mottling.  Fleshy appendages are tipped with 

yellow. 
 
Distribution:  These fish are found in tropical and subtropical marine waters, among drifting 

sargassum weeds.  They can be found further north when the weeds drift northward. 
 
Life History:  Their coloration resembles the sargassum weed, a vegetation on which the fish is 

found exclusively.  Sargassumfish use their fleshy pectoral fish to climb about among the 
weeds, and use well-directed squirts of water through the gill openings to maneuver the fish 
closer to the unsuspecting prey, which is sucked into the mouth by the suction created when 
the mouth is opened quickly.  The lure is used to attract fish close enough to be ambushed. 
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Order Beloniformes 
(beh-loh-nih-for-mees) 

 
Family Exocoetidae – Flying Fish 

(ex-o-cee-ti-dee) 
 
Etymology-  (belon = a dart or arrowhead (G); exocoet = sleeping outside, and is an ancient name 

of a certain fish which was supposed to come out on the beach to sleep at night) 
 
Family contain 8 genera and 48 species 
 
Habitat-  marine 
 
Distribution-   Atlantic, Pacific and Indian oceans 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    heavy bodied 
-    pectoral fins long and large 
-    caudal fin forked with ventral lobe enlarged 
-    eyes large and located on side of head 

 
Natural History - The elongated pectoral fins are used in conjunction with the enlarged lobe of the 

caudal fin, to propel the fish high out of the water. Flyingfish spawn rafts of eggs which 
attach to floating vegetation, or other objects.  Flyingfish don't actually fly; they glide.  The 
fish swims near the surface for some distance in order to attain sufficient speed so that when 
it spreads its pectoral fins it can shoot high out of the water.  As it becomes airborne, the 
long lower lobe of the caudal fin remains in the water momentarily and is used to propel the 
fish even faster.  Large flyingfish have been observed to glide 1000 feet. 

 
Cypselurus cyanopterus       Marginated Flyingfish 
 
Etymology: (cypsel = a swift (G); urus = tail (G): cyano =blue ; pterus = fin) 
 
Description:  pectoral fins extremely elongated   

grows to about 12 inches in length 
 
Distribution:  This species occurs throughout the coastal areas of the tropical Atlantic, and extends 
north to New Jersey and south to Brazil. 
 
Life History:  There is little known about the biology of this species. 



 50

Family Hemiramphidae - Halfbeaks 
(heh-mee-ram-fi-dee) 

 

Etymology-   (hemi = half; ramphus = beak) 
 
Family contain 11 genera and 60 species 
 
Habitat-  marine and freshwater 
 
Distribution-  Atlantic and Pacific oceans 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    body long and narrow 
-    caudal fin forked 
-    lower jaw extends beyond mouth 
-    dorsal fin back near caudal fin 

 
Natural History -  They frequently travel in schools, moving along the coastline, occasionally 

entering bays and estuaries.  Some species have the ventral lobe of the caudal fin enlarged, 
as do the flyingfishes, and can emerge from the water, scooting along the surface for long 
distances.  The caudal fin remains in the water and is used to propel them in this aerial 
travel.  Females are oviparous or ovoviviparous, spawning in the summer.  Ovoviviparous 
females have a gestation period of about 30 days, and give birth to about 20 young.  The 
males of the ovoviviparous species have their anal fins modified as an intromittent organ for 
fertilization of the eggs within the female.  The young lack an elongated lower jaw, but it 
becomes noticeably longer when the fish is about one inch long.  They feed on crustaceans 
and shellfish. 

 
Hyporhamphus unifasciatus       Halfbeak 
 
Etymology: (hypo = below; rhamphos = beak: uni =one, fascia = band) 
 
Description:   greatly elongated lower jaw,  bright silver band running from the pectoral fin to the 

middle of the caudal fin, grows to 12 inches in length 
 
Distribution:  This species occurs along both coasts of North and South America.  On the Atlantic 

coast, it ranges from Maine to Argentina, and is common in the Gulf of Mexico.  It occurs 
along the coastline and is frequently found in bays.  

 
Life History:  There is little known about the biology of this species. 
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Order Cyprinodontiformes 
(si-prin-o-don-ti-for-mes) 

 

Family Cyprinodontidae - killifish, topminnows 
(si-prin-o-don-ti-de) 

 
Etymology-   (cyprin = carp; odont = tooth – refers to teeth on the  pharyngeal arch being carp-like) 
 
Family contains 45 genera and 300 species 
 
Habitat-  freshwater, brackish water, and marine 
 
Distribution-  They are found in North and South America, Africa, and coastal Asia.  The greatest 

diversity of species occurs in the southeastern United States. 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    small minnow-like fish 
-    fins have soft rays 
-    caudal fin crescent-shaped and not forked 
-    lower jaw is more or less protrudes 

 
Natural History - The mouth is usually tilted upward and is an adaptation for surface feeding. These 

fish are oviparous, and fertilization is external. Cyprinodonts are an important forage fish. 
 
Fundulus olivaceus       Blackspotted Topminnow 
 
Etymology: (fundulus = dim - refers to the bottom habitat of the Fundulus mudfish from which the 

genus was first described: olivaceus = olive colored) 
 
Description:  pale olive above and white below  

broad purplish-black lateral stripe extends along side from snout to caudal fin  
black spots on some scales above the lateral stripe  
grows to 4 inches in length 

 
Distribution:  They are found in clear, quick flowing freshwater streams and creeks, usually with 

gravel bottoms. 
 
Life History:  Spawning occurs in Spring. 
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Cyprinodon variegatus       Sheepshead Minnow 
 
Etymology: (cyprin = carp; odon = tooth; variegat =variegated) 
 
Description:  short, stubby body with high back,  

short dorsal fin,  
tail broad and square-shaped,  
small mouth,  
body dark brown-green above and yellow/cream beneath,  
females and all young fish have dark vertical bars along their sides,  

while adult males usually lack such bars,  
grows to about 3 inches in length 

 
Distribution:  Sheepshead minnows occur from Maine, south through the Gulf and the West Indies, 

to Venezuela.  They prefer shallow salt waters, and are very common in extreme habitats 
which have exceedingly high salinity, where most other fish cannot survive.  They are found 
in bays, estuaries, tidal creeks, and salt marshes.  

 
Life History:  This species spawns from April to September.  Each female lays only a few eggs 

numerous such spawnings occur throughout the spawning season. The newly laid eggs have 
a sticky coat which allows them to attach to floating vegetation.  Sheepshead minnows eat 
small invertebrates and aquatic plants, and in turn are a primary forage food for larger 
fishes.  
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Male      Female 

Family Poeciliidae - Livebearers (mollies, guppies,swordtails in pet shops) 
(poh-sihl-ee-ih-dee) 

 
Etymology-   (poecilia = variegated - refers to color) 
 
Family contains 21 genera and 200 species 
 
Habitat-  freshwater 
 
Distribution-  They are restricted to the southeastern United States, Mexico, Central America, 

northern South America, and the Caribbean Islands.  Six genera occur in the United States, 
with the greatest diversity in Central and South America. 

 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

- gonopodium obvious in males 
 
Natural History -  They are called livebearers because they give birth to live young, and are 

ovoviviparous.  Fertilization is internal, with sperm transferred in packages (called 
spermatophores) via the gonopodium, which is a modified ray in the anal fin.  Females can 
store the spermatophores for as long as 10 months, and one spermatophore provides enough 
sperm for a number of broods.  Gestation is 3-4 weeks.   
Some species exist as all females, and act as gynoparasites on males of other closely related 
livebearer species.  They court with these males and accept their spermatophores.  The 
sperm is used only to activate the cortical reaction and cleavage of the eggs, beginning 
development.  The male's chromosomes are deleted. 

 
Gambusia affinis        Mosquitofish 
 
Etymology: (gambusia = gambusino, refers to a cuban word, which signifies "nothing", and is a 

joke,"to fish for gambusinos" means to catch nothing; affinis = related to another species) 
 
Description:  dorsal fin far behind the anal fin insertion 

scales outlined with dark pigmentation giving the appearance of cross-hatching  
 
Distribution:  This species was confined to the southeastern United  States, however, because of 

their efficiency in eating mosquito larvae, they have been extensively introduced in 
mosquito control programs.  They prefer quiet, shallow water of streams, ponds, and 
swamps. This is a freshwater fish. 

 
Life History:  Mosquitofish have long spawning season; spring to summer. Each female may 

produce several broods.  
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Order Gasterostriformes 
(ga-ster-o-ste-i-for-mes) 

 
Family Gasterosteidae - sticklebacks 

(ga-ster-o-ste-i-de) 
 
Etymology-  (gaster = belly; osteus = bone–refers to bony ventral plates) 
 
Family contain 6 genera and 8 species 
 
Habitat-  freshwater and anadromous 
 
Distribution-  Atlantic and Pacific oceans 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    dorsal fin near caudal fin 
-    two or more free dorsal spines just anterior to dorsal fin 
-    spines also found on the venter of the fish 

 
Natural History -  Their behavior has been studied extensively, and involves male courtship  

displays, male nest building, and territorial defense behaviors. 
 
Gasterosteus aculeatus      Three spine Stickleback 
 
Etymology: (gasteroteus = as above: aculeatus = spined) 
 
Description:   body a dark green color above with faint bars on dorsum  breeding males acquire red 

coloration on their sides usually have 3 free dorsal spines with the first two  dorsal spines 
enlarged grows to 4 inches in length 

 
Distribution:  This species occurs in the coastal waters of the northern Atlantic from Nova Scotia 

south to Virginia.  They can be found in both freshwater and saltwater, and are commonly 
found in protected waters of bays and estuaries, and associated  with floating vegetation.  
Marine sticklebacks are anadromous. 

 
Life History:  Spawning occurs in Spring, and begins when they ascend creeks and streams.  Males 

construct elaborate barrel-shaped nests from vegetation.  Nest materials are glued together 
with a sticky substance that the fish manufactures in the kidneys.  The males then lure 
females to the nest with courtship  displays.  Females enter the nest and lay from 100 to 150  
eggs, and when deposited, she is evicted by the male who then guards the nest until they 
hatch.  The male may then destroy the nest, but continues to protect the fry. 
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Order Syngnathiformes 
(sin-gnath-ih-for-mees) 

 
Family Syngnathidae - pipefish, seahorses 

(sin-gnath-ih-dee) 
 
Etymology-   (syn = together; gnathus = jaws) 
 
Family contains 36 genera and 175 species, majority being pipefish (34 genera, 150 species) 
 
Habitat-  marine, but some species of pipefish enter freshwater 
 
Distribution-  Atlantic, Pacific and Indian oceans 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    armored, encased in bony rings 
-    tube-like snout with mouth at end 
-    lack pelvic fins 
-    small anal fin 

 
Natural History -  Both pipefishes and seahorses prefer shallow waters.  Pipefish propel themselves 

using their caudal fin, while seahorses use their  dorsal and pectoral fins, since they have 
converted the caudal fin  and caudal peduncle to a prehensile organ used for grasping and 
holding plants. 
Male pipefishes and seahorses have brood pouches which carry eggs laid by the female. The 
brood pouch is located on the underside of  the tail in seahorses, and can be sealed, holding 
the eggs within.  Pipefishes have brood pouches which open down the middle, and may be 
sealed with overlapping flaps.  The eggs are fertilized, incubated and hatch within the 
pouch, and the young emerge when they can swim on their own.  They have cryptic 
coloration and a secretive behavior which effectively protects them from predators.  Small 
crustaceans are the primary food items, and are sucked up through their trumpet-like snout. 
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Syngnathus pelagicus       Sargassum Pipefish 
 
Etymology: (syngnathus = as above : pelagicus = ? ) 
 
Description:  body long and thin, armored body rings, quite noticeable fins, small caudal fin small  
 
Distribution:  Atlantic ocean 
 
Life History:  These fish are common to sargassumweed, and are usually found  far offshore. 
 
Hippocampus erectus       Lined Seahorse 
 
Etymology: (hippo = horse ; campus = a wriggling sea monster : erectus = ? ) 
 
Description:   caudal fin absent numerous bumpy projections on body grows to 6 inches in length 
 
Distribution:  Atlantic ocean, occurring from Nova Scotia to Argentina. 
 
Life History:  Seahorses swim in an upright fashion.  The dorsal fin propels the fish slowly through 

the water, and a large swimbladder gives excellent control of their buoyancy.  They are 
found in shallow bays and estuaries along the Texas coast, where they associate with 
submerged vegetation. 
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Order Scorpaeniformes 
(scor-pe-ni-for-mes) 

Family Triglidae – Sea Robins 
(trig-li-de) 

 
Etymology-   (triela = a common name of a fish caught by fishermen in the Adriatic, and for no 

apparent reason they used this name to describe the fish in this family)? 
 
Habitat-  marine 
 
Distribution-  Atlantic, Pacific and Indian oceans 
 
Anatomy/Morphology-  

-    bony plates may cover the head and body 
-    large pectoral fins, which resemble wings 
-    pectoral fin spines free, used as “legs” to tiptoe across bottom 
-    head armed with many spines 
-    mouth is subterminal and protrusible 
-    eyes large and directed upward 

 
Natural History -  These fish are bottom dwelling species, and the first 3 rays of the pectoral fins 

are detached and are used both as "feelers" and as "legs" to allow the fish to "walk" along 
the bottom.  Consume benthic invertebrates.  Females are oviparous, and the eggs float to 
the surface where they hatch. 

 
Prionotus scitulus       Leopard Sea Robin 
 
?Etymology: (prio = saw; notus = back, referring to 3 free saw-like spines being said to intervene 

between two dorsals: scitulus = slender) 
 
Description:   upper part of body densely spotted with dark bands on sides  

grows to 8 inches in length 
 
Distribution:  This species occurs from North Carolina south to Venezuela.  They are common 

inshore and in bays in the Gulf of Mexico.   
 
Life History:  The swimbladder is enlarged and muscular, and is used in sound production.  

Leopard sea robins are omnivorous, feeding on shrimp, crabs, squid, clams, and fish. 
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Order Perciformes 
(pur-si-for-mees) 

 
Family Percichthyidae – Sea Perch, Striped Bass 

(pur-sik-thi-dee) 
 
Etymology-  (perca = an ancient 

name of a fish; ichthys = 
fish) 

 
Family contains 17 genera and 40 

species 
 
Habitat-  marine, anadromous and 

freshwater 
 
Distribution-  Atlantic and Pacific oceans and the freshwaters of North America, South America, 

Asia and Australia.  North America has 4 freshwater species, all in the genus Morone. 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    spiny ray portion of dorsal fin followed by a soft rayed portion (these portions are 
 usually separated but may be joined by a small notch) 

-    anal fin with three distinct spines 
-    two spines on the operculum 
-    large scales 

 
Natural History-   Females are oviparous. 
 
Morone saxatilis        Striped Bass 
 
Etymology: (morone = ?:  saxatilis = living among rocks) 
 
Description:   body olive to grey above sides silvery with seven or eight longitudinal stripes from 

gill cover to caudal fin 9 to 10 spines in first dorsal fin 12 or 13 soft rays in well-separated 
second dorsal fin caudal fin deeply forked anal fin with about 11 soft rays preceded by 3 
spines 

 
Distribution:  Striped bass commonly occur from the Gulf of St. Lawrence,  south into the Gulf of 

Mexico to Louisiana.  They have been taken in coastal waters off Texas.  Since the species 
is a large and good-tasting fighting fish, they have been widely introduced throughout the 
Gulf of Mexico and the Pacific Ocean.  They are anadromous, but some local freshwater 
populations exist in Texas and the Carolinas. 

 
Life History:  Spawning occurs in Spring, and adult fish swim up rivers to  brackish or freshwater 

to lay eggs.  A 3-pound fish was observed to contain 14,000 eggs, and a 75-pound striper 
was estimated to contain about 10 million.  The eggs float in the water and hatch as they are 
carried slowly down stream. Eggs sink in still water, causing death of the egg, thus 
freshwater populations can't reproduce normally, and need to be stocked. The only lake in 
Texas to support a breeding population of striped bass is Lake Texoma.  The spawning fish 
swim far  upstream in the Red River, and their eggs slowly float many miles back 
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downstream, developing into fry.  Stripers are voracious, eating fish, crustaceans, and 
shellfish.  They have been introduced into freshwater to control shad populations.  

 
Family Serranidae – Sea Bass, Groupers 

(ser-ran-i-de) 
 
Etymology: (serra = saw) 
 
Family contains 20 genera and 370 species 
 
Habitat-  Most species are marine, though some 
are freshwater species. 
 
Distribution-  Atlantic, Pacific and Indian oceans 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    3 spines on operculum 
-    long dorsal fin, 
-    enlarged caudal fin 
-    large mouth 

 
Natural History -  These fish are typically bottom-dwelling fish, living near rocky areas and reefs, 

but can also be found around piers, jetties, and pilings.  They range in size from species 
about 1 1/2 inches long to species of groupers which attain weights of about 1000 pounds.  
Serranids are important sport and commercial species.  Females are oviparous.  Many 
species in this Family are hermaphroditic (the same individual having both male and female 
reproductive organs).  Most groupers and some species of seabass begin life as females and 
transform into fertile males later in life.  The Belted Sand Bass possesses functional testes 
and ovaries simultaneously, and is capable of self-fertilization. 

 
Centropristis philadelphica       Rock Sea Bass 
 
Etymology: (centro = spine; pristic = saw: philadelphicus = from the city of Philadelphia, where the 

fish is not found) 
 
Description:   body with distinct vertical bars, large black spot at base of three dorsal spines, 6 

streamers on dorsal lobe of caudal fin, (absent in old fish), anal fins of males nearly twice as 
long, in proportion to body size, as those of females 

 
Distribution:  Rock sea bass occur from the Carolinas south, throughout Florida coastal waters and 

the Gulf of Mexico.  They are especially common in the shallow coastal waters of Texas, 
predominately over sandy or muddy bottoms. 

 
Life History:  Rock sea bass young are predominately females, and transform  into males later in 

life.  
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Family Centrarchidae - Bass, Sunfish, Crappie 
(sen-trar-ki-dee) 

 
Etymology- (centra = spine; archus = anus - refers to the development of  anal spines) 
 
Kinds of Fish-    Family contains 9 genera with 30 species  
 
Habitat-  freshwater 
 
Distribution-  Centrarchids are restricted to North America. Most species occur east of the Rocky 

Mountains, but a few species occur naturally in the Sacramento Valley in California. 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    body compressed laterally, giving it a tall, thin appearance 
-    spiny dorsal fin usually joins the secondary soft dorsal fin with a notch. 

