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Introduction

The Common Checkered Whiptail (Aspzdoscelis
tesselatus; Say, 1823) has the most extensive natural
geographic distribution among the eight diploid
parthenogenetic species recognized in that genus
li.e., A. cozumela (Gadow, 1900), A. masiini (Fritts,
1969), and A. rodecki McCoy and Maslin, 1962) in
the A. cozumela species group; A. laredoensis
(McKinney et al., 1973) and A. pregpatae (Batley et
al., 2021) in the A. sex/ineatus group; A. dixoni
(Scudday, 1973), A. neomexicanus (LLowe and Zweifel,
1952), and A. fesselatus (Say in James, 1823) in the A.
tesselatus group]. The adaptability of A. zesselatus will
become even more apparent in a forthcoming
report by other scientists on its introduction to and
establishment in habitats in California a great
distance west of its natural geographic distribution
area. Although Zweifel (1965) categorized the
extensive color pattern variation in Cuemidophorns =
Aspidoscelis tesselatus by recognition of informal
pattern classes A, B, C, D, E, and F, subsequent
studies have recognized A and B as belonging to
the triploid parthenogenetic species Cremidophorus =
Aspidoscelis neotesselatus (Walker,

Cordes, and Taylor, 1997) described by Walker et al.
(1997) from southeastern Colorado and I as
belonging to the diploid parthenogenetic species
Cnemidophorus = Aspidoscelis dixoni (Scudday, 1973)
described by Scudday (1973) from Hidalgo County,
New Mexico, and arrays in Presidio County, Texas.
These taxonomic reallocations of some of the pattern
classes recognized by Zweifel (1965) to different
species reduced the known distribution area of what
we currently recognize as A. Zesselatus by relatively
small areas in Colorado, New Mexico, and Texas,
USA. Walker et al. (1994),

Walker et al. (1997), Cordes and Walker (2006), and
Cole et al. (2007) recognized the arrays (we reserve
the term population for species with males and
females) of lizards in a small area of Hidalgo County,
New

Mexico, USA, as pattern class C of A. dixoni, and

st

restricted pattern classes A and B of that species to
relatively small areas in Presidio County, Texas. Two
of us (JEC and JMW) have found one or more arrays
of pattern classes C, D, and E of diploid A. fesselatus
to be easily located, abundant, and readily observable
at close range in a variety of habitats in patts of
Colorado,

New Mexico, and Texas, and Chihuahua state,
México, as also indicated by Zweifel (1965), Taylor
et al. (1996, 2005), Walker et al. (1997), and Taylor
(2021). The only exception to the preceding
statement pertains to the small geographic area of
occurrence of A. fesselatus in Oklahoma, specifically
in Cimarron County, which is the westernmost
extension of the panhandle of the state. In fact, all
the whiptail lizard specialists coauthoring this report
(i.e., MAP, JEC, and J]MW) have felt the sting of
disappointment during repeated attempts to locate
and study this species in the state! The total number
of A. tesselatus pattern class C lizards observed during
the many individual visits to Cimarron County by
members of that group was one adult by JEC on 31
July 2015. The purpose of this report is to review
what little is known about A. fesselatus in the state of
Oklahoma and to document its current presence in
the state through a series of recent observations
made of this species in Cimarron County,
Oklahoma.

Taxonomic Comments

We identified the pattern class of the Cimarron
County, Oklahoma, all-female lizards based on
videos, still images of lizards in the field, images of a
lizard in hand, and previous examination of four
preserved specimens from the Carnegie Museum
with dates of collection (i.e., CM 48859-48860
collected on 10-11 June 1968, CM 93821-93822
collected on 4 August 1983). The Oklahoma array
of A. tesselatus belongs to pattern class C of that
species (sensu Zweifel 1965), which also naturally
occurs in parts of the Texas panhandle, adjacent
New Mexico, and southeastern

of Cnemidophorus to partially correct paraphyly in the
latter genus. Reeder et al. (2002) and Reeder and Cole
(2005) considered the generic name Aspidoscelis to be
of feminine grammatical gender. Thus, they
reassigned and emended Cuemidophorus neotesselatus to
Aspidoscelis neotesselata, C. sexlineatus to A. sexlineata, C.
tesselatus to A. tesselata, C. tigris marmoratus to A. tigris
marmorata, and C. gularis septemvittatus to A. gularis
septemvittata. However, Tucker et al. (2010) reiterated
the interpretation by Steyskal (1971) that the name
Aspidoscelis must be treated as being of masculine
grammatical gender. To quote Tucker et al. (20106):

