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Determining the subspecific status of the Common
Garter Snake, Thamnophis sirtalis, in western Oklahoma
has been problematic because of confusion over the taxo-
nomic and distributional relationships between the Red-
sided Garter Snake, T. s. parietalis, and the Texas Garter
Snake, T. s. annectens. Brown (1950) relates that T .s.
annectens differs from T. s. parietalis in:

(1) The absence of pink or red in the body color.
(2) The absence of any tendency towards the fusion of

the upper row of lateral dark blotches, into a dark stripe.
(3) Distinct lateral light stripe, involving portions of the

second, third, and fourth scale rows on the anterior third of
the body.

(4) The very broad and distinct dorsal stripes.
(5) The normally orange (instead of yellow) dorsal

stripe.
He also noted an intergrade of T. s. parietalis and T. s.

annectens from 6 miles east of Canadian, Hemphill County,
Texas. Forquette and Lindsay (1995) reported a specimen
from 9 miles east of Stinnet, Hutchison County, Texas, that
was more like T. s. annectens. Webb (1970) expected T. s.
annectens to occur in Oklahoma based on Fitch and Maslin
(1961), who identified disjunct populations of T. s. annectens
in Meade County, Kansas, and Hemphill and Hutchison
counties in the Texas panhandle. Collins (1974) mentioned
T. s. annectens in Meade County, Kansas. However, with-
out preserved specimens, the subspecies remained to the
“possible occurrence” list. Conant (1975) recognized T. s.
annectens as occurring in the Texas panhandle and Meade
County, Kansas. Lardie (1975) reported on a specimen of
T. sirtalis he collected with T. s. annectens characteristics
from 2.5 km north of Fargo, Ellis County, Oklahoma, that
produced 10 young (Lardie, 1976). Lardie (1979) reported
on two specimens of T. s. annectens x parietalis from 7.5
km southeast of Cleo Springs, Major Co., Oklahoma. Fitch
(1980) recognized the T. s. annectens populations in the
Texas panhandle. However, all Kansas and Oklahoma
populations are mapped as T. s. parietalis. Collins (1982)
retained T. s. annectens in the “possible occurrence” cat-
egory for Kansas, considered Lardie’s (1975) Ellis County,
Oklahoma specimens, and one badly mutilated that was
collected by K. J. Irwin from Meade County, Kansas
(KU187499), but still felt more preserved specimens were
needed. Lardie and Black (1981) and Lardie (1982), re-
porting on voucher specimens of T. sirtalis in northwestern
Oklahoma, identified T. s. annectens as occurring in Ellis
County, and intergrades of T. s. annectens x parietalis in

Woods, Woodward, Major, and Alfalfa counties. T. s.
parietalis is listed as occurring in Grant, Garfield, Logan,
Kay, Payne, Lincoln, Osage, Pawnee, and Creek counties.
Dixon (1987) indicates that T. s. parietalis occurs in all
Texas counties surrounding Oklahoma, including the north-
eastern panhandle, and T. s. annectens in the northwestern
portion of the Texan Biotic Province and eastern Balconian
Biotic Province from the second row of counties inside
north Texas, through Tarrant and Dallas to Bexar counties.
He commented that there was considerable confusion over
the taxonomic boundaries of the subspecies in Texas.
Seivert and Seivert (1988, 1993) recognized that T. s.
annectens occurred in northwestern Oklahoma. Conant
and Collins (1991 & 1998) includes the northeastern Texas
panhandle, Meade County, Kansas, and northwestern Okla-
homa to about the Cimarron Gypsum Hills, separated from
the north central Texas population, and T. s. parietalis
throughout the eastern two thirds of Kansas, and much of
eastern Oklahoma. Collins (1993) recognized that two
distinct subspecies did occur in Kansas, the Red-sided
Garter Snake, T. s. parietalis in the eastern two-thirds of the
state, and the Texas Garter Snake, T. s. annectens in Meade
County. While T. s. parietalis also occurs in Meade County,
he relates there was no evidence that the two subspecies
intergraded in Kansas, and gives a good summary of the
characteristics that distinguish between the two of them.
Schaefer, et al (1995) reported on a specimen of T. s.
parietalis collected in Slapout, Beaver County, Oklahoma,
in the extreme southeastern panhandle, and 46.2 km north-
west of Lardie’s (1975) T. s. annectens record. Rossman, et
al (1996) shows separation of T. s. parietalis to the east and
T. s. annectens to the west with a dashed line (indicating
uncertainty about range limits) through southwestern Kan-
sas, western Oklahoma, and connecting with the main T. s.
annectens population in north central Texas. Werler and
Dixon (2000) agree with Dixon (1987) on distribution of T.
s. parietalis and T. s. annectens. Tennant and Bartlett
(2000), on the other hand, show T. s. parietalis and T. s.
annectens on separate distribution maps that overlap most
of Oklahoma. An arm of T. s. annectens range goes out to
Meade County, Kansas, another over to the northeastern
Texas panhandle, and a main area goes through north
central Texas.

Recently, Lardie (in press) reported on T. sirtalis in
Ellis, Garfield, Grant, Kingfisher, and Major counties,
Oklahoma, suggesting populations in northwestern Okla-
homa were intergrades. While many of these specimens
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exhibited color and pattern typical of T. s. parietalis, others
show characteristics of T. s. annectens as detailed by
Brown (1950) and summarized by Collins (1993). These
include amount of (or lack of) reddish-orange between the
stripes, color and width of the dorsal strip (light yellow to
bright orange), and uniform dark appearance of the skin, or
dark spots arranged in a checkerboard fashion.

