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Dead Snake Identification

If snake has red, yellow, and black
bands, look at the arrangement:
If red bands touch yellow bands, it is
poisonous (E. Coral Snake).
If red bands touch black bands it is
nonpoisonous.
If snake doesn't have colored bands,
look under tail:
If 2 rows of scales side by side
•Nonpoisonous.
If 1 row of scales (most of way)
•Poisonous.
Of course, if either a rattle, or a pit, or
an elliptical pupil is present, it is
poisonous.
Always be careful when handling a
dead snake. Muscle reflexes can cause
the dead animal to bite.

First Aid for Poisonous Snakebite
1. Calm the victim: be as reassuring
as possible - shock can be a severe
problem.
2. Tie a constricting band, just tight
enough to dent in the skin, a few
inches above the bite between the
bite and the heart. Lower the bitten
area [if possible].
3. Remove tight objects from the area
of the bite [rings, bracelets, etc.].
4. Move person to the nearest doctor
as calmly and quietly as possible. If
ice is available cool the area, [do
NOT freeze it].
Cutting and suction are only necessary
when the victim shows signs of
complications: pain, swelling,
discoloration, numbness. If you can
get the bite victim to a doctor within a
30 minute period cutting and suction
is unnecessary. If the doctor is farther
away and complications develop make
a cut lengthwise through each
bleeding fang mark. Cut V* inch deep
and remove blood and fluid with
suction cup or mouth. Continue
suction until doctor tells you to stop.

Eastern Cottonmouth

POISONOUS

Photographs, Courtesy of: Mark Bara, David Scott,
Tommy Mancke and Ab Abercrombie.

Common Sense and Snakes

1. Clear away trash piles, rock piles,
etc. Trash attracts animals that
snakes feed upon.
2. Cut grass, control dense low
growing plants in your yard.
Uncontrolled vegetation provides
hiding places for snakes.
3. Do not place your hands into or on
any thing you cannot see. Be
careful when climbing, or
exploring holes in the ground.
Most snakebites occur on the arms
or legs.
4. Never walk where you cannot see
the ground. Use a stick to open a
path through foliage if necessary.
5. Be careful when turning over or
stepping over logs and rocks.
Snakes seek shelter beneath
them.
6. Never handle poisonous snakes.
Even dead snakes can bite due to
muscle reflex action.
7. When out at night, use a light and
stay on the path or trail. Snakes
hunt during cooler times of the
day, especially in the summer.
8. If you see a snake and cannot
identify it regard it as if it were
poisonous. That does not mean that
it should be killed.
9. Be alert when in the woods. Out of
doors most people overlook many
interesting things, including
snakes.
10. Become familiar with poisonous
snakes found in your area. Use
this pamphlet and authoritative
books about reptiles. The more
snakes you see the easier it is to
identify them.
For further information contact:
Rudy Mancke
South Carolina Museum Commission
P. O. Box 11296
Columbia, South Carolina 29211
Copyright by the South Carolina Museum Commission, 1977.

Pigmy Rattlesnakes

POISONOUS

Sistrurus miliarius ssp.
Statewide, bears living young, 15-22"
These are our smallest rattlesnakes. Their
rattle is tiny, and is not easily heard. These
snakes prefer dry, open areas. They are easily
irritated, but are of little concern to humans
because of their size. These snakes feed upon
small mice, lizards and frogs. Two varieties
occur in South Carolina.

POISONOUS

Eastern Coral Snake
Micrurus fulvius fulvius
Coastal Plain, lays eggs, 20-30"
These snakes are identified by their black
snout and bright colors. The red bands touch
the yellow bands. Coral snakes are secretive,
most often being found under shelter. This
snake has very deadly venom, but its fangs are
short and it rarely bites. They feed upon lizards
and snakes.

POISONOUS

Eastern Diamondback Rattlesnake

Crotalus adamanteus
Lower Coastal Plain, bears living young,
33-72"
This species is the largest poisonous snake in
North America. The diamond shaped markings
are distinctive. This snake stands its ground
when cornered. It is found in either dry or
moist areas of the low country where it feeds
mainly on rabbits, although birds and rats are
also taken. This is our most dangerous
poisonous snake.