The
Common
Checkered
Whiptail
(Aspidoscelis
tesselatus,
Say, 1823)
has the most
extensive
natural
geographic
distribution
among the
eight diploid
parthenoge-
netic species

recognized
in that
genus...
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Fig. 1. A rocky, sparsely vegetated, and sun-drenched site
resulting from human disturbances where a large (>90 mm SVL)
third- or fourth-year adult of diploid parthenogenetic
Aspidoscelis tesselatus pattern class C was observed along with
three additional individuals of the species by GHC and BEC in
Cimarron County, Oklahoma, on 29 July 2023. Note the
camouflage effect of the dorsal pattern of the lizard.

Colorado (Zweifel 1965, Walker et al. 1997). The
dorsal color pattern characteristics of individuals of A.
tesselatus in Oklahoma includes a black dorsal ground
color, retention of evidence of six cream, yellow-tan
or gray primary stripes, a zig-zag cream, yellow-tan, or
gray configuration in the vertebral field between the
paravertebral stripes, which some scientists refer to as
a vertebral or middorsal stripe, and extensive pale-
hued bars connecting the irregular stripes as described
by Zweifel (1965), Walker et al (1997), and shown in
Figs. 1-2. Although the lizard in Fig. 1 has fragmented
lateral stripes that are partly incorporated into lateral
bars, the lizard in Fig. 2 has intact lateral stripes
coalesced with lateral bars.

A possible source of confusion for the reader
pertains to the nomenclature of the A. zesselatus
complex, its evolutionary progenitors, and sympatric
congeners. Reeder et al. (2002) accepted that 4.
tesselatus was derived from one or more hybrids
between gonochoristic A. #gris marmoratus = A.
marmoratus marmoratus and A. gularis septemvittatns. They
resurrected the name Aspidoscelis from the synonymy

Copyright © Notice: Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0) SONORAN HERPETOLOGIST 37 (3) 2024

common or variable gender (masculine or feminine) is
to be treated as masculine unless its author, when
establishing the name, stated that it is feminine or
treated it as feminine in combination with an
adjectival species-group name.”” “Because Fitzinger
(1843: 20) did not state the gender of either name, and
did not combine either name with its type species
name (or any species-group name) to indicate gender,
these genera must be treated as masculine.” Thus,
based on Tucker et al. (2016), the appropriate names
are returned to A. neotesselatus, A. sexlineatus, A.
tesselatus, A. marmoratus marmoratus (based on
Hendricks and Dixon 1980), and A. gularis
septenittatns (based on Walker 1981a, b) for the taxa
referenced herein.

Methods

An extensive literature search was conducted using
standard search engines (primarily Google Scholar)
and the Literature Cited sections of relevant articles.
In addition, three separate searches for museum
specimens of A. zesselatus in Oklahoma were
conducted using VertNet. The first query used search
term Cremidophorus tesselatus Oklahoma, the second
query used the search term Aspidoscelis tesselata
Oklahoma, and the third query used the search term
Aspidoscelis tesselatus Oklahoma. All three located
museum specimens (see Results).
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Field observations of A. zesselatus in Oklahoma
wetre made by GHC and BEC who (inspired by
completion of a herpetology course in the summer
of 2023 taught by MAP) embarked on two field trips
to search for amphibians and reptiles in Cimarron
County during the summer of 2023. The focus of
this report is an area in the immediate vicinity of
Black Mesa State Park and Nature Preserve Visitor
Center. Subsequently, we became aware of
additional observations of A. fesselatus from within
the small town of Kenton, Oklahoma. These ate
also included in this report.