 
Natural History - Centrarchids have elaborate courtship and nest building behaviors.  Males usually 

guard the nest and newly-hatched young. 
 
Micropterus salmoides      Largemouth Bass 

Etymology: (micro = small; pterus = fin - the specimen that was used to  describe the species was 
damaged.  The posterior rays of the dorsal fin were bitten off and detached, and thus gave 
the appearance of  having a separate and small dorsal fin: salmoides = trout-like) 

 
Description:   olive color, spiny dorsal fin being separated from the soft dorsal fin by a wide notch 

mouth large, with lower jaw extending back beyond eye grows to 30 inches in length 
 
Distribution:  Commonly found in shallow, weedy lakes, ponds, rivers and streams. 
 
Life History:  Females are oviparous, and spawn in Spring.  Males construct a bowl-shaped nest 

(20" diameter and 6" deep) in the sand and entice females to spawn. More than one female 
spawns in a single nest.  Males guard the nest and fry.  Young fish eat  plankton, and reach 
sexual maturity in 2 years. Adults consume fish and can live to 6 to 8 years of age 

 
Lepomis cyanellus        Green Sunfish 
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Etymology: (lepos = scale -refers to scale-like operculum : cyanellus = blue) 
 
Description:   body laterally compressed, pectoral fins short and rounded, black spot on posterior 

rays of the secondary soft dorsal fin, large mouth extends under eye, grows 8 to 9 inches in 
length 

 
Distribution:  Commonly found in most every type of water, though they are usually not found in 

large lakes and rivers.  These are very  tolerant fish, and can thrive in waters that have heavy 
siltation or drastic temperature changes. 

 
Life History:  Females are oviparous.  Spawning occurs in Spring when females lay from 2,000 to 

10,000 eggs in saucer-shaped nests  constructed by males.  Males guard the nest.  Young 
grow 1 to 3 inches in the first year, depending on the water temperature through the year. 
Eats insects, crustaceans and small fishes.  Green sunfishes commonly have a 4 to 5 year 
lifespan. 

 
Pomoxis annularis        White Crappie 

 
Etymology: (pom = operculum; oxis = sharp - refers to the opercula ending in two flat points 

instead of an ear flap: annularis = rings - refers   to banding on sides of body) 
 
Description:  compressed body white or silver colored sides with 6 to 9 dark vertical bands mouth 

large and extends beyond eye 
 
Distribution:  White crappies prefer silty waters in lakes and rivers. 
 
Life History:  Females are oviparous, laying as many as 65,000 eggs.  Males guard the eggs in a 

shallow nest, which they built.  When the fish are small, they eat insects, and will eat 
crustaceans when the fish grow larger. Crappies can live about 6 years.  
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Family Percidae - Perches, Darters 
(pur-sih-dee) 

 
Etymology: (perca = ancient name for dusky fish) 
 
Family contains 9 genera and 126 species 
 
Habitat-   freshwater  
 
Family contains  genera and 126 species. The genus Etheostoma is the largest genus, having 94 

species. 
 
Distribution-  Holarctic 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

- two dorsal fins separated or narrowly joined  
-    1-2 anal spines 
-    pelvic fins thoracic in position 

 
Natural History-  Most species in this Family are small, the largest being the  walleye which grows 

3 feet in length.  
 
Etheostoma gracile        Slough Darter 
 
Etymology: (etheo = to strain ; stoma = mouth Rafinesque interprets it  to mean "various mouths", 

some forms being very different in  the forms of the mouth : gracile = slender) 
 
Description:   body long and thin, anal spines present, mouth small 
 
Distribution:  Occurs along the Gulf coast from the Mississippi River to the Nueces River in Texas.  

They range up the Mississippi River drainage to Illinois, and throughout the Red and 
Arkansas river systems.  They occur in pools of slowly moving streams, backwaters of 
rivers, in oxbow lakes and swamps. They prefer areas with aquatic vegetation.  

 
Life History:  Breeding season beings in March in Texas.  Males grow tubercles on their head and 

become territorial.  A male will mount a female, rubbing her with his pectoral fins and chin 
tubercles.  The female swims to a plant and lays a single egg which the male quickly 
fertilizes.  The egg sticks to the plant.  This selected site is passed over repeatedly by the 
mating pair until from 30-50 eggs are deposited in a neat row. 
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Family Echeneidae - Suckerfish, Remoras, Sharksuckers 
(e-ka-neh-i-dee) 

 
Etymology: (echeneis = an ancient name meaning to hold back a ship) 
 
Family contain 7 genera and 8 species 
 
Habitat-  marine 
 
Distribution-  Atlantic, Pacific and Indian oceans 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    body long and thin 
-    laminated suction disc on top of head 
-    caudal fin round and narrow 
-    pectoral fins pointed 

 
Natural History -  The ridges which form the laminated appearance are  modified  spines, and when 

the disc is pressed against a smooth surface,  these ridges can erect, thereby creating a 
powerful suction.  The disc is used to attach the fish to a variety of  species of sharks, rays, 
bony fish, turtles, and cetaceans.  They have also been observed hitchhiking on ship hulls. 

 
Echeneis naucratesi       Sharksucker, Shark remora 
 
Etymology: (echeneis = as above : naucrates = pilot of a ship) 
 
Description:   dorsal and anal fins are long body gray to brown-gray with a white-bordered dark 

stripe on sides extending from mouth to caudal fin grows to 36 inches in length 
 
Distribution:  They occur from Nova Scotia southward to Florida, and throughout the Gulf of 

Mexico. 
 
Life History:  Reproductive information is lacking.  Sharksuckers feed on scraps left by their host. 
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Family Carangidae – Lookdowns, Jacks, Pompanos, Bumpers 
(ka-ran-gi-de) 

 
Etymology: (carang = two possible meanings, 1) variation of a French word for a fish or 2) cara, a 

Latin word referring to head) 
 
Family contains 24 genera and about 200 species 
 
Habitat-  marine 
 
Distribution-  Atlantic, Pacific, and Indian oceans 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    wide variety of body forms 
-    body usually compressed and covered with small scales 
-    3 anal spines with first 2 detached from the rest of fin 
-    caudal fin widely forked 

 
Natural History -  These are strong and fast swimmers. 
 
Chloroscomberus chrysurus       Atlantic Bumper 
 
Etymology: (chloro = green; scomberus = mackerel: chrys = gold; urus = tail) 
 
Description:   body laterally compressed black spot on gill cover narrow caudal peduncle second 

dorsal fin with 1 spine yellow caudal fin with a dark spot on the caudal peduncle grows to 
about 12 inches in length 

 
Distribution:  Bumpers occur from Massachusetts south to Uruguay.  They are common in the 

shallow areas of the Gulf, and can be found in highly-saline areas of bays. 
 
Life History:  Females are oviparous.   Bumpers travel in schools, with the fishes making 

simultaneous turns.  They are predacious.  
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Family Lutjanidae - Snappers 
(lu-jan-i-de) 

 
Etymology: (lutjanus =  ?  ) 
 
Family contains 23 genera and 230 species 
 
Habitat-  marine 
 
Distribution-  Atlantic, Pacific and Indian oceans 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    heavy-bodied 
-    continuous dorsal fin 
-    mouth large 
-    3 anal spines 
-    eye large and high on head 

 
Natural History - Snappers are large, carnivorous fish that live in deep waters.   They are common 

to reefs, oil  platforms, and sunken wrecks, and are  usually bottom-dwelling.  They are 
crepuscular. 

 
Lutjanus griseus        Gray Snapper 
 
Etymology: (lutjanus = see above: griseus = ?) 
 
Description:  heavy-bodied fish, long dorsal fin with 10 spines and 14 soft rays, eyes large. 
 
Distribution:  Red snappers are found from the middle Atlantic and Gulf coasts of the United States 

to tropical South America. 
 
Life History:  Snappers are popular game and commercial fishes, and some species can be found in 

most local supermarkets. Spawning occurs  throughout the Summer, and juvenile fish move 
to the shallower waters of the bays and estuaries.  They occur in schools, and feed on 
crustaceans, squid, and fish.  
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Family Sparidae – Sheepshead, Porgies 
(spar-i-de) 

 
Etymology: (sparus = a kind of gilt-head fish)  
 
Family contains 29 genera and about 100 species 
 
Habitat-  marine 
 
Distribution-  Atlantic, Pacific and Indian oceans 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    body compressed laterally 
-    hump-backed body 
-    anal fin with spines 
-    secondary dorsal fin and anal fin about same size 
-    eyes large and high on head 
-    large scales 
-    grows to 3 feet in length and weighs 25 pounds 

 
Natural History - Sparids are highly variable in size and habitat preferences. Some prefer rocky 

bottoms and others smooth mud or sand. They are omnivorous and travel in large schools. 
 
Archosargus probatocephalus       Sheepshead 
 
Etymology: (archo = chief; sargus = an old taxonomic name of a fish) 
 
Description:   long dorsal fin with spined anterior portion rays alternate in thickness anal fin with 

three heavy spines body silvery but darker above five or more vertical bars on sides front 
teeth visible grows to about 30 inches in length, and weigh 30 pounds 

 
Distribution:  They occur from Virginia south to the Yucatan, and throughout the Gulf to the West 

Indies.  Sheepshead are common inshore. 
 
Life History:  Spawning occurs in Spring, and eggs are laid offshore.  The eggs float.  Adult fish 

consume clams, mussels, and crabs, which they break open with their modified teeth. 
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Family Sciaenidae – Drums, croakers 
(si-ann-i-dee) 

 
Etymology: (sciaen = ancient name of a fish and pertains to shady) 
 
Kinds of Fish-  drums, croakers 
 
Habitat-  Most species are marine, and few species 

occur in brackish water. Only one species is 
strictly freshwater. 

 
Distribution-  Atlantic, Pacific and Indian oceans 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    dorsal fin separated into two parts 
-    anal fins with 2 spines 
-    lateral line along entire length of body and extends onto caudal fin 

 
Natural History - The common name (drum) originates from the fish's ability to made a resonating 

sound with the swimbladder and its muscles.  In numbers of  species, sciaenids exceed all 
other families in the Gulf, and in numbers of individuals, or biomass, they are among the top 
three (the others being the mullets, and anchovies).  Most spawn in shallow waters, and the 
young fish enter bays and estuaries, where they spend their first summer in brackish waters. 
They feed on crustaceans and mollusks. 

 
Sciaenops ocellata        Red Drum, Redfish 
 
Etymology: (sciaen = as above: ocellatus = having eye-like spots) 
 
Description:   body is silvery in young fish, but becomes a coppery-brown in older animals, large 

black spot above lateral line at base of caudal fin, first dorsal fin slightly higher than second, 
upper jaw projects beyond lower jaw, grows to 5 feet in length, and weighs 75 pounds. 

 
Distribution:  Redfish occur from New Jersey south to northern Mexico. 
 
Life History:  Redfish breed in late Summer, and deposit eggs offshore.  Adult fish are solitary, and 

are frequently seen swimming about with their dorsal fin protruding from the water.  
Redfish migrate to the Gulf in Autumn. Redfish are one of the largest of the sciaenids, 
probably the   most important to commercial fisheries, and are one of the most sought after 
fish by coastal sportsmen.  They get their name from the fact that these fish turn red soon 
after death. Redfish have also been introduced into freshwater impoundments and 
reservoirs, where they grow and provide sport fishermen with fish stories.  However, these 
fish cannot reproduce successfully in freshwater, and therefore must be continually stocked. 
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Family Cichlidae - Cichlids 
(sick-li-de) 

 
Etymology-  (cichlid = name for a kind of ancient fish) 
 
Family contains about 85 genera and 680 species 
 
Habitat-  Most species are freshwater, though a few may enter brackish coastal water. 
 
Distribution-  Tropical and subtropical waters in South America, Central America, Africa and India.  

The majority of the species in  this Family are restricted to Africa.  Only one species is 
native to the United States, and is found in the Rio Grande River system.  Seven species 
have been introduced, though, and are regulated by state and Federal agencies.  

 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    variable body shape from long and slim to short and deep bodied 
-    dorsal fin long with spiny and soft portions 
-    anal fin with 3 or more spines 

 
Natural History-  Females are oviparous.  Both parents usually care for the young.  Some species 

are mouth brooders, with either parent keeping the eggs in their mouth until they hatch.  
Young fish may return to the brooder's mouth for protection if they are frightened. 

 
Tilapia mossambica       Mozambique Talapia 
 
Etymology: (talapia = meaning not known : mossambica =mozambique, the country where found in 

Africa) 
 
Description:   medium-sized, heavy-bodied fish long dorsal fin 
 
Distribution:  A species native to Africa, but has been extensively introduced throughout the world. 
 
Life History:  Talapia consume plankton and grow rapidly.  This makes them a good source of 

protein for humans throughout the world. They are introduced into impoundments which 
have been  fertilized to encourage plankton and algae blooms.  The fish are then harvested 
as a food crop.  If these fish escape the impoundment, they can displace native fish species 
and adversely affect native species. 
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Family Mugilidae – Mullet 

(mu-jil-i-dee) 

 
Etymology-   (mugil = mullet) 
 
Family contain 9 genera and 95 species 
 
Habitat-  coastal marine, brackish, and some freshwater species 
 
Distribution-  Atlantic, Pacific and Indian oceans 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    thick yet streamlined body 
-    forked caudal fin 
-    2 widely separated dorsal fins 
-    pectoral fins located high on sides 
-    subabdominal pelvic fins 
-    hard, angled mouth 

 
Natural History - Mullets are fast-swimming, schooling fishes.  They feed largely upon organic 

detritus and small algae.  This material is scooped up by the fish when it swims at an angle 
to the bottom, leaning over to one side, running its mouth over the top of the sediment.  The 
large particles are retained by their gill rakers and are then ground up in their gizzard-like 
stomach. Digestion takes place in an extremely long intestine (5-8 times the body length).  
Females are oviparous. 

 
Mugil cephalus        Striped Mullet 
 
Etymology: (mugil = as described above: cephalus = head) 
 
Description:   silvery fish with mirror-like reflective scales caudal fin with a pronounced forked 

appearance 
 
Distribution:  Occurs from Nova Scotia to Brazil, and commonly found in coastal waters of the 

Gulf of Mexico. 
 
Life History:  Striped mullets occur in most kinds of waters, from marine, brackish, to even 

freshwater.  They can be collected in the  freshwater rivers in Texas, as far as 200 miles 
from the coast.  They are an edible fish. 

 
Family Uranoscopidae - Stargazers 
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(ur-a-no-sco-pi-dee) 

 
Etymology-     (urano = heaven ; scopus = to look -referring to their upward gaze) 
 
Family contains ? genera and ? species 
 
Habitat-  marine 
 
Distribution-  Atlantic, Pacific and Indian oceans 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    head large 
-    mouth at extremely oblique upward angle 
-    eyes dorsally positioned 
-    pelvic fins anterior to pectoral fins, under throat 
-    dorsal and anal fins long 
-    2 large, double-grooved poison spines above pectoral fins and behind operculum 

 
Natural History - Some species have a small worm-like filament associated  with their mouth, and 

is used to lure prey closer.  One genus, Astroscopus (below), has electric organs, derived 
from portions of the eye muscles behind the eyes.  The fish buries itself with only the eye 
and mouth exposed from the sandy bottom.  The lure attracts small fish which are then 
stunned by a electrical discharge of about 50 volts. 

 
Astroscopus y-graecum        Southern Stargazer 
 
Etymology: (astro = star; scopus = to look : y-graecum = refers to a y-shaped bony process on the 

head) 
 
Distribution:  Occurs in the Atlantic Ocean from North Carolina to Brazil. 
 
Description: pectoral fins large and wing-like, white spots on body, first dorsal fin spiny and small 
 
Life History:  There is little known about the biology of this species. 
 

Family Scombridae – Tuna, albacore, mackerels 
(skom-brih-dee) 
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Etymology: (scomber = ancient name of the common mackerel) 
 
Family contains 15 genera and 45 species 
 
Habitat-  marine 
 
Distribution-  Atlantic, Pacific and Indian oceans 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-    stream-lined bodies 
-    stiff fins 
-    rigid and paired keels on the caudal peduncle 
-    1 spiny and 1 soft dorsal fin which are widely separated 
-    dorsal and anal finlets located near deeply-forked caudal fin 
-    scales very small 

 
Natural History -  The first dorsal fin, while made up of stiff spines, retracts into a groove on the 

back enabling the fish to swim very fast.  Other modifications for speed are the finlets, 
narrow caudal peduncle with keels, and crescent-shaped caudal fin.  Many tunas possess a 
corselet, which is a patch of specifically modified scales that extend just behind the head.  
These scales increase the turbulence of the water around the widest part of the body, thereby 
reducing the drag on these fast swimmers (40-50 mph). 
Some tunas can maintain a very high metabolism and the body   temperatures can be as high 
as 10°C above the water temperature.  In large scombrids, the circulatory system has been 
modified with countercurrent exchanges in order to reduce loss of heat generated by the 
tremendous muscular activity.  The increased body temperature increases the efficiency in 
muscular contractions.  Females are oviparous.  Most species travel in schools and feed on 
small fish and squid. 

 
 This Family contains many economically important species, including yellowfin and albacore 
tunas.  Although 468,000 and 203,000 tons (respectively) are harvested annually, these two species 
are consumed primarily by Japan and the United States.  There are three popular commercial means 
of catching tuna. About 40% are captured with hook and line.  Catching boats locate schools of 
these voracious tuna, and release live sardines or anchovies, which they maintain on board.  These 
draw the tuna near the boat where the fish will bite the barb-less lures.  About 30% are caught with 
purse-seines, which are long nets which surround a school, and then are winched onto the boat.  
Since some tuna swim immediately beneath porpoises, this method has become quite controversial 
since many of the porpoises drown when the net is hauled in.  The remaining 30% of the tunas are 
caught on long-lines, which are similar in design to the trout lines used by freshwater sport 
fishermen.  However, commercial long-lines may be 81 miles long, and have 2000 hooks. 
 
Scomberomorus maculatus       Spanish Mackerel 
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Etymology: (scomber = as above; omorus = near, refers to looking like the genus Scomber: 
maculatus = spotted) 

 
Description:   first and second dorsal fins so close together as to appear as one fin longitudinal keels 

obvious on caudal peduncle body deep blue or blue-green above, and silvery below 
numerous large, oval, orange-yellow spots on sides grows to about 3 feet in length, and can 
weigh 10 pounds. 

