Snakes on Fort Riley


Since the beginning of time, snakes have been at the center of many fears and legends.  They are perceived as being secretive, creepy, and just downright sneaky.  Snakes are different from other wildlife not only in a physical sense, but also in the tall-tales category.  Bar none, snakes have more associated myths, stories and legends than any other animal. 


With the onset of warmer weather, snakes and other reptiles are now becoming more noticeable on Fort Riley.  And when the snakes emerge from hibernation, public fears emerge with them.  The most common reason people dread snakes is for fear that they are venomous.  However, to die of snakebite in Kansas, you really have to work at it.  Only one snakebite fatality has occurred in the state in the past 47 years. Venomous snakes are not all that common either.  Of the 38 species of snakes found in Kansas, only 5 are venomous.  However, you should still be weary while outdoors in this area.  Copperheads are fairly common on Fort Riley and can inflict a severe wound.   Snakes generally avoid people and move away when threatened.  Most snakebites occur when they are handled, stepped on or cornered.  All too often, people are bitten while trying to kill the snake!


Without a doubt, the legendary rattlesnake is the one who gave all other snakes a bad name.   There are three species of rattlesnakes found in Kansas, the prairie, timber and massasauga.  The timber rattlesnake is found in the eastern third of Kansas, but is becoming increasingly rare.  Of all venomous snakes, it has the mildest disposition and will remain motionless and quiet to avoid being seen.  The massasauga is the smallest of the rattlesnakes and can be found in the eastern two-thirds of Kansas.  It too is becoming increasingly rare throughout its range.  It is somewhat aggressive and is difficult to hear when it rattles because of its small size.  Timber rattlesnakes and massasaugas have not been found on Fort Riley, although both have been found nearby.   The prairie rattlesnake is what western movies are made from.  It has a nasty disposition and is larger than any other venomous snake in Kansas (up to 5 feet).   This snake does not occur on Fort Riley.  


No other snake has been subjected to more tales and mistaken identity than the cottonmouth, commonly called the water moccasin.  However, this dangerous snake has only been documented twice in the state of Kansas, both times in the Spring River drainage in Cherokee County.  Cottonmouths are often confused with the several species of water-snakes.   The three species of water-snakes in Kansas are very aggressive and will strike even when unprovoked.   Consequently, this mistaken identity has led to the demise of many harmless water-snakes and countless broken fishing rods.  

The copperhead is by far the most common venomous snake in Kansas.  As its name suggests they are normally copper in color, but vary from reddish brown to gray.  The color and pattern of the copperhead makes it difficult to see among the leaves on the forest floor. They are usually found on the edge of woodlands and in association with rocky outcrops. 


Although the chance of being bitten by a venomous snake is highly unlikely, obtaining quick medical attention is most important.  It does absolutely no good to “cut and suck” as was once prescribed.  That may even make the translocation of venom worse.    If bitten by a venomous snake, try to stay calm and go directly to a hospital.  


All snakes, including venomous species, are beneficial to mankind.  They are highly efficient predators of rodents, and serve to keep nature in balance.   Their presence indicates a healthy environment.  The Conservation Branch has several snakes on display.  For more information on snakes or any other natural resources topic, please call 239-6211 or stop by the office Monday thru Friday 0730-1600.