In determining the subspecific status of T. sirtalis,
having red color between the stripes, regardless of amount,
should not necessarily mean it is pure T. s. parietalis, any
more than the complete lack of reddish or orange indicates
pure T. s. annectens. The specimen of T. s. annectens from
2.5 km north of Fargo at Wolf Creek, Ellis County, Okla-
homa, reported by Lardie (1975) had no reddish color
between the stripes, and an orange dorsal stripe, and her ten
offspring were duplicates (Lardie, 1976). These specimens
were all sent to the late Jeffrey H. Black and Oklahoma
Baptist University, Shawnee, Oklahoma, and assigned
catalog numbers OBU 1378 (RLL 1386), 1370 to 1388
(RLL 1387-1396). However, a specimen identified as T. s.
parietalis was reported at Slapout, Beaver County, Okla-
homa, 44.2 km northwest of Lardie’s (1975) record, an
intergrade T. s. annectens x parietalis identified from 6
miles east of Canadian in Hemphill County, Texas, ca. 72.7
km west of Lardie’s (1975) record (Brown, 1950), and both
T. s. parietalis and T. s. annectens from Meade County,
Kansas, ca 102 km north (Collins, 1982, 1993). But at least
five adults, and 68 of their young (OBU 1403, 1404, 1513-
1519), including two previously reported (Lardie, 1979)
from Williams Scout Camp, 1.6 km east, 6.5 km south of
Cleo Springs, Major Co., Oklahoma, each had only a trace
of red between their stripes, and a wide bright orange dorsal
stripe. This was also the color and pattern characteristic of
a specimen reported by Lardie and Black (1981), and
Lardie (1982) from near Alva, Woods County, and several
specimens collected along State Highway 132, between
Nash and Manchester, in Grant County, Oklahoma.

In Garfield County, several specimens were collected
with T. s. annectens characteristics. On 1 October 1995, a
large DOR female T. sirtalis was collected 3.9 km west of
Enid, Garfield County, Oklahoma, has no trace of red or
orange between the stripes. The background color is dark
with spots barely discernable, a yellow dorsal stripe cover-
ing the vertebral and a half scale row on each side, and
lateral stripes on scale rows two and three, and scale row
four for five scales only behind the neck. This specimen
was assigned to the St. Gregory’s University collection,
Shawnee, Oklahoma, SGU 533. On 11 September 1998,
two medium size adult specimens of T. sirtalis were dis-
covered 4.3 km west of Enid, on the bank of “Brune”
Creek, trying to swallow the same large Plains Leopard
Frog, Rana blairi, each from an opposite end. One snake
(SGU 2027) has no red or orange color between the stripes,
dark background color with discernable spots, a yellow

dorsal stripe covering the central and one half scale row on
each side, and faint yellow lateral stripes on scale rows two
and three. This specimen would at least qualify as an
intergrade T. s. annectens x parietalis. The other (SGU
2028) has lots of reddish-orange between the stripes,
surrounding both rows of distinct black spots, a yellow
dorsal stripe covering the central and one half scale row on
each side, and lateral stripes on scale rows two and three.
This specimen would qualify as a typical T. s. parietalis.
Another specimen of T. sirtalis was collected 3.2 km west
of Enid near Sand Creek an 12 May 2000 (currently
maintained alive), which has no red or orange between the
stripes, a double row of dark blotches on a lighter, but
somewhat dark background, a yellow-orange dorsal stripe
on the central plus one half scale row on each side, and
lateral stripes on scale rows two and three. Another ex-
ample (currently maintained alive) would readily pass for
T. s. parietalis. This specimen was collected 3.2 km west,
.8 km north, Enid on 12 May 1997, less than a half mile
from the previous specimen. It has reddish-orange between
the lower row of dark spots (none around the upper row)
with some of the orange overlapping onto the lateral stripes
that are on scale rows two and three. The dorsal stripe is
yellow and occupies the vertebral scale and one half row on
each side. Many other specimens with various amounts of
reddish-orange between the stripes that would pass for T. s.
parietalis have been collected or observed in the same
general area.

Individuals of T. sirtalis vary considerably in color and
pattern throughout northwestern Oklahoma and some ar-
eas of adjacent states. The amount of red between the
stripes may be considerable, slight, or none at all, the dorsal
stripe may be yellow to bright orange, the lateral stripes
usually are on scale rows two and three, occasionally a little
of four, and there is normally a double row of dark spots
between the stripes in a somewhat lighter (sometimes only
slightly lighter) background color. Further, there does not
seem to be any distance factor separating specimens with
or without red color between the stripes and other charac-
teristic variations. Specimens that appear quite different
may be found at the same location or miles apart. Since the
subspecific identification of T. sirtalis in northwestern
Oklahoma is frequently unclear, it would seem reasonable
to assume the population is an intergrade population, and
that Brown’s (1950) interpretation of T. s. parietalis x
annectens in Hemphill County, Texas, applies regionally
as well. The entire population of T. sirtalis in northwestern
Oklahoma from at least Grant, Garfield, and Kingfisher
counties west to include the northeastern Texas panhandle
and Meade County, Kansas, should be considered inter-
grades of T. s. parietalis x annectens. Perhaps additional
studies will help further clarify the subspecific status of T.
sirtalis in all of western Oklahoma and adjacent states.
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A Texas Garter Snake (Thamnophis sirtalis annectens) from
an isolated colony in Meade County, Kansas (KU 218777).
Photograph by Suzanne L. Collins.

A gravid female Red-sided Garter Snake (Thamnophis sirtalis
parietalis) from Sedgwick County, Kansas. Photograph by
Suzanne L. Collins.