 
Distribution:  This species occurs in the Atlantic Ocean from Maine south to  Brazil, and is not 

uncommon in the Gulf. 
 
Life History:  Spawning occurs in Spring and Summer.  The eggs float and  develop along the 

surface.  Young fish can be found in the  surf zone or in brackish waters in bays. Large 
schools move  along the coast, close to shore, feeding on shrimp and small  schooling fish. 
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Order Pleuronectiformes 
(plu-ro-nek-ti-for-mees) 

 
Family Bothidae – Flounder,  

(both-i-de) 

 
Etymology- (both = unknown origin and meaning) 
 
Family contains 36 genera and 212 species 
 
Habitat-   marine 
 
Distribution-  Atlantic, Pacific and Indian oceans 
 
Anatomy/Morphology  

-   body compressed laterally 
-   both eyes on left side 
- right side colorless 
- left side with camouflaged pattern 
- dorsal and anal fins long 
- large teeth exposed 

 
Natural History -  Bothids are also called "left-handed' flatfish because their eyes and coloration are 

on the left side of the fish.  Essentially all commercial flounders in the southern states are 
bothids.  Flatfishes begin life as  a normal appearing fish with an eye on each side of the 
head.  Then the fish grows to about one inch in length, metamorphosis occurs and one eye  
moves to the other side of the fish, with the mouth following. A shift in internal organs and 
gills also occurs.  The eyed side acquires a camouflaged coloration while the blind side 
becomes white.  The camouflaged colors can be altered to blend with the substrate on which  
the fish alights.  These are exclusively bottom-dwelling forms. 

 
Paralichthys lethostigma       Southern Flounder 
 
Etymology: (paral = parallel; ichthys = fish: letho =forgetfulness; stigma= spot, referring to the 

absence of spots) 
 
Description:   eyed side light or dark brown with diffuse non-ocellated spots 
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Distribution:  These flounder occur in the Atlantic Ocean from North Carolina  south through the 
Gulf to northern Mexico.  They are common on muddy bottoms and young fish are found in 
shallow bays and  estuaries.  Larger fish leave the bays for the open Gulf in Autumn.  A 
severe northern causes mass migration.  However, warm winters cause larger fish to move 
to deep water. 

 
Life History:  Spawning occurs in Autumn, with eggs deposited in deep water. 
 

Family Cynoglossidae 
(sigh-no-gloh-si-dee) 

 
Etymology- (cyno = dog; glossa = tongue) 
 
Family contains 4 genera and 86 species 
 
Habitat-  marine 
 
Distribution-  Atlantic and Pacific oceans 
 
Anatomy/Morphology- 

-   both eyes on left side of head  
-   body compressed and in teardrop shape  
-   dorsal, caudal and anal fins united and form a pointed tip 
-   pectoral fins absent 

 
Natural History -  Small fish with very little commercial importance to man. 
 
Symphurus plagiusa       Blackcheek Tonguefish 
 
Etymology: (sym = together ; urus = tail : plagiusa = old name meaning oblique) 
 
Description:   grows to 6 inches in length  
 
Distribution:  Occurs in the Atlantic ocean from New York south to Florida, and throughout the 

Gulf of Mexico.  
 
Life History:  These are bottom-dwelling fish, and eat small invertebrates.  There is not much 

known about the biology of this species. 
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Class Amphibia 
Order Gymnophiona 
 Family Typhlonectidae 
  Typhlonectes sp. 
 
Order Urodela 
 Family Proteidae 
  Necturus maculosus   Common Mudpuppy 
 Family Sirenidae 
  Siren intermedia   Lesser Siren 
 Family Cryptobranchidae 
  Cryptobranchus alleganiensis  Hellbender 
 Family Ambystomatidae 
  Ambystoma tigrinum   Tiger Salamander 
  Ambystoma texanum   Small-mouthed Salamander 
  Ambystoma opacum    Marbled Salamander 
 Family Salamandridae 
  Notophthalmus viridescens  Eastern Newt 
 Family Plethodontidae 
  Desmognathus auriculatus  Southern Dusky Salamander 
  Plethodon albagula   White-throated Slimy Salamander 
  Eurycea quadridigitata   Dwarf Salamander 
 
Order Anura 
 Family Pelobatidae 
  Scaphiopus couchii   Couch’s Spadefoot  
  Scaphiopus hurteri   Hurter’s Spadefoot 
 Family Bufonidae 
  Bufo (=Ollotis) nebulifer  Gulf Coast Toad 
  Bufo (=Anaxyrus) woodhousii  Woodhouse’s Toad 
  Bufo (=Anaxyrus) speciosus  Texas Toad 
  Bufo (=Anaxyrus) debilis  Green Toad 
 Family Hylidae 
  Acris crepitans    Northern Cricket Frog 
  Pseudacris streckeri   Strecker’s Chorus Frog 
  Pseudacris fouquette (=triseriata) Cajun Chorus Frog 
  Hyla cinerea    Green Treefrog 
  Hyla versicolor   Gray Treefrog  - 4N 
  Hyla chrysocelis   Cope’s Gray Treefrog - 2N 
 Family Microhylidae 
  Gastrophryne carolinensis  Eastern Narrow-mouthed Toad 
  Gastrophryne olivacea   Great Plains Narrow-mouthed Toad 
 Family Ranidae 
  Rana (=Lithobates) sphenocephala  Southern Leopard Frog 
  Rana (=Lithobates) catesbeiana American Bullfrog 
  Rana (=Lithobates) palustris  Pickerel Frog 

Rana (=Lithobates) clamitans  Green Frog 
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Order Gymnophiona 
(jim-no-fee-o-na) 

 
Caecilians occur in southern Mexico, south through Central America to Ecuador, and in Asia, 
Africa and parts of the Malay archipelago. 
 
They are limbless and lack a pelvic girdle.  Eyes are reduced and useless.  Some species may have 
as many as 200 annuli, which make them look like a large earthworm. 
 
Some caecilians are fossorial and only come out of the ground after heavy rains inundate their 
burrows while others are completely aquatic. 
 

Family Typhlonectidae 
(ti-flo-nec-ti-de) 

 
Etymology - from Greek: typhlo =- blind ; nect = swimming 
 
This family contains 4 genera and 12 species. 

Like all caecilians, typhlonectids are limbless and lack a pelvic girdle.  The eyes are visible beneath 
the skin (some other caecilians have their eyes covered by bone).  Like many other caecilians, they 
have sensory tentacles between the nostrils and the eyes. These caecilians only have primary 
annuli.  Scales are only present beneath the skin within the posterior annuli.   
They have no tail (other caecilians have a short tail). Two of the four genera are aquatic and have 
laterally compressed bodies and bear a middorsal "fin-like" fold. All caecilians in this family are 
viviparous.  The developing embryos' gills fuse into a saclike structure that may function as a 
placenta for gas exchange and waste excretion. 

Typhlonectes sp. 

Etymology: as above 

Description: a slender eel-like amphibian with no limbs and distinct annuli, particularly on the 
posterior end of the body.  Eyes only visible as dark spots beneath skin.  There is a 
prominent fin-like keel along the back.  The body terminates in a blunt disk. 

Distribution: rivers streams in northern South America. 

Life history: aquatic.  Females give birth to a few large, fully developed, young.  They forage for 
soft-bodied aquatic invertebrates along the bottom using their well developed sense of 
smell.  They burrow into the bottom substrate or hide under debris along the bottom of the 
stream for shelter. 

These unusual caecilians are often collected and sold in the aquarium trade.  In pet stores they are 
sold under a variety of names: rubber eels, black worms, Sicilian worms (a misspelling of the word 
caecilian).  They are almost never identified as amphibians in the pet trade! 
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Order Urodela 
 

Family Proteidae - Mudpuppies 
(pro-te-i-de) 

 
Etymology: (named after the Greek god of the sea, proteus, who could change his form) 
 
There are 6 species in 2 genera, all confined to North America. 
 
These salamanders retain the larval body form throughout their life and must remain in water.  They 
are paedogenic.  Gills are like feathery plumes. 
 
Necturus maculosus - Common Mudpuppy 
 
Etymology:  (nectri = a swimmer; macula = spotted) 
 
Description:  A large aquatic salamander with prominent external gills.  Both forelimbs and 

hindlimbs are present and there are four toes on each foot. 
 
Distribution:  north-central North America. 
 
Life history: found almost anywhere there is permanent fresh water, essentially nocturnal, may eat 

crawfish, fish, fish eggs.  Eggs are laid on undersides of rock on stream bottoms and the 
females guard the eggs until they hatch. 

 
 

Family Sirenidae -Sirens 
 
Etymology:  (siren = a mythological sea nymph who lured mariners to destruction) 
 
The family contains two genera and three species, all confined to North America. 
 
They have long bodies and external gills.  They lack hind limbs but have tiny forelegs.  
Superficially, they resemble an eel.  Sirens are aquatic, and when the ponds and sloughs dry up, 
they can burrow into the mud and construct a mucus cocoon.  They aestivate until the waters return. 
 
 
Siren intermedia - Lesser Siren 
 
Etymology:  (siren = as above; intermedia = medium size) 
 
Description:  they have a slender, eel-like body which is brown, gray, or blackish above.  Forelimbs 

are present, but there are not hindlimbs.  They have external gills and 3 gill slits.  The tail is 
compressed into a fin-like structure.  The body has from 31 to 38 costal grooves.   

 
Distribution:  they occur in the central states south from Michigan through Illinois, along the 

Mississippi drainage to the Gulf's coastal zone. 
 
Life history: females nest in winter and early spring, and can lay about 200 eggs.  Hatchlings are 

about 1/2" long and reach maturity in about two years.  They eat aquatic invertebrates. 
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Family Cryptobranchidae - Giant Salamanders 
(krip-to-bran-ki-dee) 

 
Etymology:  (crypto = hidden; branchos = gill) 
 
Family contains two genera and three species.  One genus occurs in North America while the other 
genus occurs in Asia and consists of two species. 
 
This family contains the largest living salamanders, which can grow over 5 feet long in Asia. 
 
These aquatic salamanders have external fertilization. 
 
 
Cryptobranchus alleganiensis  - Hellbender 
 
Etymology:  (cryptobranchus = as described above; alleganiensis = refers to Allegheny region of 

united states) 
 
Description:  A large aquatic salamander with a flattened head and body and loose flaps of skin 

extending along the lower sides of the body.  Single pair of circular gill openings occur on 
neck and persist throughout the life, but there are no obvious external gills.  Gray to olive 
color above, sometimes with spotting or mottling.  

 
Commonly found from 12 to 30 inches long. 
 
Distribution:  occurs in the Appalachian and Ozark Mountains of the east central United States, 

occurring in clear and fast-flowing streams and rivers. 
 
Life history:  breeding season extends from September to early November in the south.  Males dig 

saucer-shaped nest cavity beneath large, flat rocks or submerged logs.  Female lay 200 to 
500 eggs.  Males broadcast sperm which fertilize the eggs as the female lays them.  Males 
guard the nest and eggs.  Hellbenders have lived 29 years in captivity. 
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Family Ambystomatidae  - Mole Salamanders 
(am-bi-sto-mat-i-de) 

 
Etymology:  (ambix = cup; stoma = mouth) 
 
Family consists of 3 genera, and all are restricted to North America.  They occur from extreme 
southeastern Alaska to the southern edge of the Mexican plateau. 
 
They have five toes on hind feet and four toes on forefeet, and lack a nasolabial groove, a 
characteristic which is diagnostic for plethondontids salamanders.. 
 
Mole salamanders remain underground most of their lives and are commonly found only on rainy 
nights. 
 
Ambystoma tigrinum - Tiger Salamander 

 
Etymology:  (ambystoma = as above; tigrinum = tiger) 
 
Description:  There are palmar and plantar tubercles, appressed limbs overlap by 1-4 intercostal 

folds, dark ground color with blotchy yellow pattern on back.  Some populations may be 
neotenic. 

 
Distribution:  Widely distributed throughout central U.S. 
 
Life History:  Breeds in early Spring.  Inhabits moist areas in meadows and plains. 
 
 
Ambystoma texanum  - Small-mouthed Salamander 
 
Etymology:  (ambystoma = as described above; texanum = named after state of  Texas) 
 
Description:  Head and mouth are small.  The body is dark brown to black above and the venter has 

tiny flecks.  There are 14 to 15 costal grooves. 
 
Distribution:  The species occurs in east-central United States, living in pine woodlands, and 

deciduous forest bottomlands and moist grasslands. 
 
Life History:  They breed in streams, pools, and flooded ditches in late January through April.  

Females lay as many as 700 eggs, singly or in small clumps.  When disturbed, they raise 
their tail and wave it back and forth. 
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Ambystoma maculatum - Spotted Salamander 
 
Etymology:  (ambystoma = as described above; maculata = spotted) 

 
Description:  The spotted salamander is stoutly built with  usually 12 costal grooves.  They are 

black, blue-black or dark brown above, and have two irregular rows of round, yellow or 
orange spots. 

 
Distribution:  They occur throughout eastern United States, and are found in forests and hillsides 

near pools or flooded depressions. 
 
Life History:  Breeding extends from December through February in the South.  Heavy rains and 

warming temperatures trigger migration to breeding ponds where females lay numerous 
separate packages containing about 100 eggs.  Adults spend most of their life underground, 
and may live to be 20 years old.  

 
Ambystoma opacum - Marbled Salamander 

Etymology: amby = a cup (G);  stoma = a mouth (G); opac = dull (L) 
 
Description:  A short, "chunky" salamander with a contrasting dorsal pattern of white (light gray) 

bands on a black background.  Males are whiter than females, whose bands tend to be light 
silvery gray. 

 
Distribution:  S. New England to northern Florida and west to S. Illinois, SE Oklahoma and eastern 

Texas. 
 
Life History:  This species lays eggs on land in a dry pond basin.  The female lays the eggs in the 

autumn and stays with them until winter rains flood the pond.  Only after they are 
submerged do the eggs begin to develop.  The larvae hatch and spend their larval stage in 
ponds until they metamorphose in late spring. 
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Family Salamandridae - Newts 
(sa-la-man-dri-dee) 

 
Etymolgy:  (salamandri = Greek word for salamander) 
 
There are 15 genera worldwide, of which 6 species occur in the New World. 
 
The skin is not slimy but is rough and somewhat warty, the tail is broadly keeled and costal grooves 
are indistinct. 
 
Notophthalmus viridescens - Red-spotted Newt 
 
Etymology:  (?) 
 
Description:  They have no costal grooves.  Two longitudinal lines on top of head converge on the 

snout.  Venter and dorsum are the same uniform color with light flecks. 
 
Distribution:  They are restricted to the eastern United States. 
 
Life History:  Usually aquatic but pass through a land form known as the eft stage which may last 

from 1 to 3 years.  They are found in ponds, lakes, marshes, and quiet portions of streams.  
The male produces a spermatophore (a sperm filled package) that he deposits near a female.  
The female places the spermatophore in her spermatheca and uses the sperm to fertilize her 
eggs later in life. 
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Family Plethodontidae - Lungless Salamanders 
(ple-tho-dont-i-de) 

 
Etymology:  (plethos = crowd, multitude; odontos = tooth) 
  
This Family has more species than any other Family of salamanders, most of which are found in the 
southeastern U.S.  There are about 23 genera and over 200 species. 
 
They are lungless and respire through their thin, moist skin.  There is a distinctive nasolabial 
groove, which may be difficult to see in preserved specimens. 
 
They are most typically found in or near streams. 
 
 
Desmognathus fuscus - Dusky Salamander 
 
Etymology:  (desmos = bond, halter; gnathus = jaw:  fuscus = dusky) 
 
Description:  A pale line passes from eye to angle of the jaw.   Adults have a tan to dark brown 

back with or without mottling.   
 
Distribution:  Extends from New Brunswick, south to Louisiana, and occurs as far west as eastern 

Texas. 
 
Desmognathus auriculatus - Southern Dusky Salamander 
 
Etymology:  (desmos = bond, fetter; gnathus = jaw: auricula = little ear) 
 
Description:  Medium-sized salamander with 14 costal grooves and a tail which is keeled on top 

and compressed.  They have dark above and white spots on their belly.  Sides have a 
conspicuous row of whitish or reddish spots. 

 
Distribution:  The species occurs on coastal plain from Virginia south to Florida, west to eastern 

Texas.  Lives along swamps, sloughs, and streams.  
 
Life History:  Breeding season extends from September through October. 
 
Plethodon albagula (Plethodon glutinosus complex)- White-throated Slimy Salamander 
 
Etymology:  (plethodon = as described above:  glutin = sticky, and refers to secretion from skin 

glands, which is also the basis for the common name: alba = white: gula = throat). 
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Description:  They are shiny black with large white, grey, or yellow spots on sides.  Scattered, 
smaller and silvery white spots or brassy flecks occur on the head, back, and tail.  They have 
16 costal grooves.  

 
Distribution: This Plethodon glutinosus complex of species is found in throughout the eastern 

United States.  There are more than 12 species of morphologically indistinguishable 
salamanders.  They can only be differentiated biochemically.  P. albagula is found in 
Missouri, Arkansas and Oklahoma, with patchy distribution in eastern and central Texas.  
They live on shaded ravine slopes, wooded floodplains, and in caves. 

 
Life History:  Breeds August to September in the southern portion of its range.  Female lays from 6 

to 36 eggs in underground nest chambers which the female then guards.  There is no aquatic 
larval stage.  They are nocturnal and spend the day under flat rocks and logs. 

 
Eurycea quadridigitata - Dwarf Salamander 
 
Etymology: eurycea ? (eury = broad), quadridigitata = four toed (L). This species can be separated 

from some similar congeners by having four toes on the hind foot (others have five). 
 
Description:  A small slender salamander with a yellow, bronze, or brown dorsum and a broad dark 

brown or black stripe down each side.  There may also be some dark spotting along the 
back. 

 
Distribution:  Atlantic coastal plain from NC to northern Florida, then east along the Gulf Coastal 

Plain to eastern Texas. 
 
Life History:  Usually found under logs, etc. in low swampy areas.  This is an autumn breeding 

oviparous salamander.  Females lay eggs on vegetation in shallow water-filled depressions 
or ponds.  Larvae hatch in winter and metamorphose in early summer. 
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Order Anura 
 

Family Pelobatidae  - Spadefoot Toads 
(pee-loh-bah-ti-dee) 

 
Etymology:  (pelo = clay, mud, earth; bates = one that walks) 
 
Family contains about 69 species in 8 genera, and is found in the northern hemisphere, southeast 
Asia and the East Indies.  Two genera, Scaphiopus and Spea, occur in the United States and range 
from southwestern Canada to southern Mexico. 
 