Results

The first reports of A. zesselatus in Oklahoma
wete provided by Blair (1950) and Glass and
Dundee (1950). The former author only mentioned
collection of Cremidophorus grahamii (Baird and
Girard, 1852), now treated as a synonym of 4.
tesselatns, in Cimarron County. The more substantive
latter reported was based on a single specimen of
Common Checkered Whiptail collected on 10
August 1949, which was many years before Maslin
(1962) reported that it is an all-female species. The
single lizard of the species reported by Glass and
Dundee (1950) was found in a pinon-juniper
association in a canyon at an elevation of ca. 1341.1
m on the north side of legendary Black Mesa. Even
at that time, the scatcity of the species in Cimarron
County had become apparent as is indicated by the
fact that it was the only individual of .A. zesselatns
observed in the area during a two-week period.
However, numerous individuals of the smaller
gonochoristic

specimens in the Carnegie Museum, the museum
numbers for which were previously listed herein, of
which two were collected in 1968 and two in 1983,
the second query (Aspidoscelis tesselata Oklahoma)
located three specimens all in the Texas Natural
History Museum collected in 1958, and the third
query (Aspidoscelis tesselatus Oklahoma) located five
specimens in the Oklahoma Museum of Natural
History collected in each of four years (with
museum numbers) 1957 (29331), 1966 (32600),
1976 (35126-35127) and 1977 (29350). We are also
aware of several additional specimens of the species
in several teaching collections in Oklahoma;
however, there are no substantial samples of 4.
tesselatus from Oklahoma in existence to our
knowledge. Several general herpetological guides are
available that include Oklahoma reptiles and briefly
mention the species. The most recent of these is
Sievert and Sievert (2021) who importantly reminds
readers that the scarcity status of A. fesselatns locally
is such that “This species has a closed season in
Oklahoma and cannot be collected.”

This report provides the first detailed
observations on the biology of rarely observed
diploid parthenogenetic A. zesselatus, identifiable as
pattern class C (sensu Zweifel 1965). On 29 July
2023 at ca. 0940 h GHC and BEC observed the
first of four adult individuals of .A. fesselatus C that
morning, all only a short distance from a cove of
Lake Carl Etling (elev. ca. 1337.5 m; Fig. 4). The
lizards observed 7z sitn in Cimarron County on that
date were active in largely unshaded patches of
parched grassland habitat with

conducted
using
VertNet.

The first
reports of A.
tesselatusin
Oklahoma
were
provided by
Blair (1950)
and Glass and
Dundee
(1950). The
former
author only
mentioned
collection of

Cnemidopho-

Fig. 2. Image of an unusually large (>90 mm SVL) and regal fourth- or fifth-year adult of diploid parthenogenetic Aspidoscelis tesselatus
pattern class C photographed by anonymous as it was basking on a cement surface in downtown Kenton, Cimarron County, Oklahoma.
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that area over the

now

grahamii

Racerunner) (Six-

Girard,

same two-week

treated as
petiod. @ synonym of

of the status of Knowledge A.

tesselatus,

A, tesselatus in 1N Cimarron
Oklahoma, as well as the
significance

County. of this

report, can be further understood by the following results from VertNet searches, which are universally available to internet
users. The first query
(Cnemidophorus Fig. 3. A sandy, sparsely vegetated, and sun-drenched site resulting from human disturbances where a zesselatus

Oklahoma) tesselatusmoderately large (ca. 80 mm SVL) second-year individual of diploid parthenogenetic pattern class C was
captured and released by GHC and BEC in Cimarron County, Oklahoma, on Aspidoscelislocated four 19 August 2023.

