Copperheads are common on Fort Riley

There are many attributes that make Fort Riley a great place for training the men and woman of America’s Army.  One aspect that many might overlook is the relative lack of threat from venomous snakes.  In fact there has only been one species of venomous snake ever documented on Fort Riley, it is the copperhead.  The timber rattlesnake and the massasauga rattlesnake have been documented near Fort Riley, but never within the Fort’s boundaries.  

Copperheads are distinctive in their looks.  They have 7-20 light-edged brownish cross bands on their back and sides.  Their pupils are elliptical, similar to a cat eye, and all copperheads have a small heat-sensing pit towards the tip of the head, which is used for thermal imaging.  Copperheads do not have any kind of rattle on their tail, but can vibrate the tip of their tail when aggravated.  They also emit a strong smelling musk when aggravated.  When compared to many non-venomous snakes, copperheads are relatively heavy bodied.  Adult copperheads typically achieve lengths of 2-3 feet.  Copperheads eat a variety of prey items.  They are particularly fond of rodents, frogs and cicadas. 

Fort Riley is located at the extreme western border of the copperhead’s range.  Surprisingly, copperheads are relatively common on Fort Riley.  Several individual copperheads have been found during reptile surveys conducted by the Conservation Division.  Due to their secretive nature and quality camouflage copperheads can coexist near or in residential areas.  They typically will remain undiscovered, but occasionally one is found near people’s homes.  

The venom of the copperhead is mild, and rarely fatal.  There have not been any human fatalities from a copperhead bite reported in Kansas over the last fifty years.  Of all venomous snakebites reported in the United States copperhead bites are the most commonly reported.  This is primarily due to the large amount of urbanization that has occurred in the east and the fact that high densities of copperheads can be found near cities.  Although rarely fatal, copperhead bites are painful.  Besides the pain, swelling of the immediate area around the bite area will also be immediately obvious.  Due to the swelling any tight fitting clothing or jewelry should be removed immediately after a bite occurs.  A small percent of copperhead bites are dry bites, and no venom is injected.  The most important thing to remember in the event of a bite is to get to a hospital CALMLY and SAFELY.  Ideally a bite victim will want to have someone to drive them to the hospital.  Since the venom of the copperhead is mild, there is no need to drive using excessive speed.  

Copperheads are typically only active during daylight, but become active at night in the summer months.  Copperheads rely on their camouflage and ability to remain still to avoid predators.  They are not aggressive and only bite when threatened.  Most human bites occur on the victim’s right hand.  This would indicate the victim was trying to handle or harassing the snake in some manner.  Bites to the lower leg are also common indicating that the victim accidentally stepped on the snake.

Although the majority of snakes lay eggs, the copperhead gives birth to live young.  Females give birth to an average of five young during the summer.  Young copperheads are born with a yellow-greenish tail.  It is thought that the tail serves as a lure to attract small frogs.  Young copperheads are born with venom and should be considered just as potentially dangerous as adults.  

A live adult copperhead is kept on display at the Conservation Office. If you have any questions please call (785) 239-6211.  Office hours are 0730-1600 Monday-Friday.  