The Family is characterized by 1) a single, sharp-edged black spade on each hind food enabling the 
toad to burrow vertically downward in sandy or loose soil, 2) a relatively smooth skin, 3) no 
parotoid glands, and 4) vertically elliptical pupils.  They are generally adapted for life in arid 
regions, and can remain underground for extended periods.  Adults reappear suddenly after rain, 
mate, and eggs are deposited in temporary pools.  These eggs develop rapidly and metamorphose 
into tiny adults ... all in about 15 to 20 days. 
 
Scaphiopus couchii - Couch's Spadefoot 
 
Etymology:  (scaphio = to hollow out; couchi = named 
after a naturalist) 
 
Description:  They have a dark irregular pattern on a 

yellowish-brown background.  The spade is 
elongate, and there is no boss between the eyes. 

 
Distribution:  The species occurs throughout most of 

Texas and southwestern United States, living in 
short grass on plains and other arid or semi- arid 
regions. 

 
 Scaphiopus hurterii  - Hurter's spadefoot 
 
Etymology:  (as above) 
 
Description:  They have an elongate spade, and a boss between the eyes, and can be almost 

uniformly dark greyish above. 
 
Distribution:  They inhabit wooded and savannah areas in western Arkansas and Louisiana to 

central Oklahoma and south Texas. 
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Family Bufonidae - True Toads 
(boo-fon-i-dee) 

 
Etymology:  (bufo = latin word meaning 
toad) 
 
The Family includes 13 genera and about 300 
species, and occurs in North and South 
America, Europe, Asia, and Africa.  Bufo is 
the only genus found in North America. 
Skin is dry and warty.  They have squat, 
plump bodies and enlarged parotoid glands, 
which contain an irritating chemical which is 
secreted and used for self defense. 
 
Most species breed in the Spring or during rainy seasons for the more arid parts of their range.  
Eggs are laid in gelatinous strings which attach to underwater vegetation. 
 
 
Bufo (=Ollotis) nebulifer - Gulf Coast Toad 
 
Etymology:  (bufo = as above) 
 
Description:  Cranial crests are strongly developed, forming a "valley" on the top of the head (old 

taxonomic name was Bufo valliceps; making it easy to identify), parotoid glands are 
triangular, a broad dark lateral stripe bordered above by a light stripe. 

 
Distribution:  They are found in southern Arkansas, Louisiana and Texas south into Mexico, and 

inhabit roadsides, irrigation ditches, and coastal prairies.  This toad is very common in 
eastern Texas, and can be found in puddles, or heard calling after substantial rains.  You 
may also find them eating insects that are attracted to porch lights in the early evening. 

 
Life History:  They breed from March to September, and their mating calls sound something like a 

wooden rattle or a whistled trill. 
 
 
Bufo (=Anaxyrus) woodhousii - Woodhouse's Toad 
 
Etymology:  (bufo = as above; woodhousei = named in honor of Samuel Washington Woodhouse, a 

19th century naturalist, surgeon and Rocky Mountain explorer) 
 
Description:  Parotoid glands are elongate, and cranial crests are prominent.  They have light 

dorsal stripe, and dark dorsal spots containing one or more warts. 
 
Distribution:  They are found in the grasslands of the Great Plains and in the arid Southwest.  They 

live in marshes, river bottoms, and irrigated areas. 
 
Life History:  The breeding season occurs between March and July, and coincides with rain.  They 

mate in temporary pools.  Their call is a nasal "w-a-a-h". 
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Bufo (=Anaxyrus) speciosus - Texas Toad 
 
Etymology:  (bufo = as described above:  speciosus = beautiful, splendid) 
 
Description:  These toads are medium-sized with an indistinct cranial crest and widely separated 

oval parotoid glands.  There are two sharp-edged tubercles on their hind feet, and the inner 
tubercle is sickle-shaped.  

 
Distribution:  They occurs throughout central and western Texas, western Oklahoma, and northern 

Mexico.  They live in grasslands and open woodlands and are adapted to live in dry habitats.  
 
Life History:  They breed after heavy rains between April to September. Groups of reproducing 
pairs will lay large communal egg masses. They take refuge from the dry warm air by burrowing 
into the ground for several months.  
 
Bufo (=Anaxyrus) debilis - Green Toad 
 
Etymology:  (bufo = as described above:  debilis = weak) 
 
Description:  Green toads are small, flat, and bright green, with many small warts and black spots.  

Parotoid glands are large and extend onto the sides.  Cranial crests are absent. 
 
Distribution:  They are found in western Kansas and Oklahoma, through central and western Texas 

and northern Mexico. 
 
Life History:  Breeding occurs with the rains during March to September. Larval development 
usually takes a month, afterwhich the juveniles take refuge wherever they may find it (rock 
crevices, rodent burrows, beneath vegetation, or under rocks 
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Family Hylidae - Treefrogs and their allies 
 
Etymology:  (hylia = sole as shoe sole or sole of the foot) 
 
The Family contains about 32 genera and several hundred species, and is primarily a New World 
group.  However, species do occur in Europe, Asia, North Africa, New Guinea and Australia as 
well. There are about 5 genera in North America. 
 
These frogs are usually small, have a slim waist, and long legs.  Some are arboreal and are acrobatic 
climbers.  Some species are very brilliantly colored. Arboreal species usually have enlarged discs 
on the tip of each toe which act as suction cups for climbing.  
 
Acris crepitans - Cricket Frog 
 
Etymology:  (acris = locust; crepit = rattle, creak) 
 
Description:  They usually have an inverted triangle between their eyes, and a dark longitudinal 

stripe on their thighs.  They also have extensive webbing on hind feet, but no toe discs.  
Cricket Frogs are somewhat dry skinned and warty compared to other hylids. 

 
Distribution:  They range from Long Island to the Florida panhandle and eastern Texas, and can be 

found almost anywhere there is permanent water. They can be found at most wet spots 
throughout the year. 

 
Life History:  These treefrog allies have become adapted to terrestrial life.  The breeding season 

extends from April to July.  The call is a "gick- gick-gick" which starts slowly at first and 
quickens with each "gick".   It sounds like two glass marbles being hit together. 

 
Pseudacris streckeri - Strecker's Chorus Frog 
 
Etymology:  (pseud = false; acris = as above; streckeri = named after John K. Strecker, one of the 

first Texas naturalists and first biologist at Baylor University) 
 
Description:  They are the largest and chubbiest of the chorus frogs.  They can be distinguished by 

a dark, mask-like stripe that extends from their snout to shoulder. Chorus frogs also have a 
dark spot below the eye and heavy toad-like front legs.  Chorus frogs lack the toe pads of 
the true tree frogs (Hyla). 

 
Distribution:  They occur from Northern Oklahoma through Texas to the Gulf of Mexico. 
 
Life History:  They are winter frogs, breeding anytime from early November to late winter.  They 

emit a single bell-like call, which can be heard in the daylight hours or at night.  They 
inhabit moist, shady woods, lagoons, swamps and prairies. 

Pseudacris fouquette (=triseriata) - Cajun Chorus Frog 

Etymology: pseud = similar to; acris = a locust (or perhaps the frog  Acris.); triseriata = three-
striped 
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Description:  A small pale gray, brown, or olive-colored frog with three brown stripes or broken 
stripes.  There is a light line along the upper lip. 

Distribution:  eastern Texas, northwest through Montana into west central Canada and east to the 
Piedmont of the southeastern and midAtlantic states. 

Life History:  A frog that utilizes a variety of habitats from prairies to bottomland swamps.  This 
species has been very successful in agricultural and even urban areas.  They breed in 
shallow grassy edged ponds in the spring.  The call is an ascending crrrrrrreeek similar in 
sound to running a fingernail over the last 20 small teeth of a sturdy, hard plastic comb. 

 
Hyla cinerea - Green Treefrog 
 
Etymology:  (hyla = as above; ciner = ashes) 
 
Description:  In life, they are bright green with a light yellow or 

white lateral stripe along their sides and thighs. 
 
Distribution:  These frogs occur in the coastal states of the 

southeast to eastern Texas and as far north as Illinois.  
Habitat preferences include swamps, lakes, and occasionally, they may enter brackish water. 

 
Life History:  They breed between March and October, and may form chorus groups consisting of 

hundreds of males.  Call is a "Quenk, Quenk, Quenk". 
 
Hyla versicolor - Gray Treefrog 
 
Etymology:  (hyla = as described above: versicolor = of 
various colors) 
 
Description:  This is a rough-skinned frog with large 

irregular dark blotches on their back, and dark-
edged light spot beneath the eyes.  The ground 
color varies from gray or green.  There are large 
discs on the digits. 

 
Distribution:  They occur in central and eastern United States, where they live in trees and shrubs. 
 
Life History:  They live high in trees and descend at night to breed or call.  The coloration is a 

camouflage which allows them to blend with the bark and lichen patterns found on the bark 
of trees.  The call is a short whistle-like trill. 

 
Hyla chrysocelis - we will not see specimens of this frog, but I want you to be familiar with the 
following information about it.  There are two species of Gray Treefrog in the North America; H.  
chrysocelis and H. versicolor.  They were considered the same species (H. versicolor ) for many  
years because they are morphologically indistinguishable.  They can be differentiated only by call  
(it takes a trained ear to do this) and by their karyotype. Hyla chrysocelis is diploid while H.  
versicolor is tetraploid.   
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Family Microhylidae - Narrow-mouthed Toads 
(mi-kro-hi-li-de) 

 
Etymology:  (micro = small; hyla = as above) 
 
The Family includes 56 genera of both arboreal and terrestrial frogs, and are distributed throughout 
Old and New World tropics. 
 
They are typically small and plump with short limbs and pointed heads.  They are characterized by 
a fold of skin across the back of the head.  Food consists mainly of insects, especially ants and 
termites.  They are semi-fossorial. 
 
 
Gastrophryne carolinensis - Eastern Narrow-mouthed Toad 
 
Etymology:  (gastro = belly; phryn = toad; carolinensis - named after the place Carolina) 
 
Description:  The coloration varies from shades of grey and brown to reddish.  Their venter is 

strongly mottled, and females have a light colored throat while the males are darker. 
 
Distribution:  They range from southern Maryland to the Florida Keys and west to Missouri and 

east Texas.  
 
Life History:  They occur in a wide variety of habitats but all types must provide cover and 

moisture.  They can usually be found under logs or old boards.  Breeding sites are in 
shallow water.  Males call from floating vegetation and females lay masses of floating eggs.  
Their call is a high-pitched nasal bleatlike “meeeeeeeeeh” 

 
Gastrophryne olivacea - Great Plains Narrow-mouth Toad 
 
Etymology:  (gastrophryne = as described above:  olivacea = olive color) 
 
Description:  These are a small, plump, smooth-skinned frog with an egg-shaped body, pointed 

snout, and a fold of skin across back of head.  The venter is uniform off white. 
 
Distribution:  They occur throughout Texas, Oklahoma, Kansas, and northern Mexico, living in 

woodlands and grasslands, mostly under logs, leaf litter, and in tarantula burrows. 
 
Life History:  They may breed from March through September, usually following heavy rains. 

Their call is a high-pitched nasal bleatlike “meeeeeeeeeh”.  They are nocturnal and feed 
primarily on ants. 
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Family Ranidae - True Frogs 
(ran-i-de) 

 
Etymology:  (rana = latin word for frog) 
 
The Family contains 36 genera and hundreds of species.  They occur on all major land masses 
except Antarctica.  Rana is the only genus occurring in North America.  They are "true" frogs, have 
long legs, a narrow waist, smooth skin, and toes joined by webbing.  They are usually found near 
water.  Unlike most other frogs, the females may also call and some species call from underwater. 
 
 
Rana (=Lithobates) sphenocephala - Southern Leopard Frog 
 
Etymology:  (rana = as above; spheno = wedge, cephala = 
head) 
 
Description:  They are green to brown, with large dark spots 

with light borders.  There is a light-colored dorso-lateral 
fold which run continuously to the hind legs. 

 
Distribution:  They occur throughout the southeastern United 
States. On wet spring and summer nights in the Brazos Valley 
you will find these frogs leaping across the road at long 
distances. 
 
Life History:  The species is found in all types of shallow freshwater habitats.  The mating call is a 

chuckle-like gutteral trill. 
 
 
Rana (=Lithobates) catesbeiana – American Bullfrog 
 
Etymology:  (rana = as above; catesbiana = named after an early naturalist, Cates) 
 
Description:  This is the largest frog in North America (32 to 6 inches).  They are plain green to 

brown above, white below with a yellowish wash on the throat.  There is no dorso-lateral 
fold. 

 
Distribution:  They occur east of the Rockies from Nova Scotia to Florida. 
 
Life History:  They are aquatic, preferring large bodies of water, lakes, ponds, bogs.  Bullfrogs eat 

crawfish, other frogs, and small fish.  Their call is "jug-o-rum", and can be heard throughout 
their May to June breeding season. Have spread through out the American west in wet spots 
and have become problematic for their voracious appetite. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Rana (=Lithobates) palustris - Pickerel Frog 
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Etymology:  (rana = as above; palus = a marsh or swamp) 
 
Description:  This species usually has square spots that are arranged in 2 rows down the back.  In 

life, they are bright orange or yellow on the concealed surfaces of their hind legs. 
 
Distribution:  They occur in the maritime provinces, south to the Carolinas and west to Wisconsin 

and eastern Texas.  
 
Life History:  They are found in cool, clear waters in the northern part of the range, and in turbid 

waters in the south. Males may call while completely submerged. 
 
Rana (=Lithobates) clamitans - Green Frog, local subspecies R. clamitans clamitans is called 

Bronze Frog 
 
Etymology:  (rana = as above; clamo = to cry out) 
 
Description:  They have a plain brown or bronzy colored back, and a white venter with dark, worm-
like markings.  Their dorso-lateral ridges do not extend all the way to the legs. 
 
Distribution:  They occur throughout the southeastern United States. Can be found in east and 
central Texas.    
 
Life History:  The individuals are secretive, and are found in hollow logs and stumps around 
streams.  The call is an explosive "twang". 
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Class Reptilia 
Order Crocodylia 
  Family Alligatoridae 
   Alligator mississippiensis   American Alligator 
Order Testudines 
 Suborder Pleurodira 
  Family Chelidae 
   Platemys platycephala    Twist-necked Turtle 
 Suborder Cryptodira 
  Family Chelydridae 
   Chelydra serpentina    Snapping Turtle 
  Family Kinosternidae 
   Kinosternon flavescens   Yellow Mud Turtle 
  Family Emydidae 
   Malaclemys terrapin    Diamond-backed Terrapin 
   Terrapene carolina    Eastern Box Turtle 
   Terrapene ornata    Ornate Box Turtle 
   Graptemys pseudogeographica  Mississippi Map Turtle 
   Chrysemys picta    Painted Turtle 

 Trachemys scripta    Pond Slider 
   Deirochelys reticularia   Chicken Turtle 
  Family Trionychidae 
   Apalone (=Trionyx) spinifera   Spiny Softshell  
  Family Testudinidae 
   Gopherus berlandieri    Berlandier’s Tortoise 
  Family Cheloniidae 
 *  Chelonia mydas    Green Seaturtle 
Order Squamata 
 Suborder Sauria  
  Family Amphisbaenidae 
   Rhineura floridana    Florida Worm Lizard 
  Family Gekkonidae 
   Hemidactylus turcicus    Mediterranean House Gecko 
  Family Eublepharidae 
   Coleonyx brevis        Texas Banded Gecko 
  Family Polychrotidae 
   Anolis carolinensis    Green Anole 
  Family Crotaphytidae 
   Crotaphytus collaris    Eastern Collared Lizard 
  Family Phrynosomatidae 
   Phrynosoma cornutum   Texas Horned Lizard 
   Sceloporus undulatus    Eastern Fence Lizard 
  Family Teiidae 
   Cnemidophorus (=Aspidoscelis) sexlineatus Six-lined Racerunner 
   Cnemidophorus (=Aspidoscelis) gularis Eastern Spotted Whiptail 
  Family Scincidae 
   Eumeces (=Plestiodon) fasciatus  Common Five-lined Skink 
   Eumeces (=Plestiodon) obsoletus  Great Plains Skink 
   Scincella lateralis    Little Brown Skink 
  Family Anguidae 
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   Ophisaurus attenuatus    Slender Glass Lizard 
   Gerrhonotus infernalis   Texas Alligator Lizard 
  Family Helodermatidae 
   Heloderma suspectum    Gila Monster 
Order Squamata    
 Suborder Serpentes 
  Family Leptotyphlopidae 
   Leptotyphlops dulcis    Plains Threadsnake 
  Family Boidae 
   Boa constrictor    Boa constrictor 
   Eunectes murinus    Green Anaconda 
   Python reticulatus    Reticulated Python 
   Charina bottae     Rubber Boa 
  Family Colubridae 
   Heterodon platirhinos    Eastern Hog-nosed Snake 
   Thamnophis proximus   Western Ribbonsnake 
   Tantilla gracilis    Flat-headed Snake 
   Lampropeltis getula    Common Kingsnake 
   Lampropeltis triangulum   Milksnake 
   Pituophis catenifer    Gophersnake 
   Elaphe (=Pantherophis) obsoleta  Eastern Ratsnake 
   Masticophis flagellum    Coachwhip 
   Coluber constrictor    Racer 
   Nerodia rhombifer    Diamond-backed Watersnake 
  Family Hydrophiidae    
 *  Pelamis platurus    Yellow-bellied Seasnake 
   

Family Elapidae  
   Micrurus tener     Texas Coralsnake 
 *  Naja naja     Asian Cobra 
 
  Family Viperidae 
   Agkistrodon contortrix   Copperhead 
   Agkistrodon piscivorus   Cottonmouth 
   Sistrurus miliarius    Pygmy Rattlesnake 
   Crotalus horridus    Timber Rattlesnake 
   Crotalus atrox     Western Diamond-backed Rattlesnake 
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Order Crocodilia 
(kro-ko-dil-ee-ah) 

 
Family Alligatoridae 
(a-lih-ga-tohr-i-dee) 

 
There are four genera distributed between North America, South America, and China.  The snout is 
broad, and the teeth of the lower jaw fit into pits inside the upper jaw.  They are very territorial and 
construct elaborate nests of mud and vegetation.  They mature at 6-10 years of age and at a length 
of about 1.8 meters.  They lay between 15 to 88 eggs per clutch.  They typically reside in swamps, 
lakes, bayous, marshes, and rivers.  They have osteoderms beneath the scales, an external 
tympanum, a secondary palate, a longitudinal opening for the cloaca, and a four chambered heart. 
 