POISONOUS

Copperheads
Agkistrodon contortrix ssp.
Statewide, bears living young, 24-36"
These are our most common poisonous snakes
statewide. Copperheads are responsible for
most snakebites, but their bite rarely causes
death. These snakes prefer moist areas where
they feed upon any animal small enough to
swallow. Often, they vibrate their tail when
angered. Two varieties occur in South
Carolina.

POISONOUS

Timber and Canebrake Rattlesnakes

Crotalus horridus ssp.
Statewide, bears living young, 36-70"
Two similar rattlesnakes occur in South
Carolina. The timber rattlesnake is the upland
form, the canebrake rattlesnake is the
lowcountry form. Both snakes are large and
feed upon birds and small mammals. These
are the most common rattlesnakes to be
found in South Carolina.

POISONOUS

Eastern Cottonmouth

Agkistrodon piscivorus piscivorus
Coastal Plain, bears living young, 30-48"
This is the only poisonous snake that prefers a
water habitat. Cottonmouths do not hurry away
from humans as nonpoisonous watersnakes
do. Often, when angered, they open their
mouth wide and vibrate their tail. They are
common in slow moving bodies of water where
they feed upon any animal small enough to
swallow.

Banded Water Snake
Natrix fasciata fasciata

Coastal Plain, living young, 24-42"
These snakes are common in all bodies of
water, where they feed upon frogs, toads and
salamanders. Watersnakes usually hunt for
food at night and spend considerable time
sunning during the day. This variety is often
mistaken for a cottonmouth.

Brown Water Snake
Natrix taxispilota

Coastal Plain, bears living young, 30-60"
This large snake is typical of river swamps in
South Carolina. It feeds mainly upon fish, and
is commonly seen sunning on tree limbs
overhanging the water. This snake is often
mistakenly called a cottonmouth. This is our
largest nonpoisonous water snake.

Red Bellied Water Snake

Natrix erythrogaster erythrogaster
Piedmont & Coastal Plain,
bears living young, 30-48"
This water snake has bright red or orange belly
and lips. It feeds upon frogs, toads, and fish
and reaches a considerable size. This snake,
as is true with all water snakes, will bite when
angered.

Northern-Midland Water Snakes
Natrix sipedon ssp.
Mountains & Piedmont, bears living young,
22-42"
These nonpoisonous snakes are common in
lakes and streams where they frequently are
confused with the cottonmouth. They feed
upon frogs, toads, and fish. They are frequently
seen sunning on logs in the water. They
quickly leave when approached by humans.

Black Racers
Coluber constrictor ssp.
Statewide, lays eggs, 30-60"
This is one of the most common snakes in
South Carolina. It is solid black on the back
with dark skin between the scales. This snake
moves swiftly and feeds upon any animal that
it can chase down. It is not a constrictor.
Black Racers are very nervous, vibrating their
tail and biting when cornered. This racer is a
good climber.

Eastern Coachwhip Snake
Masticophis flagellum flagellum
Statewide, lays eggs, 42-60"
Coachwhip Snakes grow to become one of the
longest species in South Carolina. They can
move swiftly to capture and feed upon any
thing they can catch. These snakes are very
nervous, vibrating their tails (not whipping!)
and striking when angered. They are at home
on the ground, or in shrubs and trees.

Eastern Kingsnake
Lampropeltis getulus getulus
Statewide, lays eggs, 36-48"
This powerful constrictor is immune to the
venom of all of our pit vipers, and it often eats
them, as well as other snakes, lizards, birds
and mammals. The markings on this snake
stand out clearly. Its scales are very shiny. It
prefers moist areas and vibrates its tail when
disturbed.

Mole Snake

Lampropeltis calligaster rhombomaculata
Statewide, lays eggs, 30-40"
This burrowing snake is seldom seen above
ground. It is a constrictor that feeds principally
upon mice. It vibrates its tail when angered,
and is often exposed during building
excavation processes. Due to their brown
color, they are often called brown kingsnakes.