on 19 August 2023. Near the dam of Lake Catl Etling
and the parking lot on the side of road closest to the
lake (elev. ca. 1316.4 m) one individual of A. zesselatus
was observed at ca. 1304 h under the blistering air
temperatutre of 99 °F. The apparent non-reproductive
lizard, in its second year of life, was captured by
noosing in a grass-scrubland area of habitat with a
sandy substrate and rocky outcroppings (Fig. 3). This
female, which was 80 mm in snout vent length (SVL)
with a mass of 17.0 g, was stalked within a meter and
noosed. When released within a few minutes it
retreated at an incredible speed! Park rangers informed
BEC and GHC that during the activity season of the
species several individuals of A. fesselatus per day were
usually observed in various parts of Black Mesa State
Park and Nature Preserve Visitor Center; however, it
is likely that late August was near the end of the
summer activity season for adults of the species as
reported for

southeastern Colorado by Maslin (1966) and Taylor et

al. (1999a). Park rangers in-
Another observation on the adaptability of fO rmed BEC a nd

A. tesselatus C to areas dominated by humans in
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Fig. 4. Image copied from Google Earth with pins showing the
geographical relationship between the sites where Aspidoscelis
tesselatus pattern class C was observed on 29 July 2023 (lower
left) and 19 August 2023 (upper right) near Lake Carl Etling, Black
Mesa State Park and Nature Preserve Visitor Center, Cimarron
County, Oklahoma.

scattered junipers (Fig. 1). Also notable were scattered
ant mounds, large numbers of grasshoppers, and
ample evidence of burrowing likely in part by
individuals of A. Zesselatus C. Potential cover available
for use by the lizards was scattered about the mostly
barren locale and included some large rocks, several
brush piles, numerous clumps of cacti, and scattered
yucca plants. Behaviorally, the animals were not flighty
from mere human presence, which permitted the
acquisition of a video and several still images at close
range (e.g., Fig. 1). We estimated that the snout vent
length (SVL) of the large reproductively mature lizard
in Fig. 1 to be >90 mm SVL, which would place the
individual in the third or fourth summer of life with an
expected seasonal fecundity of two clutches of 3-5
eggs per clutch (Taylor et al. 1999a, b). The lizard in
the image would have been easily collected were that
an objective, as it jerkily moved about ca. 2.5 m from
the human observers, occasionally stopping to press
body and limbs against the essentially barren landscape
for thermoregulation by basking (Fig. 1). The last two
adults of A. fesselatus C observed on that date had an
intriguing spatial relationship of one closely following
the other in and out of clumps of yucca. These
observations provided further evidence that .A. fesselatus
C is tolerant of, and even prospers, in disturbed
habitats maintained by human activities (Walker et al.
1995, 1997).

A second visit to the general area at a site ca. 150 m
from that on the first visit (Figs. 2-3), was undertaken

extreme western Oklahoma was provided by a

resident of Kenton, Oklahoma, who sent images of
adults A. zesselatus to GS and LS of Sievert and Sievert
(2021). The images were accompanied by the note that
three of these lizards were living in a yard in
downtown Kenton. Existence of this species in human
modified habitats has also been frequently observed by
JEC and JMW in Colorado, New Mexico, and Texas
in the USA and Chihuahua state in México (Walker et
al. 1997). We have been notified that an introduced
array of the species has also been discovered in such
habitat in California far west of the natural distribution
area of the species in New Mexico. We hypothesize
that some of the advantages for the presence of A.
tesselatus in such altered areas dominated by humans is
that they provide an essentially predator free zone with
open spaces for basking, retreat, and food gathering,
conditions commonly exploited by this species
(Walker et al. 1995, Taylor et al 1996, 1999b). There is
also considerable anecdotal evidence that humans in
an urban setting do not fear this lizard, and that they
regard it as a regal addition to their environment. Its
status is further enhanced by knowledge that it is
among the small number of allfemale vertebrate
species in the world (see Vrijenhoek et al. 1989).

The basis for the historical lack of attention to the
biology of A. zesselatus in Oklahoma compared to
research on the species in Colorado, New Mexico,
and Texas in the USA and Chihuahua state in México
is a result of the scatcity of the species in Cimarron
County. However, the underlying ecological basis for
the dearth of specimens of A. fesselatus from the state
in research collections and the scarcity of reports on
the biology of A. fesselatus C in Cimarron County
remains a perplexing enigmal

GHC that during

the activity
season of
the species
several
individuals
of A.
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per day
were
usually
observed
in various
parts of
Black Mesa
State Park
and

Nature

Preserve
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