Alligator mississippiensis - American Alligator 
 
Description:  The snout is broad, and the fourth tooth of lower jaw is not visible when mouth 
closed. 
 
Distribution and Habitat:  American Alligators are found in central and southeastern United States, 

in fresh and brackish marshes, ponds, rivers and swamps. 
 
 
Life History:  Males defend a territory which they advertise by loud bellowing.  Females construct 

a nest in the form of a pile  of sticks, leaves and mud up to 3 feet high and 10 feet in 
diameter.  The female aggressively guards the nest for two to three months while the eggs 
incubate.  When the young hatch, the call the mother to the nest with muffled chirping 
sounds.  The mother then helps the young dig out of the nest and carries them to the water in 
her mouth.  The mother defends the young for the first few months of their life. 
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Order Testudines 
 
 There are two suborders of turtles: the Pleurodira and the Cryptodira. The most obvious 
difference between them is in the way the turtles withdraw the neck into the shell.  Cryptodiran 
turtles withdraw their necks back into their shells by folding their cervical vertebral column into an 
S-shaped fold.  This allows them to pull their head and neck straight back into their shells.  
Pleurodiran turtles are unable to bend their necks like this and so they cannot withdraw their necks 
directly back into their shells.  Instead pleurodirans simply fold their neck sideways under the edge 
of the shell.  Pleurodiran turtles also have their pelvic girdle fused to their plastron.  There are other 
differences involving the jaw musculature and cranial morphology, as well. 
 
 

Suborder Pleurodira -Side-necked Turtles 
 
Etymology:  pleura = side (G);  deire = neck, throat (G) 
 
Pleurodiran turtles are represented by two families of turtles restricted to South America, southern 
Africa and Australia.  They are all freshwater species. 
 

Family Chelidae 
 
Etymology: khelus = a turtle (G) 
 
This family contains 2 genera and more than 35 species.  They occur in tropical/temperate Australia 
and South America.  All chelids are carnivorous.  Some chelids have necks longer than their shells. 
 
Platemys platycephala  - Twist-necked Turtle 
 
Etymology: plat, platy = flat (G); emys = a turtle (G); cephala = head (G) 
 
Description: The carapace has two prominent keels  The top of the head and underside of the 

marginal scutes are orange.  The plastron is black with orange margins. 
 
Distribution:  occurs in the northern half of the Amazon Basin. 
 
Life History:  This turtle is semiaquatic.  It feeds in pools of water within the rainforest on Anuran 

tadpoles.  Because of the seasonal availability of tadpoles, these turtles have the ability to 
fast for long periods and then gorge themselves on huge numbers of tadpoles when they are 
available.  Their stomach is capable of expanding until most of their coelomic space is filled 
by stomach. 
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Suborder Cryptodira - Hidden-necked Turtles 
 
Etymology: kryptos = hidden (G); deire = neck, throat (G) 

 
Family Chelydridae - Snapping Turtles 

(kel-eye-dri-dee) 
 
Etymology:  (chely = tortoise, turtle) 
 
Two genera are found in eastern and central North America, Central America, and northern South 
America.  They inhabit permanent bodies of water, and are found buried in mud. 
 
These freshwater turtles can grow to over 300 lbs and are voracious predators.  The carapace has 3 
well defined keels and is joined to the small plastron by cartilage.  There are 5 toes on each foot 
which are joined by small webs.  The head is large, the tail long and serrated along its upper side.  
These turtles aggressively defend themselves, especially when cornered on land. 
 
The strength of the jaws of these turtles is often overrated in stories and myths.  While they do have 
a powerful bite and surprisingly fast strike, they cannot “bite off an arm” nor can they bite through 
boat oars or similar objects. 
 
Chelydra serpentina  - Snapping Turtle 
 
Etymology:  (Chely = turtle; serpent = a serpent) 
 
Description:  The underside of the tail has two rows of large scales and the upperside has a series of 

tubercles.  The carapace has 3 well defined rows of keels and is serrated along its posterior 
margin.  The plastron is small and cruciform.  The small plastron prevents full retraction of 
the head, limbs, and tail. 

 
Distribution:  They range from southeastern Canada to the Gulf of Mexico and from the Atlantic to 

the Rocky Mts. 
 
Life History:  Mating occurs underwater between April and November.  From 12-50 eggs are laid 

in a vase shaped hole dug by the female on land.  Incubation can take 3 1/2 months in the 
northern part of its range.  Snappers hibernate underwater in the mud starting in October and 
emerge in March.  They prefer sluggish water with lots of vegetation.  They are 
omnivorous, eating algae, pondweed, crayfish, snails, insects, waterbirds, fish, other turtles, 
snakes, aquatic amphibians, and carrion. 
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Family Kinosternidae - Mud Turtles, Musk Turtles 
(ki-no-stern-i-de) 

 
Family has four genera and 18 species, and is distributed through eastern and central North 
America, south to Brazil. 
 
Kinosternid turtles are generally egg shaped, i.e. the carapace is ovoid.  The plastron has 10-11 
scutes and the carapace has 11 marginal scutes which are not in contact with the pectoral plates.  
They can have fleshy barbels on their chin and necks and 2 pairs of musk glands below the rear 
border of the carapace.  Males have longer tails and two rough patches of skin on each hind leg. 
 
Kinosternon flavescens - Yellow Mud Turtle 
 
Etymology:  (flav = yellow) 
 
Description:  The head has 2 poorly defined light stripes on each side.  The carapace has smooth 

shields with its sides rounded off toward the plastron (no flaring marginals).  The tenth 
marginal scute is higher than the ninth.  The humeral scute of the plastron is triangular in 
shape.  Immatures have a rough carapace which is black or brown and with a mid dorsal 
keel bordered by smaller keels on each side. 

 
Distribution:  This is a semi-aquatic turtle that strays from water more often than other 

Kinosternids.  It prefers swallow water and has a tolerance for brackish water. 
 
Sternotherus odoratus - Stinkpot 
 
Etymology:  (odor = smell) 
 
Description:  Turtles in this genus have a rhomboid humeral scute.  Two characteristics separate 

this species from other musk turtles;  1) 2 light stripes on the head and neck, one above and 
one below the eye,  2) barbels on the chin and throat.  The carapace is smooth and 
moderately elongated.  The plastron is small with a single hinge.  The females tend to be 
larger than males (82-96 mm compared to 65-73 mm).  

 
Distribution:  This species is common in many bodies of water.  Due to the small size of the 

plastron they have greater mobility than other turtles and can climb 6 feet up into the brush.  
They occur throughout the eastern United States, west to Missouri, Oklahoma and Texas. 

 
Life History:  Stinkpots reach maturity in 3 years, produce 2 clutches of eggs per year, each with 1 

to 5 eggs.  The common name is derived from the four scent glands which emit a strong 
musky odor.  Stinkpots move onto land in the fall and spend the winter on land, buried 
under leaf piles or in the ground.  They emerge in early spring.  Their diet consists of 
insects, snails and fish. 
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Family Emydidae - Pond and River Turtles 
(ee-my-dih-dee) 

 
Etymology:  (emys = turtle) 
 
This Family is the largest family of turtles. 
 
Malaclemys terrapin  - Diamond-backed Terrapin 
 
Etymology:  Mala = soft, gentle (G); clemys = turtle (G); terrapin = a type of turtle (American 

Indian word) 
 
Description:  A medium sized turtle with concentric grooves and ridges on its carapace scutes.  

Legs and head light gray with black spotting.  Adult females are much larger than males. 
 
Distribution:  In coastal marshes from south-central Texas, east to the tip of Florida and north to 

Cape Cod. 
 
Life History:  A turtle of coastal marshes, found almost exclusively in brackish and salt water.  It 

feeds on crustaceans, mollusks, especially Periwinkles, and some insects.  Females are able 
to tackle larger and harder shelled prey than males due to their larger and more powerful 
gape.  Diamondback Terrapins nest on sandy beaches and islands in the marsh above the 
spring tide level. 

 
The name terrapin is usually reserved for turtles that are eaten by man.  The diamondback terrapin 
used to be collected in large numbers for the restaurant trade and was considered a delicacy.  Now 
they are protected along much of their range due to past overcollecting and destruction of coastal 
marshes by development. 
 
Terrapene carolina - Eastern Box Turtle 
 
Etymology:  (terra = earth; pene = laborer:  carolina = state in the United States) 
 
Description:  The plastron has one traverse hinge and the carapace has a keel on the some vertebral 

scutes.  The carapace is high and dome shaped.  Individual may have 3 toes on each hind 
foot but some may have 4 toes.  Orange or yellow spots are present on both the head and 
forelimbs. 

 
Distribution:  They are found from Missouri to Texas and Southwest Georgia, occurring in open 

woodlands and thickets. 
 
Terrapene ornata - Ornate Box Turtle 
 
Etymology:  (terrapene = as above; ornat = adorned) 
 
Description:  The carapace is high but flat on top.  Keels are absent on the vertebral scutes.  The 

anterior portion of the plastron is hinged along furrows between the pectoral and abdominal 
plates.  Toes are not webbed.  Carapace has yellowish lines, bars and spots. 
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Distribution:  They are found in short-grassy plains, open hill country and mesquite woodlands of 
Texas. 

 
Life History:  Courtship and mating occurs from May to October, with the females laying only a 

few eggs.  They eat plants, melons, earthworms and insects.  They hibernate in the soil 
within a few inches of the surface where forest litter offers insulation. 

 
Graptemys pseudogeographica - Mississippi Map Turtle 
 
Etymology:  (grapto = inscribed; pseudo = false, geographica = map) 
 
Description:  Adult females are much larger than males. There is a yellow crescent shaped mark 

behind the eye which prevents the neck stripes from reaching the eye.  The crescent is 
sometimes broken.  The eye appears to have a white ring with a black center.  The head is 
large, especially in females.  The toe nails on the forefeet of males are long.  The posterior 
edge of the carapace is serrate. 

 
Distribution:  Map turtles prefer rivers, lakes and ponds with muddy bottoms. They range from 

Missouri and portions of adjacent states south to the Gulf of Mexico. 
 
Trachemys scripta  - Pond Slider 
 
Etymology:  (trach = rough (G); script = writing, a reference to the ornate shell markings) 
 
Description:  A prominent reddish spot behind the eye is unique among North American turtles, 

although in some individuals, the spot may be orange or yellow.  The red spot behind the 
eye is found only in the western subspecies (T. s. elegans) of this turtle. 

 
Distribution:  They range from Indiana to New Mexico and south to the Gulf of Mexico. 
 
Life History:  This species prefers quiet waters with muddy bottoms and lots of vegetation.  They 

bask on logs and floating debris but seldom haul out on to the bank. 
 
These turtles are very widespread and common.  They have been introduced to many areas outside 
their natural range (Europe and Asia, for example) by release of babies kept as pets. 
 
Chrysemys picta - Painted Turtle 
 
Etymology:  (chrys = gold; pict = painted, variegated) 
 
Description:  The carapace is low and relatively smooth.  The marginals are marked above and 

below with blotches, crescents, bars and lines of crimson and yellow on a dark background.  
There are yellowish or red stripes on the neck and scarlet blotches behind the eye.  Some 
populations have a prominent red stripe down the middle of the carapace. 

 
Distribution:  The painted turtle is found from British Columbia to Nova Scotia, and south to the 

Gulf of Mexico.  A few disjunct colonies occur in Texas.  They prefer quiet shallow ponds, 
marshes, lakes, and streams with abundant vegetation.  
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 Life History: They have an elaborate mating ritual during which they are copulating underwater for 
more than an hour.  Eggs are laid from May to July.  The female digs a nest in a sun-
warmed area of ground and deposits 3 to 20 eggs.  Incubation lasts for about 2 months.  
Their diet consists largely of aquatic vegetation (61%), but includes insects (19%), crayfish 
(5%), and mollusks (5%).  They are heliothermic and prefer to bask when the wind is not 
blowing. 

 
Deirochelys reticularia - Chicken Turtle 
 
Etymology:  (deire = neck, throat (G) - a reference to the long neck; chelys = turtle:  reticulari = 

network) 
 
Description:  There is a light netlike pattern on the carapace and stripes on the long neck.  The hind 

legs are vertically striped and the forelegs have a single broad yellow stripe along their front 
surface.  The first vertebral scute is in contact with four marginals and the nuchal. In all 
other members of the family Emydidae only two marginals and the nuchal are in contact 
with the first vertebral scute. 

 
Distribution:  These turtles inhabit still waters but can often be seen walking on land.  Their range 

extends along the coastal plains from Virginia to eastern Texas. 
 

Family Trionychidae - Softshell Turtles 
(try-oh-nik-ih-dee) 

 
Etymology:  (tri = three; onych = claw) 
 
This family is distributed over North America, Africa, Southeast Asia, and the Indo-Australian 
Archipelago.  These turtles are good swimmers and agile on land.  Their softshell flexes freely and 
is lacking scales or scutes.  All species are aquatic but bask where access to water is quick.  They 
often bury themselves in the sand or mud in shallow water with their eyes and long snout exposed.  
They have the ability to take up 70% of their oxygen through the skin covering the carapace and 
survive periods of drought by aestivating in the mud. 
 
Apalone (=Trionyx) spinifera - Spiny Softshell 
 
Etymology:  (apalone:  spini = spine; fera = bering) 
 
Description:  There are small white spots confined to the posterior half of the carapace which are 

not ringed with black.  There are small spines on the carapace which has a sandpapery 
texture.  The texture is more coarse in males. 

 
Distribution:  This species is found in north and east Texas, western Louisiana, and southern 

Oklahoma.  Prefers small marshy creeks, rivers and streams. 
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Family Testudinidae - Tortoises 
(tehs-too-dih-nih-dees) 

 
Etymology: (testudo = tortoise) 
 
Family contains 10 genera and 39 species, and occurs on all continents (except Antarctica) and on 
some oceanic islands.  Three species occur in the United States. 
 
Tortoises are medium to large terrestrial turtles.  The limbs are square and covered with thick, 
heavy scales.  Carapace has a high, arching shape, and 11 marginal scutes. 
 
Gopherus berlandieri - Berlandier’s Tortoise 
 
Etymology: ( gaufre (Fr)= honeycomb (on account of their burrows); berlandieri = J. L. Berlandier, 
Belgian botanist employed by Mexican government in 1800s) 
 
Description:  Carapace is short, oblong, and without a keel.  Marginal scutes are serrated in the 

posterior.  The plastron has a gular projection which extends anteriorly, and may bend 
upward.  The carapace is mostly brown and the scutes may have yellow centers.  Males 
have a slightly longer and narrower carapace, and a longer and more deeply forked gular 
projection.  The plastron of a male is concave.  

 
Distribution:  Occurs in arid and sandy shrublands from southern Texas, south into Mexico. 
 
Life History:  The Texas tortoise becomes sexually mature at 3-5 years.  Courtship begins in June, 

and breeding may continue to September.  Females dig a nest about 2 inches deep, where 
she lays 1-3 eggs.  The eggs are very flexible when layed since they must past through a 
restricted orifice between the carapace and plastron. 

 
These tortoises eat pads, fruits, flowers of cacti, and other plant materials.  While human 
development threatens tortoise populations, overgrazing modifies grasslands which were previously 
too dense for tortoises, to more open areas which tortoises favor.  Texas Tortoises are listed as 
threatened by the state of Texas. 
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Sea Turtles 
 
Sea Turtles are marine turtles whose limbs have been modified into flippers.  Members of this 
family are large turtles which can weigh in excess of 300 kg. (660 lb.).  There lives are spent at sea 
and only the females return to sandy beaches to lay their eggs.  The hatchlings immediately move 
out to sea and may take 20 years to become sexually mature. 
Sea Turtles are protected in the US and in many other countries, but poaching and collecting in 
non-protecting countries are still reducing the populations. 
 

Family Cheloniidae 
Etymology:  (chelona = turtle) 
 
Chelonia mydas - Green Seaturtle 
 
Etymology:  khelone = a tortoise (G);  mydas = ?? 
 
Distribution:  Western Atlantic from Massachusetts to northern Argentina. 
 
Description:  A large brown sea turtle that is usually 2-3 feet (record 5 feet) in carapace length and 

weighs between 250 and 450 lb. (record 650+ lb.).  The name green turtle comes from the 
color of the fatty tissues in the turtle.  The feet are modified into flippers.  Hatchlings are 
black but become lighter with age. 

 
Life History:  The green turtle nest on sandy beaches in the western Atlantic.  Females show nest 

site fidelity and return to nest on the same beach where they were hatched.  The trip from 
their feeding grounds to the nesting beach can be in excess of 1000 miles.  Males also 
migrate but stay in the coastal offshore waters where they mate with the females.  Females 
then make the trip to the beach for nesting.  A female typically makes several nesting trips 
in one year and then does not reproduce again for several years.  

 
Green Turtles are threatened with extinction over most of their large range.  This is due both to 
adults being drowned in nets and adults and eggs being collected for food.  This is the turtle from 
which the delicacy turtle soup is made.  The soup is made from the meat and thickened with 
material derived from the cartilaginous portions of the shell. 
 
This species is listed as Threatened on both the Texas and Federal lists. 
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Order Squamata 
 

Suborder Sauria (Lacertilia) 
 

Family Amphisbaenidae - Worm Lizards 
(am-fis-been-i-dee) 

 
Etymology:  (amphisbaena = a fabulous serpent having a head at each end of the body) 
 
Family contains 19 genera and 133 species.  They are restricted to the tropics and subtropics, 
occurring in Florida, Mexico, South America, the Carribean, Africa, southern Europe, and 
southwestern Asia. 
 
The skull is highly specialized for burrowing, and limbs are usually absent.  The small, bulbous 
snout has two nostrils.  Rings of scales encircle the body and tail, and give them a worm-like 
appearance.  There are no external ear openings. They remain underground much of their life, and 
can move both  forward or backward through the loose, sandy soils.  They eat worms, spiders, and 
insects.  Amphisbaenids are viviparous. 
 
Rhineura floridana - Florida Worm Lizard 
 
Etymology:  two possible etymologies - rhinos = nose (G); eurus = wide (G)  (a reference to the 

broad head scales) or - rhine = rough (G);  oura = tail (G) (a reference to the rough tail end 
that helps the animal burrow). 

 
Description:  Looks like an earthworm but has very obvious scales and a distinctly scaled head. 
 
Distribution:  central and northern parts of the Florida peninsula. 
 