Scarlet Kingsnake

Lampropeltis triangulum elapsoides
Piedmont and Coastal Plain, lays eggs,
14-20"
This snake is rarely seen, preferring to hide
under bark on fallen trees and elsewhere. It is
a constrictor, feeding upon lizards, snakes, and
young mice. It is often mistaken for a coral
snake, but this kingsnake has a red snout and
red bands that touch black bands (compare
with Coral Snake).

Northern Scarlet Snake
Cemophora coccinea copei
Statewide, lays eggs, 14-20"
This small burrowing snake is a constrictor,
feeding upon small mice, snakes, lizards, and
eggs. It is often mistaken for a coral snake,
but the scarlet snake has a red snout and red
bands that touch black bands. In this species
the bands do not go entirely around the body.

Pine Snakes

Pituophis melanoleucus ssp.
Statewide, lays eggs, 48-66"
This snake is found most often in pine forests
and similar dry areas. It hisses loudly when
frightened, and vibrates its tail. It is a powerful
constrictor, that feeds upon birds and small
mammals. Pine Snakes are very secretive.
They are seldom seen.

Earth Snakes

Virginia sp.
Statewide, bears living young, 7-10"
These are secretive snakes that are overall
grey in color and feed upon softbodied
animals. Earth snakes are often found within
city limits, hiding beneath boards or other
debris. Often they may be seen above ground
after a rain. These are our shortest snakes.

Queen Snake

Natrix septemvittata
Mountains & Piedmont, bears living young,
15-24"
This is one of the State's smallest water
snakes. It is a good climber, often seen sun
ning in small trees near a lake or stream. This
slender snake feeds upon crayfish, small fish,
and frogs. Unlike most water snakes, it has a
small head and seldom bites when bothered.

Garter and Ribbon Snakes

Thamnophis sp.
Statewide, bears living young, 18-26"
These snakes have yellow stripes that run the
length of the body. They prefer moist areas,
but are found in a variety of habitats. They are
common, feeding principally upon frogs, toads,
and fish although other small animals are
taken. These snakes move about freely during
daylight hours and are seen frequently.

Brown Snakes
Storeria sp.
Statewide, bears living young, 8-13"
Brown snakes are usually found under shelter.
They are common snakes, feeding upon earth
worms, slugs and other softbodied animals.
One variety has a red belly and is called a
red-bellied snake, while the others have gray
bellies. These small snakes are often found
within cities.

Rough Green Snake
Opheodrys aestivus
Statewide, lays eggs, 22-32"
This slender snake is common and perhaps the
easiest to identify because of its color. It feeds
upon softbodied insects and spiders. It blends
well with its surroundings, and is easily
overlooked. It is an excellent climber, usually
seen in a shrub or bush, not on the ground.

Black Rat Snake
Elaphe obsoleta obsoleta
Mountains & Piedmont, lays eggs, 42-72"
Upper Coastal Plain
This snake is also known as a chicken snake
or a pilot blacksnake. It is a powerful
constrictor, that feeds upon birds and small
mammals. These snakes are expert climbers
and often hibernate or lay eggs high in hollow
trees. The whitish skin that shows between the
black scales is distinctive.

Yellow Rat Snake
Elaphe obsoleta quadrivittata
Lower Coastal Plain, lays eggs, 42-72"
This species is also called the chicken snake
or 4 lined rat snake. It is a close relative of the
Black Rat snake, and it is a powerful
constrictor and a good climber that feeds upon
birds and small mammals. It vibrates its tail
when annoyed. A common cross between this
snake and the black rat snake is found
throughout the Upper Coastal Plain, and is
known as the greenish rat snake.

Corn Snake
Elaphe guttata guttata
Statewide, lays eggs, 30-48"
This snake is also called a red rat snake. It is
a powerful constrictor, killing and eating birds
and small mammals. The animal's bright
colors and the spear shaped marking on the
top of the head make identification positive.
Corn Snakes are great rodent eaters.

Hognose Snakes
Heterodon sp.
Statewide, lays eggs, 14-33"
These snakes are known by their upturned
snouts (hog-noses). They dig with this snout to
uncover toads, their principal food. Hognose
snakes are great bluffers, hissing loudly and
flattening their necks when alarmed. If bumped
or further annoyed, the snake rolls on its back
as if dead. They are often called "spreading
adders."

Ringneck Snakes
Diadophis punctatus ssp.
Statewide, lays eggs, 10-15"
These snakes are easily identified by their dark
shiny backs and the light colored (orange or
yellow) ring around the neck. These snakes are
usually found under cover. They feed upon
small salamanders or soft-bodied animals such
as earthworms and slugs, and are readily
identified even when the distinctive ring is
incomplete.

Eastern Worm Snake
Carphophis amoenus amoenus
Statewide, lays eggs, 71/2-11"
This burrowing snake resembles an earthworm
and feeds upon earthworms. This species is
rarely seen above ground. It is common in
loose earth and around rotting stumps, trash
piles, and similar habitats. The pink belly color
extends onto the sides of the body.

Eastern Mud Snake
Farancia abacura abacura

Coastal Plain, lays eggs, 40-54"
This heavy bodied snake lives in swampy
areas where it feeds upon amphibians of all
kinds and eels. The species is a burrower that
is seldom seen above ground in the daylight.
The tail bears a harmless spine. This snake is
very shiny when seen in bright light.

Rainbow Snake
Farancia erytrogramma erytrogramma

Coastal Plain, lays eggs, 36-48"
This heavy bodied burrowing snake lives in
swampy areas where it feeds upon a variety of
large salamanders. Rainbow snakes are most
active at night, searching for food. There is a
harmless spine at the end of the tail. This is
one of our most colorful snakes.

General Information:
This information has been assembled
n response to numerous requests for
facts about the snakes of South
Carolina. All of the poisonous snakes
and most of the common
nonpoisonous snakes are represented.
Furty-nine varieties of snakes have been
identified from South Carolina, nine of
them are poisonous. Nonpoisonous
snakes far outnumber the poisonous
species in number and variety. A
better understanding of these animals
will be helpful to anyone who
encounters them.
Snakes are reptiles, animals that are
characterized by scale covered bodies,
and skin that is dry. Turtles, alligators
and lizards are also reptiles. Snakes
differ from other reptiles in that their
bodies do not have legs, external ears
and eyelids.
A snake's belly scales serve as legs. In
connection with muscles and ribs they
push or pull the snake over any
surface. Snakes do not feel vibrations
through the air, which we know as
hearing, but they are very sensitive to
vibrations that travel through surfaces
they may be resting upon. Snakes lack
eyelids, but they do have a
transparent scale that covers and
protects the eye.
Feeding:
All snakes are carnivorous. Many snakes
fulfill an important role in reducing
populations of rats, mice, other
rodents and harmful insects. A
snake's mouth contains six rows of
small,sharp teeth. These teeth are
curved towards the rear of the mouth
so that the snake's prey cannot easily
pull free. All snakes have teeth. Only
the poisonous snakes have modified
teeth called fangs. Fangs are hollow or
grooved teeth by which venom is
injected into prey animals. Snakes
cannot bite off part of their food and
swallow it. They must swallow their
animal prey whole or not at all.

A snake's skull is made up of light
bones loosely held together. This
allows for some skuII movement while
swallowing large prey. The lower jaw
bones are held together by a flexible
ligament that allows them to spread
far apart to let food pass into the
mouth when the snake is swallowing.
The curved teeth aid in pulling food
into a snake's mouth.
Snakes generally capture their food in
one of three ways. Most snakes simply
seize their prey with their mouth and
hang on. Such snakes feed upon
animals which are less powerful than
themselves. Another method of
feeding is by constriction. Constrictors
seize their prey, wrap their powerful
body around it, and squeeze. These
snakes do not crush their food to a
pulp. They simply prevent the animal
from breathing and then swallow it
when it is unconscious. A third
method of feeding involves the use of
fangs and poison. Poisonous snakes
stab their prey to inject poison. This
poison causes unconsciousness and
often death of the prey animal. Snakes
use poison almost totally to secure
food. The poison begins to digest the
animal even before the snake
swallows it, by breaking down cell
structure.
Reproduction:
Snakes become dormant in winter and
many hibernate. Soon after they
become active in spring they mate.
Snakes give birth to young either by
laying eggs or by bearing living
young. The egg layers usually deposit
their eggs in the spring or early
summer. These hatch in late sumnr\er
or early fall. The live bearing snakes
give birth to young in late summer or
early fall. In most cases, young
snakes look like the adults. However,
in racers, coachwhips, most rat
snakes, mole snakes and red-bellied
water snakes, the young have