Life History:  This a fossorial animal that feeds on earthworms, spiders and soft bodied insects.  It 

burrows in sandy soils by using its snout as a shovel and pushing with its rough tail.  They 
are viviparous and the young are around 10 cm. at hatching. 
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Family Gekkonidae 
 
The Family includes ?? genera with ?? species of primarily nocturnal, arboreal and  
terrestrial insectivores.  There are some species of diurnal geckos on islands of the Indian Ocean  
that are partially nectivorous. 
 
Gekkonid geckos include the species that lack moveable eyelids.  The eye is protected by a clear 
scale, just as in snakes.  These geckoes keep their eyes clean by licking them with their tongue.  
The retinal cells appear to be all rods.  The slit-like pupils have a series of serrations that form a 
line of pinhole openings when the pupil is closed.  Light passing through these holes forms a sharp 
image which is superimposed on the retina, giving acute vision even in poor light. 
 
Gekkonid Geckos have fine scales (lamellae) on their toepads which allow them to cling to smooth 
surfaces, even glass.  
 
Physical contact with or without chemical stimuli plays an important role in the courtship behavior 
of nocturnal species.  They are oviparous and lay two to three clutches of two or three eggs each.  
They eggs are sticky and frequently laid on concealed vertical surfaces, such as under the bark of 
standing dead trees. 
 
Unlike other lizards, many geckos have the ability to make noises.  In fact, the word gecko is 
derived from the sound made by the Tokay Gecko of southeast Asia. 
 
Many species of Gekkonid are semi-commensal with man and are frequently spread to new parts of 
the globe by being carried in the cargo of ships. Because of this, geckos have been introduced into 
many tropical and subropical seaports of the world. 
 
Hemidactylus turcicus - Mediterranean House Gecko 
 
Etymology:  hemi = half (G); daktulos = finger or toe (G) (half-toe is a reference to the split 

lamellae on the underside of the toes); turcicus = from Turkey, (a reference to the natural 
range of the species). 

 
Description:  A pale lizard with large eyes and broad toe pads.  The dorsal surfaces are covered by 

prominent tubercles.  The pattern consists of light and dark spots on a gray or tan ground 
color. No eyelids 

 
Distribution:  The natural range is in coastal areas around the Mediterranean Sea, south to Somalia 

and east to western India.  It frequents houses and wharves and has been introduced to other 
areas of the world by accidental transport of individuals and their communal clutches. 

 
Life History:  This species is found under bark, palm fronds and other structure but also is found on 

buildings near lights where they hunt for nocturnal insects.  They can also be found inside 
houses on walls and ceilings.  Mediterranean Geckos lay multiple clutches of one or two 
eggs each over the long breeding summer breeding season.  The eggs can be seen through 
the translucent ventral skin of gravid females. 

 
 
 

Family Eublepharidae – Ground Geckos 
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Eublepharid geckos have true eyelids that can be opened and closed.  They also have straight digits 
and lack the toe pads and lamellae seen in the Gekkonids.  Because of this, Eublepharids can not 
climb smooth surfaces like other geckos.  They are distributed in desert regions of the world, from 
the American Southwest to Africa and southern Asia.  They are also found in southeast Asia. 
 
Ground Geckos are nocturnal, hiding by day under rocks or in burrows.  They emerge at night to 
forage for insects.  They are oviparous and lay two to three clutches of two to three eggs at a time.  
Many Eublepharids have voices and can make noise. 
 
Coleonyx brevis - Texas Banded Gecko 
 
Etymology:  (cole = sheath; onyx = claw; brevi = short) 
 
Description:  This gecko has big eyes with functional eyelids and no toepads.  The scales are tiny 

and there is considerable change in pattern with age.  The young are boldly banded yellow 
and brown but become mottled or spotted as the become older.  They have extensible fleshy 
tongues. Has eyelids. 

 
Distribution:  Found in southern New Mexico through south and western Texas, and south into 

northeastern Mexico.  They prefer rocky soils, such are areas with rocky outcrops and 
canyon beds in desert areas. 

 
Family Polychrotidae - Anoles 

Anolis carolinensis - Green Anole 
 
Etymology:  (anolis = ?; carolinensis = of the states of Carolina) 
 
Description:  Both sexes possess pink throat fans, however, the male's is much larger.  Their 

coloration can change from green to brown to almost black. 
 
Distribution:  Green Anoles are found from North Carolina to Florida, west to southeast Oklahoma 

and central Texas and the lower Rio Grande Valley.  An abundant species in the south, and 
is often seen around buildings, in shrubs and high in trees. 

 
Anoles are often called “chameleons” by residents of the south where they occur.  True 
Chameleons, however, are in a different family and are restricted to Africa, Madagascar and 
southern Europe and western Asia. 
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Family Crotaphytidae - Collared Lizards 

 
Crotaphytus collaris – Eastern Collared Lizard 
 
Etymology:  (croto = rattle; collari = of the collar) 
 
Description:  This species has a large head and long tail.  There are 2 black bands across the neck, 

which are always present, but sometimes broken at the nape.  Body coloration and pattern 
varies.  They are bipedal when forced to move quickly. 

 
Distribution:  They range from east and central Missouri through central Texas, west to Utah, 

Arizona, and Sonora, Mexico.  They are a resident of hilly, rocky, and arid or semiarid 
regions. Limestone ledges and rock piles are the preferred habitat. 

 
Family Phrynosomatidae - Spiny Lizards 

This family includes New World Spiny and Horned lizards.  Most species are oviparous but a few 
are ovoviviparous. 
 
Phrynosoma cornutum - Texas Horned Lizard 
 
Etymology:  (phryno = toad; soma = body; cornu= horned) 
 
Description:  This species has numerous spines about the head, with the two central head spines 

much longer than any of the others.  There are two rows of fringed scales at each side of 
abdomen.  The tail is short.  The coloration is usually some shade of brown.  They are flat-
bodied and the belly scales keeled.   

 
Distribution:  This lizard occurs in flat, open areas with sparse plant cover, often in areas of sandy, 

rocky or loamy soils.  They range from south-central United States to northern Mexico.  
 
Horned Lizards are myrmecophagous, which is the term to used describe a diet of ants. 
When frightened they can squirt blood from a sinus below the corner of their eyes. 
 
 
Sceloporus olivaceus - Texas Spiny Lizard 
 
Etymology:  (scelo = a leg; porus = a pore, small opening; olivace = olive green) 
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Description:  A large grey to rusty brown lizard with rough scales and pale dorso-lateral stripe.  

Dorsal scale counts are 33 or fewer from the back of the head to base of the tail.  Males may 
have light blue areas on each side of the belly without a black border around the blue. 

 
Distribution:  They are arboreal, and can be seen in mesquite, live oaks, cottonwoods and cedars.  

They range from Texas to northeast Mexico. 
 
Sceloporus undulatus – Eastern Fence Lizard 
 
Etymology:  (sceloporus = as above; undulat = wavy) 
 
Description:  Both sexes have a dark line along the rear surface of the thigh.  Males have sides and 

bellies colored hyacinth to green-blue.  These colors bordered by black. 
 
Distribution:  Fence lizards are found in arid regions, and can be arboreal or terrestrial.  They range 

from New York to Florida, west to Kansas and central Texas. 
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Family Teiidae - Whiptails, Racerunners, Tegus 
(tee-ih-dee) 

 
This is a large group of New World lizards which contain 40 living genera (about 200 species).  
Some are degenerate burrowers with reduced limbs.  The tails are long.  The tongue is long, narrow, 
forked and covered with papillae.  These lizards typically have small, granular scales on the back 
and heavy plate-like scales on the ventral surface. 
 
Cnemidophorus (=Aspidoscelis) gularis - Eastern Spotted Whiptail 
 
Etymology:  (cnemi = leg armor; phor = carry; gul = throat or gullet) 
 
Description:  This is a highly spotted lizard with 7 or 8 whitish or yellowish stripes on the 
middorsal area.  The tail is pink, pale orange-brown or reddish. There are enlarged scales along the 
anterior edge of the gular fold.  Adult males have a blue-black throats and pectoral regions 
 
Distribution:  They prefer semiarid prairie grasslands from Texas to northern Mexico. 
 
Life History: These are highly active insectivores.  Emergence from hibernation occurs in late 
spring and is dependant upon temperature.  Most often, these diurnal lizards prey upon termites, 
grasshoppers, crickets, beetles, and spiders.  Much of their daily energy is invested in rooting and 
probing the soil litter in search of food. Nests often occur in abandoned rodent burrows, though 
they have also been found in road embankments. Hatchlings begin to emerge in the late summer 
and early fall when they become most abundant. 
 
Cnemidophorus (=Aspidoscelis) sexlineatus - Six-lined Racerunner 
 

 
 
Etymology:  (cnemidophorus = as above:  sex = six; lineatus = lines) 
 
Description:  This species has 6 or 7 light stripes with no spots in between.  The stripes are yellow, 

white or pale grey, even blue.  A short light stripe extends along the side of the tail which is 
bordered below by a dark line. 

 
Distribution:  This species prefers open sandy or loose soil of open woodland and thicket margins.  

They are found from Maryland to Florida and west to Missouri and east Texas, and is the 
only whiptail found in the eastern United States. 
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Family Scincidae - Skinks 
(skin-ki-dee) 

Skinks are usually small, secretive, semi-fossorial lizards with polished scales.  The limbs may be 
present or absent.  Those that have lost limbs still have traces of the pectoral and pelvic girdles. 
Most skinks are toxic to certain predators.  Skinks readily break of their tails to distract would-be 
predators.  The tail wiggles for several seconds after it is broken off, attracting the predators 
attention to the tail while the skink itself escapes. 
 
The highest diversity of skinks occurs in Australia, the islands of the west Pacific, Asia and Africa. 
They are relatively poorly represented in the Americas. 
 
Skinks are often found under piles of wood, rotting vegetation and dead leaves.  Most are 
insectivorous but some are partly herbivorous.  Skinks may be either oviparous or ovoviviparous 
and a European skink approaches true viviparity by possessing a primitive placenta.  Mating takes 
place after hibernation.  Eggs are laid in a clutch 6-7 weeks after breeding.  The eggs are deposited 
in rotten logs and brooded by the female for the entire incubation period. 
 
Eumeces (=Plestiodon) fasciatus - Five-lined Skink 
 
Etymology:  (eu = very; mekos = long:  fasciat = banded) 
 
Description:  The young have five white or yellowish stripes on a black background.  Their tails are 

bright blue.  The color pattern darkens with age, but females almost always retain some 
indication of the striped pattern.  A broad dark band extends from the eye along the side of 
the body.  Males develop orange-red jaws during the spring breeding season. 

 
Distribution:  They are common in places with downed, rotting timber or lumber.  The habitat is 

preferrably damp.  They range form New England to Florida and west to Oklahoma and 
Texas. 

 
Eumeces (=Plestiodon) obsoletus - Great Plains Skink 
 
Etymology:  (eumeces = as above; obsole = worn out (L), a reference to the faded pattern) 
 
Description:  One of the largest of skinks in North America.  The scales on the sides are arranged 

obliquely instead of in horizontal rows.  Color varies from tan to grey and each scale can be 
edged with black or dark brown.  Juveniles are startlingly colored, coal black with white lips 
and a blue tail.  As they grow, the centers of the black scales become lighter.  Subadults 
show a lot of yellow, orange and red between the scales. 
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Distribution:  This is primarily a grassland species, and common to the Great Plains.  They prefer 
fine-grained soil.  They range from southern Nebraska, through most of Texas, west to 
central Arizona, and then south to Nuevo Leon, Mexico. 

 
Scincella lateralis - Little Brown Skink 
 
Etymology:  (scinc = a kind of lizard; lutoral = the side) 
 
Description:  A small, smooth, golden brown to blackish brown species with a dark dorsolateral 

stripe.  The belly is whitish or yellowish.  A "window" is present in the lower eyelid. The 
tail is long and the legs are short. 

 
Distribution: Ground skinks occur from southern New Jersey to the Florida Keys, west to west-

central Texas.  This is a very common skink and occurs on the woodland floor.   
 
They spend a significant part of the day foraging beneath leaf litter on the floor of the forest.  They 
escape predators by wiggling across the woodland floor then diving into the leaf litter and running 
under the litter. 
 

Family Anguidae – Alligator and Glass Lizards 
(an-gu-i-de) 

 
Etymology:  (angui = snake) 
 
Family includes about 10 genera which, and occur primarily in tropical America.  Most anguids are 
terrestrial but a few are arboreal. 
 
Members are both oviparous and ovoviviparous.  The scales are reinforced with bony plates called 
osteoderms, a trait shared with skinks.  There is a flexible groove that runs along each side of the 
body which is lined with granular scales.  The legless glass lizards have moveable eyelids and 
external ear openings, unlike snakes.  Glass lizards are good burrowers and a few species spend 
most of their time below the ground.  
 
Gerrhonotus infernalis - Texas Alligator Lizard 
 
Etymology:  gerrhon = a wicker shield (G), noton = the back (G). 
 
Description:  A stiff elongate lizard with a tail that is often over 60% of the body length.  Like all 

Anguids, Alligator Lizards have stiff bony scales and a lateral groove along the side of the 
abdomen to allow expansion for breathing.  It has small legs and a long semi-prehensile tail. 

 
Distribution:  Found from the Edwards Plateau of central Texas, southwest through the Big Bend 

region and south to San Luis Potosi, Mexico. 
 
Life History:  A relatively slow moving lizard, Texas Alligator Lizards are generally found on the 

ground on rocky hillsides.  They eat any small invertebrate or  vertebrate they can catch and 
overpower including small snakes and lizards.  The females lay eggs throughout the year 
and stay with them during incubation. 

 
Ophisaurus attenuatus - Slender Glass Lizard 
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Etymology:  (ophi = snake; saurus = lizard; attenuat = thin, weak) 
 
Description:  There are narrow dark stripes below the lateral groove and under the tail, and there are 

white marks on the scales on the middle of the back and tail. 
 
Distribution:  Glass lizards are found in dry grasslands or dry open woods.  They seldom burrow 

except for hibernation.  They are found from southeastern Virginia to southern Florida west 
to central Texas. 

 
 

Family Helodermatidae – Beaded Lizards 
(hee-loh-der-mat-i-dee) 

 
Etymology:  (helo = stud, nail; derma = skin) 
 
This family contains two species that are restricted to the southwestern United States, Mexico, and 
northern Central America.  They are the only venomous lizards known.  Venom is conveyed to the 
victim through a chewing action, since they do not possess true fangs.  The bite is painful but 
seldom fatal to humans.  The back and outer surface are covered with large osteoderms.  Eggs and 
young birds form a large portion of their diet.  They breed in mid-July and bury 3-7 eggs in an 
area exposed to the sun, usually near a stream or arroyo.  The incubation period is 28-30 days. 
 
Heloderma suspectum - Gila Monster 
 
Etymology:  (heloderma = as above; suspectus = regard with mistrust) 
 
Description:  They are heavy bodied with short stout legs and thick tails.  The scales are non-

overlapping and bead-like on the back.  There are blackish broken bars and blotches, spots 
of black, yellow, orange or pink, with bands extending onto the blunt tail.  The pattern is 
often remniscent of southwestern American Indian beadwork. 

 
Distribution:  They are confined to arid and semiarid regions with gravelly or sandy soils. 
 

Family Leptotyphlopidae - Blind Snakes 
(lep-toh-ty-flop-i-dee) 

 
Etymology:  (leptos = small, delicate; typhlos = blind) 
 
The Family contains one genus with only two species, and occurs in the southwestern United 
States. 
 
Blind snakes are distinctive in that the dorsal and ventral scales on the body are uniformly small 
cycloid scales.  The very small eyes are covered by the head scales, and appear as black dots 
beneath the skin.  These burrowing snakes are frequently mistaken for earthworms. 
 
Leptotyphlops dulcis - Plains Threadsnake 
 
Etymology:  (leptotyphlops = as described above; dulcis = sweet) 
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Description:  The blind snake is a small, smooth, shiny cylindrical snake with no enlarged ventral 
scales.  Light brown colored with no distinct change in color between dorsal and ventral 
surfaces.  They can grow to about 10 inches long, though they are commonly from 5 to 8 
inches when found. 

 
Distribution:  This species occurs from southwestern Kansas to southeastern Arizona and 

northeastern Mexico, inhabiting arid or semi-arid areas.  They are usually found under rocks 
or debris. 

 
Life History:  There is little known about these snakes.  Texas blind snakes are oviparous, and feed 

on ants, termites, and other small fossorial insects. 
 

Family Boidae - Pythons and Boas 
(boh-ih-dee) 

 
Etymology:  (boa = a large serpent) 
 
The Family contains 22 genera and about 90 species and occurs throughout the tropical and 
subtropical portions of the world.  The dorsal scales are usually small and smooth, while the ventral 
scales are transversely enlarged to form a single row and sometimes two rows in the tail region.  
Vestiges of pelvis and hindlimbs are present, and appear as spurs on each side of the vent.  These 
spurs are more prominent in males and may be absent in females.  The true boas (subfamily 
Boinae), with the exception of several genera, are New World snakes, whereas the pythons 
(subfamily Pythoninae) are Old World. 
Boids include the largest size of the snakes, a few species reaching a length of 10 meters or more.  
Most boids,however, are much smaller.  True boas are ovoviviparous, while pythons are oviparous. 
Many species have numerous sense organs (labial pits) associated with the scales on the lips, which 
they use to detect sources of heat, like a warm body. 
 
Boa constrictor - Boa Constrictor 
 
Etymology:  (boa = as described above; constrictor = one who squeezes) 
 
Description:  This snake has a tan to brown background coloration with dark brown spots along 

back and sides.  The neck is constricted, making the head appear long and obvious. 
 
Distribution:  They occur in the New World from northern Argentina north into Sonora and 

Tamaulipas, Mexico.  The range in Mexico is limited to the tropical conditions that occur 
along the coastlines.  Boa constrictors thrive in jungle, savanna, and even cultivated cane 
fields. 

 
Life History:  Very little is known about this species.  Boa constrictors can grow to about 15 feet in 

length, and live over 20 years. 
 
Eunectes murinus - Green Anaconda 
 
Etymology: Eu = well, nicely (G); nektes = swimmer (G);  murinus = mouse like, mouse colored 

(G) (perhaps a reference to the drab olive green color of this species. 
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Description: A large, heavy-bodied boa with a drab green ground color and large black spots on its 
dorsal surface.  Green Anacondas are one of the largest living snakes.  Although large adults 
average 15-17 feet in length, there are substantiated records of specimens slightly over 25 
feet long.  There are unsubstantiated (and probably exaggerated) records of larger 
Anacondas but no specimen has ever been collected.  Anacondas are very heavy bodied 
snakes.  A 17 foot Anaconda will weigh more than a 25 foot Reticulated Python.  Large 
adults are as big around as a wooden telephone pole. 

 
Distribution:  inhabits swampy forest and rivers in South America, east of the Andes and north of 

Paraguay.  It also occurs on the island of Trinidad. 
Life History:  A snake of the swamps and rivers, anacondas are at home in the water.  They eat fish, 

birds, turtles, large rodents (such as capybaras and agoutis), and even large lizards and small 
caimans.  They are ovoviviparous, producing up to 50 young that can be from 2-3 feet long 
at birth! 

 
Python reticulatus - Reticulated Python 
 
Etymology:  (python = mythical serpent slain by Apollo near Delphi; reticulatus = netlike) 
 
Description:  This is a brightly colored snake with bronze, gold, brown, and yellowish patterns 

which produce a net-like pattern on the snake.  Labial pits are visible, with head long and 
enlarged and typically has a longitudinal line on its dorsal surface. 

 
Distribution:  These pythons occur in southeastern Asia, through the Malay Peninsula, and the 

Philippine Islands, and are frequently observed in trees in jungles in the tropical lowlands. 
 
Life History:  The females are oviparous, laying as many as 100 eggs, which she broods.  

Hatchlings are 2 to 2 1/2 feet in length.  These pythons are known to live over 20 years.  
One reticulated python was 28 feet long and weighed 250 pounds.  The longest snake ever 
officially documented was a 33 foot P. reticulatus.  In some of the larger cities in southeast 
Asia, Reticulated Pythons survive living under houses and in empty fields and eat rats, dogs, 
cats and other human commensals.  Large Reticulated Pythons have been known to constrict 
and eat small humans. 

 
Charina bottae - Rubber boa 
 
Description:  Rubber boas are pale tan to dark brown snakes, with no blotches or spotting.  The tail 

is short and blunt, and resembles the head in shape.  There is no distinct neck constriction. 
 
Distribution:  It can be found in the northwestern states, eastward into Wyoming and Utah.  They 

are found under logs, rocks, and debris in moist loose soils. 
 
Life History:  The species is ovoviviparous, with 3 to 4 young produced by each female.  They are 

nocturnal, eating small mammals and lizards, which are killed by constriction. 
 
Even though many Rubber Boas live in areas where nocturnal activity is limited by cool 
temperatures, they are nocturnal foragers.  They are therefore active at temperatures lower than 
many other snakes  They are forced to make a trade off between optimal foraging temperatures and 
the risk of diurnal foraging for a slow moving snake. 
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Family Colubridae 
(koh-lu-bri-dee) 

 
Etymology:  (coluber = latin word for snake) 
 
The Family contains 250 genera and over 2500 species, making this the largest Family (70% of all 
living snakes).  Colubrids occur world-wide, except in the tundras of the Holarctic, and 
southwestern Australia.  There is even a colubrid snake (Thermophis) that lives in the high plateaus 
of Tibet that is only able to be active due to heat given off by hot springs! 
 
Their dorsal scales are small, more or less rhomboidal in shape, and overlapping.  The ventral 
scales are transversely elongated to form a single row.  Tail is usually long.  Many species are non-
venomous, and those which are possess small fangs in the rear portion of their mouth which is used 
to subdue prey. 
 
Heterodon platirhinos - Eastern Hog-nosed Snake 
 
Etymology:  (heteros = different; odon = tooth  - named for the enlarged rear teeth in the upper jaw;  
platy = flat; rhinos = nose) 
 
Description:  Color is highly variable, and usually spotted.  Basic colors may be yellow, orange, 

red, gray, or brown, with the belly mottled yellow.  The rostral scale is upturned and shovel 
like. 

 
Distribution:  This species ranges from South Dakota south through Texas, and throughout the 

eastern states, and are most commonly found in sandy soils. 
 
Life History:  They are oviparous with young about 6 to 8 inches at hatching.  Adults grow to 

between 18 and 30 inches.  Hognose Snakes feed primarily on toads.  Toads frequently 
inflate themselves with air when grasped (to make themselves appear big and hard to 
swallow) so the hognose snakes uses its enlarged rear teeth to puncture the toad so it can be 
swallowed. 

 
Although hognose snakes rarely bite, they do have an elaborate defensive display.  When first 
disturbed, the snake flattens its head and neck (like a cobra, but without rearing up) and hisses 
loudly.  It may make aggressive lunges at it attacker at this time, but the flattening of the head and 
neck prevent the snake from opening and closing its mouth, so it doesn’t actually bite.  If the 
potential predator doesn’t give up, the hognose snake goes through erratic contortions, often 
regurgitating and emptying its cloaca, and rolls over onto its back.  It goes limp and opens its mouth 
with its tongue hanging out the side.  It then stops moving and plays dead.  If it is picked up it 
hangs limp, but if it is placed on the ground on its ventral side, it immediately rolls back onto its 
back.  After the predator leaves, the snake recovers and crawls away. 
 
 
 
Thamnophis proximus - Western Ribbonsnake 
 
Etymology:  (thamnos = shrub or bush; ophis = snake:  proximus = near) 
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Description:  A long slender snake, with three longitudinal stripes on a dark background.  The 
stripes are usually bright yellow.  The central dorsal stripe may be orange or reddish-brown 
or even bright red. 

 
Distribution:  They occur in the central states from Wisconsin to Texas, and into northern Mexico, 

and are commonly observed closely associated with water. 
 
Life History:  They are ovovivparous with young from 9 to 10 inches at birth.  Adults grow to about 

30 inches in length.  Amphibians and fish are their usual food.  Ribbon Snakes are able to 
break off part of their tail if captured by the tail, but unlike most lizards, the tail does not 
regrow. 

 
Tantilla gracilis – Flat-headed Snake 
 
Etymology:  (tantillus = latin word for so little, such a trifle: gracilis = slender or thin) 
 
Description:  A small snake with a plain gray-brown to reddish brown dorsum, and pinkish belly.  

The head is usually a little darker than the body. 
 
Distribution:  They occur in the central states, from Kansas to central and southern Texas.  Flat-

headed snakes can be very common, occurring under rocks, logs, and leaf litter, where the 
ground is moist. 

 
Life History:  They are oviparous, with young about 3 inches at hatching.  Adults grow to about 8 

inches in length.  Primary foods are centipedes and insects.  Snakes in this genus are rear 
fanged, meaning they have enlarged teeth in the rear of the jaw that deliver venom to their 
prey.  Although they can technically be thought of as venomous, Tantilla are too small to 
represent any danger to larger animals and don’t bite in self-defense. 

 
Lampropeltis getula - Common King Snake 
 
Etymology:  (lampros = Greek word for shiny; pelta = small shield or scales:  getula = ?) 
 
Description:  Common King Snakes vary a lot in appearance throughout their range.  In the eastern 

US, it is a large black snake with white chain-like pattern.  In Florida, it is a brown and 
yellow speckled snake with light crossbars.  In the Appalachians and east to the Mississippi 
valley, it is a black snake, with a faint crossbar pattern.  In the Mississippi valley and east to 
the arid areas of the southwest, it is a uniformly speckled snake.  In the desert southwest, it 
is speckeled on the sides and black on the back and on the west coast it is either banded 
black and white or black with a longitudinal white stripe.  In northwestern Mexico, there is 
another jet black morph.  Over large parts of the snakes range, intergrades between the 
neighboring color patterns are found. 

 
Distribution:  The species occurs throughout eastern, central and southern and western United 

States and in northern Mexico, living in swamps, woodlands, grasslands, and desert brushy 
areas, but it is usually associated with water. 

 
Life History:  They are oviparous, with young from 9 to 12 inches at hatching.  Adults grow to 5 

feet in length.  King snakes feed on rodents, snakes, lizards, and even reptile eggs.  They are 
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called King Snakes because they eat other snakes and are “immune” to the venom of the 
venomous snakes on which they feed. 

 
Lampropeltis triangulum - Milk Snake 
 
Etymology:  (lampros = bright, radiant, brilliant; pelta = small shields or scales) 
 
Description:  Over much of their range, milk snakes have a pattern similar to a coral snake, being 

ringed with red, black, and yellow. 
 
Distribution:  They occur through most of the United States from new England to Florida, and east 
to the Rocky mountains, then south throughout Mexico and Central America, into the Andes of 
northwestern South America.  This is one of the most widespread snakes in the new world.  
Although they are widespread, the are reclusive and not often seen. 
 
Life History:  These snakes are oviparous, with young about 5-12 inches long at hatching.  Adults 

in the southeastern US grow to around 24 inches in length and are as big around as a pencil, 
while the Andean subspecies can exceed 7 feet and be as big around as a man’s wrist.  They 
eat rodents, snakes and lizards. 

 
Milk Snakes are named for the ridiculous myth that they sneak into barns at night and steal milk 
from cows.  While milk snakes may be found in barns (to feed on the rodents that often live there) 
they do not drink milk! 
 
Pituophis catenifer –Gophersnake 
 
Etymology:  (pitys = pine (G); ophis = snake: (G); caten = a chain (L)) 
 
Description:  Their background color is light brown,with dark brown or black dorsal blotches.  

Smaller dark blotches occur on the sides, and the ventrum is yellowish with black markings.  
The blotches often produce a light and dark ringed pattern on the tail. 

 
Distribution:  They occur in the western portion of the United States from Central Texas, north into 

canada and west to the coast.  Bullsnakes inhabit sandy soils, in fields, brushlands, and 
grasslands. 

 
Life History:  They are oviparous, with young from 15 to 20 inches at hatching.  Adults grow to 6-8 

feet in length.  These are large and powerful constrictors, and eat rodents, birds, and eggs.  
Bullsnakes have a small piece of cartilage in the opening of the windpipe which produces a 
loud hissing sound when the snake exhales forcibly.  When disturbed, the hissing of these 
snakes can be heard from many meters away. 

 
 
Elaphe obsoleta -  Eastern Rat Snake 
 
Etymology:  (elaps = a kind of snake:  obsoletus = latin word for worn out, obsolete) 
 
Description:  Another wide ranging variable snake, rat snakes vary from solid black, to blotched 

dark on light backgrounds to yellow or orange with four longitudinal stripes.  Ventrum is 
usually white. 
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Distribution:  Rat snakes occur in eastern United States to Nebraska and central Texas.  They 

inhabit open woods and rocky canyons and are frequently found in trees, barns, and around 
residential areas. 

 
Life History:  This species is oviparous, with young about 11 to 17 inches at hatching.  Adults grow 

to 6 feet in length.  Eats rodents, birds, eggs, and occasionally lizards and frogs.  These 
snakes can frequently be seen slithering in brush and high in trees.  They can be quite 
common in some residential areas. 

 
Masticophis flagellum - Coachwhip 
 
Etymology:  (mastico = latin word for chew; ophis = snake: flagellum = whip) 
 
Description:  This species is light yellowish-brown to black above, with individuals frequently 

having indistinct crossbands which are darker than the background color.  Some individuals 
are reddish or even pink!  The pattern of large scales on the tail gives the appearance of a 
braided whip. 

 
Distribution:  They range throughout the southern half of the United States, from the Atlantic Coast 

to the Pacific Coast.  Commonly found in grasslands, mesquite brush, and open areas. 
 
Life History:  They are oviparous and the young are 12-16 inches in length.  The young are boldly 

marked but the pattern fades as they grow.  Adults grow to over 7 feet in length.  
Coachwhips eat rodents, birds, lizards, snakes, frogs, and insects.  They are large, active, 
slender, and fast moving, diurnal snakes.  They are very aggressive, and will bite and thrash 
about violently trying to escape when handled.  There are old (untrue) stories of 
Coachwhips whipping people with their tails.  These stories are totally unfounded. 

 
 
Coluber constrictor - Racer 
 
Etymology:  (coluber = latin word for snake:  constrictor = one who squeezes) 
 
Description:  Their color is highly variable, and can be black or dark blue above, and tan with 

heavy mottling with yellowish colored scales below. 
 
Distribution:  They are common throughout the United States, inhabiting fields, grasslands, woods, 

and brushy areas. 
 
Life History:  Racers are oviparous, with young about 10 to 13 inches long at hatching.  Adults 

grow to 5 feet long.  Rodents, lizards, snakes, frogs, and insects are the primary food.  
Racers are large, active, fast moving diurnal snakes.  They are apt to struggle vigorously and 
bite when handled. 

 
Nerodia rhombifer - Diamond-Backed Water Snake 
 
Etymology:  (nerodia = ?:  rhombus = an equilateral parallelogram with unequal pairs of angles) 
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Description:  They are brownish or yellowish with a pattern of darker diamond- shaped blotches on 
the back.  Belly is yellow with dark brown or black spots. 

 
Distribution:  This species occurs primarily in the Mississippi River drainage from Iowa to the Gulf 

of Mexico, and is common in eastern and central Texas.  Commonly found near ponds, 
swamps, creeks and rivers. 

 
Life History:  They are ovoviviparous, with young growing to 9-12 inches before birth.  Fish, frogs, 

and toads are the primary food of water snakes. 
 

Family Hydrophiidae - Sea Snakes 
 
This family includes approximately 48 species of completely marine snakes.  Their tails are 
flattened laterally into an oar-like structure and their dorsally positioned nostrils can be sealed shut.  
Excess salt is excreted by sublingual glands around the sheath of the tongue and carried out of the 
mouth by tongue flicking. 
 
All Sea Snakes are venomous.  Sea Snakes have some of the most virulent venoms of all snakes but 
because they are marine, are relatively innocuous and have small venom glands, human bites and 
fatalities are very rare. 
 
The relationship of the Sea Snakes to the family Elapidae are still being worked out.  Some authors 
regard Hydrophiinae as a subfamily of the Elapidae. 
 
Pelamis platurus - Yellow-bellied Seasnake 
 
Etymology:  pelamus = a type of fish (G); platus = flat (G); oura = tail (G) 
 
Description:  A sharply bicolored snake with a black dorsum and a yellow venter and sides. The 

flattened oar-like tail is yellow with black spotting.  The head is long and tapered. 
 
Distribution:  Warm waters of the Pacific and Indian Oceans from the west coast of Mexico to the 
east coast of Africa. 
 
Life History:  This is the most widely distributed of the sea snakes.  This species is totally marine 

and is helpless on land due to its laterally compressed body and lack of  enlarged ventral 
scales.  It appears to spend a lot of time drifting in and around flotsam on the surface of the 
ocean.  They feed almost exclusively on small surface dwelling fishes.  This species is 
ovoviviparous and bears its small young at sea. 

 
 
 

Family Elapidae -Cobras, Mambas, Coral Snakes 
(ee-la-pih-dee) 

 
Etymology:  (elaps = a kind of snake (L)) 
 
The Family contains 41 genera and about 180 species, and occurs throughout the warmer parts of 
the world, except for Madagascar and New Zealand. 
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Dorsal and ventral scale shape and size are similar to those in the Colubridae. 
 
Micrurus tener - Texas Coralsnake 
 
Etymology:  (micro = small (G); uro = tail (G);) 
 
Description:  Eastern Coral snakes have alternating rings of black, yellow, and red which 

completely encircle the body.  The red and black bands are separated by the yellow. 
 
Distribution:  This species occurs in southeastern United States from North Carolina to western 

Texas and into eastern Mexico. 
 
Life History:  They are oviparous, with young from 7 to 9 inches at hatching.  Adults grow to about 

30 inches in length.  Coral snakes primarily eat snakes and lizards.  Their venom is largely 
neurotoxic and can cause serious illness and in rare cases, death 

 
Naja naja - Asian Cobra 
 
Etymology:  derived from the Sanskrit word  naga = a snake. 
 
Description:  A slender dark brown or black snake that may have a lighter marking on its nape.  

They  vary form 4-6 feet as adults depending on the subspecies.  The anterior part of the 
underside of the throat is usually light with a dark band and sometimes some pattern of 
spots.  It has a hood that can be erected by spreading the ribs in the neck when alarmed. 

 
Distribution:  This species is represented by many subspecies from the deserts of Central Asia, east 

and south into India and southeast Asia and north into China.  It  is also found in the 
Philippines. 

 
Life History:  Asian Cobras are shy, crepuscular snakes that shelter in rock piles, hollow logs, 

rodent burrows, termite mounds, building foundations, etc.  They can be fairly common 
around human habitation.  They occupy many habitats.  Cobras are oviparous laying their 
eggs in a secluded burrow or log.  The female will sometimes stay with the eggs and guard 
them.  

 
Cobras are frequently part of the mythology and culture of the people of areas within their range.  
They are often revered as emissaries of the gods or even as fertility or phallic symbols. 
Some populations of Asian Cobras can spit their venom.  In these populations, the opening at the 
bottom of the fang faces forward and when venom is squeezed out of the venom gland it is sprayed 
forward out of the open mouth.  This spray is usually directed at the eyes of the attacker (with 
astonishing accuracy at up to 6 feet).  In the eyes the venom causes intense burning and usually 
allows the cobra to get away.  Spitting cobras can also envenomate by biting in the traditional way.  
 

Family Viperidae - Vipers, Adders, Rattlesnakes 
(vi-per-i-de) 

 
Etymology:  (vipera = latin word for snake) 
 
The Family contains 14 genera and over 150 species.  There are two major subfamilies, the 
Viperinae, which includes the Old World vipers, and the Crotalinae, which includes the pitvipers. 
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The Crotalinae includes the Rattlesnakes, Moccasins, Copperheads, and other pit vipers.  They are 
distributed around warmer regions of North and South America, and southeast Asia. 
 
Dorsal and ventral scale shape and size are similar to those of Colubridae and Elapidae.  However, 
the head is deep and distinctly broader than the neck.  Pit vipers have a loreal pit between the eyes 
and mouth.  This pit is heat sensitive and can detect minute changes in temperature.   
Rattlesnakes have a rattle composed of loosely interlocking keratinized segments at the end of the 
tail.  A new segment is added each time the snake sheds its skin.  You cannot “age” a rattlesnake by 
the length of its rattle, because they shed several times each year (adding new segments) and 
segments are lost to wear and breakage. 
 
The maxilla bears a single, large, erectile, tubular fang that is used to inject venom in prey animals.  
All are venomous and several species are considered dangerous to man when cornered or stepped 
on. 
 
Agkistrodon contortrix - Copperhead 
 
Etymology:  (agkistrodon = ?:  contortus = twisted, intricate, complex) 
 
Description:  They are a rich coppery brown with dark brown saddles, the shape of which varies 

from an hourglass design to almost straight-edged.  Their belly is pale with dark blotches. 
 
Distribution:  They occur in eastern United States west to Kansas and western Texas.  Copperheads 

inhabit fairly dense cover in forests, rocky hillsides, and swamps. 
 
Life History:  They are ovoviviparous, with young from 8-10 inches at birth.  Adults grow to about 

3 feet in length.  Rodents, birds, and frogs and large insects are the primary food. 
 
Although Copperheads are regularly found in urban gardens and there are frequent bites, their 
venom is fairly weak and the bites, while painful, are seldom life threatening. 
 
Agkistrodon piscivorus - Cottonmouth 
 
Etymology:  (agkistrodon = ?:  piscis = latin word for fish; vorax = devour) 
 
Description:  This large snake appears dark olive brown or black above, and a lighter color below.  

Dark crossbands may be indistinctly present. 
 
Distribution:  The Cottonmouth occurs throughout the southeast to Kansas and central Texas, and is 

associated with standing water, such as ponds, rivers, and swamps. 
 
Life History:  They are ovoviviparous, with young from 6 to 13 inches at birth.  Adults grow to 

about 4 feet in length.  Fish, frogs, salamanders, snakes, turtles, rodents, and birds are the 
primary foods. 

 
Cottonmouths receive their common name for their warning behavior.  When disturbed, if they 
cannot flee, they coil and open their mouths exposing the white lining.  This contrasts strongly with 
the dark coloration of the snake and may serve to attract attention to the snake to warn off potential 
adversaries.  Cottonmouths will bite in self defence, but their aggressiveness is seriously overrated. 
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Sistrurus miliarius - Pygmy Rattlesnake 
 
Etymology:  (sistrum = latin word for rattle:  miliarius = of millet) 
 
Description:  This genus of rattlesnakes is differentiated from the genus Crotalus by the presence of 

enlarged scales on the top of the head.  This is a light gray to brown snake with a central 
row of dark blotches.  There is an orange/yellow stripe down the center of the body between 
the dark blotches.  A row of lateral dark spots proceeds from head to vent.  The belly is 
white to yellow with heavy dark spots.  The rattle is very small and difficult to hear.  It 
sounds like the buzzing of a small insect. 

 
Distribution:  They occur in the eastern United States to Oklahoma and Texas, and are commonly 

found on river floodplains, swamps, marshes, woods, and wet grasslands. 
 
Life History:  They are ovoviviparous, with young 5 to 7 inches at birth.  Adults grow to about 24 

inches in length.  They eat small rodents, lizards, snakes, and frogs. 
 
Crotalus horridus - Timber Rattlesnake 
 
Etymology:  (crotalum = Greek word for rattle:  horridus =dreadful) 
 
Description:  This rattlesnake has a grayish-brown to light reddish tan background, with narrow 

black spots or bars along the back.  Lateral spots may coalesce with the spots along the back 
giving a banded appearance.  Frequently these bands take the form of forward pointing 
chevron markings.  There is often an orange stripe along the back.  The tail and rattle are 
usually black. 

 
Distribution:  They occur in the eastern United States to Nebraska, Minnesota and central Texas, 

and are found in cane thickets, swamps, and riparian woodlands.  In Texas, this species is 
threatened by habitat destruction (clearing and flooding of riparian woodlands for 
recreational fishing and boating).  Because of this, this species is listed as threatened by 
Texas Parks and Wildlife. 

 
Life History:  Females are ovoviviparous, with young from 11 to 12 inches at birth.  Adults grow to 
about 5 feet in length.  Rodents are the primary food. 
 
 
Crotalus atrox – Western Diamondbacked Rattlesnake 
 
Etymology:  (crotalus = as described above:  atrox = cruel, horrible) 
 
Description:  The background coloration is tan, gray, or brown, and is covered with dark diamond-

shaped patches on back.  These patches are outlined in white.  The tail is distinctly banded 
with black and white. 

 
Distribution:  They occur from eastern Texas and Arkansas, west to the California border and south 

well into the deserts of Mexico.  C. atrox are commonly found in arid or semi arid regions, 
as deserts, cliffs, canyons, mesquite flats, and grasslands. 
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Life History:  This rattlesnake is ovoviviparous, with young from 10 to 14 inches at birth.  Adults 
grow to over 6 feet in length.  They eat rodents, rabbits, and birds.   

 
Although fatalities from snake bite are extremely rare in the US (more people are killed by 
lightning than by snakebite), Western Diamondback Rattlesnakes account for more of these deaths 
than any other species, due to their wide geographic range, wide range of habitats, including areas 
frequented by man, large size and venom dose, and willingness to defend themselves by striking.   
 
Thousands of Western Diamondbacks are needlessly slaughtered each year by rattlesnake hunters at 
rattlesnake roundups so they can be made into curios, such as snake head paperweights and hat 
bands. 
 
 
 
Crotalus viridis - Prairie Rattlesnake 
 
Etymology:  (crotalus = as described above:  viridis = green) 
 
Description:  They have a tan, to gray to greenish background coloration with broad, darker 

blotches.  The blotches fuse to form bands near the tail. 
 
Distribution:  They occur in the western states to North Dakota and western Texas, and are 

frequently found in grasslands, canyons, and rocky areas. 
 
Life History:  They are ovoviviparous, with young from 8 to 11 inches at birth.  Adults grow to 

about 4 feet in length.  Rodents and birds are their usual foods. 
Prairie Rattlesnakes are another species that is heavily impacted by Rattlesnake Roundups. 
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Class Aves 
Order Podicipediformes 

Pied-billed Grebe  

Order Pelecaniformes 
Double-crested Cormorant (W) 

Order Ciconiiformes 
Great Blue Heron 
Cattle Egret 
Turkey Vulture* 

Order Anseriformes 
Canada Goose 
Mallard* 

Order Falconiformes 
Red-tailed Hawk * 
Cooper’s Hawk * 
Crested Caracara 

 American Kestrel (M only) * 

Order Galliformes 
Greater Prairie Chicken 
Northern Bobwhite (M only) 

Order Gruiformes 
American Coot 
Sandhill Crane 

Order Charadriiformes 
Killdeer * 
Wilson’s Snipe (Common Snipe) 
Laughing Gull 

Order Columbiformes 
Mourning Dove * 
Rock Pigeon (Rock Dove)*  

Order Cuculiformes 
Greater Roadrunner 
Yellow-billed Cuckoo 

Order Strigiformes 
Barn Owl 
Great Horned Owl 

Order Caprimulgiformes 
Common Nighthawk * 

Order Apodiformes 
Ruby-throated Hummingbird (M + F) 

Order Coraciiformes 
Belted Kingfisher (M + F) 

 

Order Piciformes 
Northern Flicker (M + F) 
Downy Woodpecker * 

 
Order Passeriformes 

Scissor-tailed Flycatcher * 
Western Kingbird * 
Barn Swallow* 
Blue Jay * 
American Crow * 
Carolina Chickadee * 
Carolina Wren * 
American Robin * 
Loggerhead Shrike * 
Northern Mockingbird * 
European Starling * 
Yellow-rumped Warbler * 
Eastern Meadowlark 
Brown-headed Cowbird (M only) * 
Great-tailed Grackle (M only) * 
Northern Cardinal (M + F) * 
American Goldfinch (W) 
House Sparrow (M only) * 

 Cedar Waxwing * 
 
 
Letters in parentheses after the bird’s name 
refer to which plumages you must recognize: 
M = male  F =  female 
S = summer plumage (breeding)             
W = winter plumage (non-breeding) 
 
You are not responsible for bird species 

names; however, you must know the 
full, correct AOU common names.   

  

* denotes a bird that is likely to be seen on 
campus or at Research Park
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Using Field Marks to Identify Birds 
 
This diagram of the regions of the bird's body shows some of the commonly used descriptive 
terms. 

Birds display a huge variety of patterns and colors, which they have evolved in part to 
recognize other members of their own species. Birders can use these features - known as field 
marks - to help distinguish species.  Pay particular attention to the field marks of the head 
and the field marks of the wing. 
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Field Marks of the Head 
When identifying an unknown bird, the following field marks of the head are particularly 
important:  

• Eyebrow stripe (or superciliary line, above the 
eye)  

• Eyeline (line through the eye)  

• Crown stripe (stripe in the midline of the head)  

• Eyering (ring of color around eye) 

• Throat patch 

• Color of the lore (area between base of beak and 
eye) 

• Whisker mark (also called mustache or malar 
stripe) 

• Color of upper and lower beak 

• Presence or absence of crest 

Beak shape and size are also important identifying 
characteristics. 
 
 
 
 
Field Marks of the Wing 
In a few groups, notably warblers and vireos, the presence of wing markings gives positive 
identification even if the bird is in non-breeding plumage. In other groups, such as flycatchers 
and sparrows, the absence of any wing markings may be an important distinguishing 
characteristic. Note the presence or absence of the following: 

• Wingbars  

• Wing patches  
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Order Gaviformes (gav-i-for-mes) 
 

Family Gaiidae (gav-ee-i-dee) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There are 4 species in the Family. All can be found in North America and are 
distributed in the northern hemisphere.  
 
Loons are open-water swimming birds with dagger-like bills, short legs, and webbed 
feet which are located far back on heavy bodies. They swim low in the water and may 
dive or slowly submerge. Loons can stay submerged for 15 min. and go to a depth of 
180-200 ft. Loons can alight and take off only when open water is available. In 
flight the neck droops downward and the feet sag behind.  
 
Gavia immer  Common loon 
 
Description: Breeding plumage includes a black and white checked back.   

Under parts are white and the head and neck are glossy black with a broken 
white collar. Winter plumage consists of dark grayish back, neck and top of 
head. Cheeks, throat and under parts are white. Both sexes look  
alike (no sexual dimorphism).  
 

Distribution: The distribution during the breeding season includes Alaska and Canada 
and the northern states of the United States. The winter distribution is 
primarily along both coasts and in the Gulf of Mexico.  

 
Life History: Nests are on a bare promotory, island, or mound near the water’s edge, 

and frequently on a mass of floating vegetation. Usually 2, brown spotted 
eggs are laid and incubated by both sexes for about 30 days. The young are 
precocial and may ride on a parent's back for the first 2-3 weeks. Loons 
are well known for their yodel-like breeding calls.  
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Order Podicipediformes 
Family Podicipedidae 

 
 

 -  
Etymology: (podex = the rump; pes = foot, refers to the posterior position of the feet) 
 
Family contains 19 species, of which 6 are found in North America. 
 
Grebes are small diving birds with flat lobes on their toes.  They have short legs set well 

back on their bodies, short tails and wings and weak and hurried flight, which 
requires them to run on the water to get airborne.  While swimming, the neck is 
quite erect and they appear to jump off the water when they dive. 

 
Podilymbus podiceps  Pied –billed grebe 
 
Etymology: (podi = foot; (co-)lymbus = diving bird) 
 
Description:  The pied-billed grebe is a small, solitary, stocky grebe.  The breeding 
plumage is dark grey-brown on the crown and back, black throat patch and black ring 
around the thick whitish bill.  The under tail coverts are white and conspicuous.  In 
winter, the bird is browner and without a throat-patch and bill marking. 
 
Life History:  Pied-bills dive with a forward leap or simply submerge by pulling their 
feathers closer to their bodies.  They rarely fly to escape danger, but dive instead.  The 
nest is a floating raft among reeds.  Five to seven eggs are laid and incubated by the 
female at birth then later shared, but only by the female during hatching period.  The 
incubation period is 23 days.  Nestlings are precocial and are carried on the backs of the 
parents.  Later, they follow the parents who feed them insects and later small fish. 
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Podiceps nigricollis eared grebe 
 
Etymology: (podiceps = see above; nigra = black; collis = neck) 
 
Description: Breeding plumage of these birds include a black crest and golden ear-tufts.   
Neck, breast and most of the upper parts are also black, however, the flanks are chestnut, 
and under parts silvery white. Most of this coloration is lost when these birds molt into 
their winter plumage. They become grey above and whitish below.  
 
Distribution: The winter distribution is from California to Louisiana, south' to 
Guatemala.  
 
Life History: Eared Grebes breed on open freshwater lakes with reeds or vegetative 
cover.  They usually nest in colonies, and the nests are on floating mats of vegetation. 
Three or four white eggs are laid and incubated by both parents for about 21 days. The 
eggs are kept warm when both parents are away by the placement of fermenting 
vegetation over them. Nestlings are precocial and, divided between the parents. They 
can feed themselves at 2 weeks and are independent at 3 weeks.  
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Order Procellariiformes 
(pro-cel-lar-i-for-mes) 

 
Family Diomedeidae 
(di-o-med-i-dee) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Etymology: (diomedes = a Greek hero at Troy, whose companions were 
transformed into birds) 
 
Large birds including the longest winged species. Three species breed north of 
the equator. Albatrosses are capable of powerful direct flight, and they are 
excellent gliders. The members of the Order are called "tubenoses" because of 
the tubular nostrils. They possess large paired salt glands in their foreheads, 
which concentrate sodium chloride from the blood.  Salt is then forcibly 
ejected through the nostrils. 
 
 
Diomedea nigripes   blackfooted albatross 
 
Etymology: (didomed = see above: niger = black; pes = foot)  

Description: The wing span is about 7 ft. They have a whitish face and pale 
areas toward the wing tips. The bill and feet are dark.  

Distribution: This is the only dark albatross in the northern hemisphere, and 
inhabits the open ocean.  

Life History: The black-foot albatross breeds on islands in the central and 
western Pacific. They nest on sand in colonies and only lay 1 white egg. The 
young are altricial, the parents may spend up to 6 months feeding a single 
young. They feed on squid and fish at night.  



 

Order Pelecaniformes 
(pel-e-can-i-formes) 

 
Family Pelecanidae 
(pel-e-can-i-dee) 

 
Etymology: (pelecanus = pelican) 
 
Family contains 7 species, two occurring in the United States. 
 
The feet of pelicans are webbed.  The bill is very long, straight and 
hooked, and has a gular sac suspended from the mandibles.   Nostrils are 
absent.  The tail is very short and not forked, and wings are long and 
rounded.  Sexes are alike. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pelecanus erythrohynchos  American white pelican 
 
Etymology:  (pelecanus = pelican; eruthros = red; rhankos = beak, 

apparently referring to the red pouch) 
 
Description:  White birds with black area on the wings, and includes all 

the primaries and half the secondaries.  During breeding season, 
they develop a flat round plate on the upper bill. 

 
Life History: They fly in flocks in orderly line or V-formations, and are 

colonial feeders, dipping their head underwater to surround the 
fish.  They do not plunge from the air, head first, like the brown 
pelican.  Pelicans nest in colonies and each nest is usually a 
large mound of earth and debris 2-3 ft across. The young hatch at 
intervals and differ in size.  The first hatched dominates the 
nest, usually resulting in the death of the siblings by starvation 
or exposure.  The young are tended by both parents and can fly in 
about 65 days. 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 



 

 

 
 



 

 



 

 

 
 
 



 

 

 



 

 

 
 



 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 



 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 



 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 



 

 

 



 

 

 
 



 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 



 

 

 



 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 



 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 



 
 



 

 
 



 

 
 

 



  



 

 

 
 
 



 

 

 
 



 

 
 

 
 



 

 

 
 



 

 
Class Mammalia 
    Subclass Prototheria 

Order Monotremata 
Family Ornithorhynchidae  Duck-billed Platypus 

    Subclass Theria 
       Infraclass Metatheria 

Order Didelphimorphia (Marsupialia)  
Family Didelphidae   New World Opossums 

       Infraclass Eutheia 
Order Afrosoricida (Insectivora)  Tenrec 
Order Soricomorpha (Insectivora) 

Family Soricidae   Shrews 
Family Talpidae   Moles 

Order Chiroptera 
   Suborder Megachiroptera   Old World fruit bats, flying fox 
   Suborder Microchiroptera   New World bats 
 Family Phyllostomidae  Leaf-nosed Bats 

Family Vespertilionidae  Vespertilionids 
Family Molossidae   Free-tailed Bats 

Order Cingulata (Xenarthra) 
Family Dasypodidae   Armadillos 

Order Lagomorpha 
Family Leporidae   Rabbits, Hares 
Family Ochotonidae   Pika 

Order Rodentia 
Family Sciuridae   Squirrels 
Family Geomyidae   Pocket Gophers 
Family Heteromyidae   Kangaroo Rats, Pocket Mice 
Family Castoridae   Beaver 
Family Myocastoridae   Nutria 
Family Muridae   Old World Mice, Rats 
Family Cricetidae   New World Mice, Rats, Voles 
Family Erethizontidae   Porcupines 

Order Cetacea 
            Suborder Mysticeti    Baleen Whales 
            Suborder Odontoceti    Toothed Whales 
  Family Delphinidae   Dolphins, Killer Whale, Pilot Whale 



 

Order Carnivora 
          Suborder Caniformia 

Family Canidae   Dogs 
Family Ursidae   Bears 
Family Procyonidae   Raccoons 
Family Mustelidae   Weasels, Skunks, Badgers 
Family Otariidae   Sea Lions 
Family Phocidae   Seals 

     Suborder Feliformia 
Family Felidae    Cats, including Big Cats 

Order Proboscidea  
Family Elephantidae   Elephants 

Order Sirenia 
Family Trichechidae   Manatees 

Order Perissodactyla 
Family Equidae   Horses, Zebras 

Order Artiodactyla 
Family Suidae    Pigs 
Family Tayassuidae   Peccaries 
Family Cervidae   Deer 
Family Antilocapridae   Pronghorn Antelope 
Family Bovidae   Cows, Oxen, Goats, Sheep 
Family Giraffidae   Giraffs  
 



 

Mammal Teeth  Dental Formula 
 
I = incisor   I   C  PM   M   numbers on ½  of upper jaw 
C = canine 
PM = premolar  I   C  PM   M   number on ½  of lower jaw 
M = molar 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ZA = Zygomatic arch 
D = Dentary 
E = Eye socket 
Auditory bula (not shown) – bulb of inner ear 
 

ZA 

Dentary 

ES 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 



 

Order Soricomorpha 
(sore-i-co morpha) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Family Talpidae 
(tell-pi-dee) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 

 
 
 
 



 

 
 

 
 
 
 



 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 

 
 
 
 



 

 
 

 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 

 
 

This species does not migrate, though their roosting sites change with the seasons. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 



 

 
Order Cingulata 
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