markings (blotches) on the back that
are lost as they mature. In general, as
snakes grow older, their markings
become less distinct.
Shedding and Growth:
As they eat and grow, snakes shed
their outer skin, usually two to four
times a year. Shedding varies
depending upon the age and the
health of a snake. The shed skin
is exactly like the snake from
which it came except for two
things: it is turned inside out and it
has usually been stretched longer than
the snake from which it came.
Among rattlesnakes, whenever the
skin is shed a section is added to the
rattle. Since rattlesnakes shed their
skin two to four times a year the
process adds two to four sections to
the rattle each year. A snake's rattle is
very flimsy and sections often break
off. The age of a rattlesnake cannot
be told by simply counting the number
of sections in the rattle. The rattle
consists of thin layers of dead dry skin
very much like the material in human
fingernails. When the snake vibrates
its tail, it shakes the dry segments of
skin against one another to produce
the rattling sound.
Senses:
The senses of snakes are different
from the senses of humans in many
ways. As previously mentioned snakes
do not hear sounds, but they are
sensitive to touch. They can detect
vibrations through any surface and
can thereby tell when there is
movement nearby. Snakes do not see
as well as humans and probably do not
have color vision. They are very aware
of movement. As long as an animal is
sitting still, the snake cannot really
tell that it is there by sight. When the
animal moves, the snake then
becomes aware that there is a living
creature near it.

The most important sensor that
snakes possess is the tongue. The
tongue is not a stinger. It functions to
taste and smell. When a snake sticks
out it's tongue and moves it up and
down it is sampling the air for odors.
The tongue is moist and dissolves
odors in the moisture, then brings
them back into the mouth. There are
two openings in the roof of the mouth.
One fork of the tongue fits into each
opening. These openings have nerve
endings that smell and taste for the
snake.
Rattlesnakes, copperheads and
cottonmouths have an extra sense
organ known as the pit. They possess
a pair of pits, one on each side of the
head halfway between the eye and the
nose. These pits are very sensitive to
temperature changes. Any snake in
the United States with a pit on each
side of it's head is poisonous, and may
be referred to as a pit viper. Eight of
the nine poisonous snakes in South
Carolina are pit vipers. The exception
is the coral snake.
Snakebite:

Deaths due to snakebite are rare in
South Carolina. An average of just
over one person a year dies from
snakebite. The majority of people
bitten by poisonous snakes are bitten
by copperheads. Fewer than 1 % of
the people bitten by copperheads
die. Cottonmouth bites are more
dangerous, but rattlesnake bites
account for most South Carolina
deaths from snakebite. The coral
snake has the deadliest venom of all,
but because of its small fangs, mild
nature and rarity, it causes few deaths.
Most bites occur while people are
handling snakes or are trying to kill
them. Snakes are rarely aggressive,
but they will defend themselves when
threatened. It has been determined
that no venom is injected in 25 to 30%
of all poisonous snakebites. When

striking at a human, a snake is merely
trying to move the person away, not to
cause injury.
The best protection against snakebite
is alertness. Do not bother a snake and
it will not bother you.
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South Carolina can be divided into
three regions, as shown here. The
mountains cover only a small part of
the State, from 1000 foot elevations up
to 3554 feet at Sassafras Mt. The
Piedmont, or Upcountry, is a larger
section with elevations from 1000 feet
down to approximately 400 feet. It is
composed of exposed rocks, red clay
soils, and rocky rivers. The Coastal
Plain, or Lowcountry, is the largest
region, whose elevations extend from
400 feet to sealevel. It has a more
sandy soil and sandy broad rivers.
Some snakes can adjust to all three
regions while others are found in only
one region or another. The range of
each snake is listed beneath its
picture, along with its average length,
feeding habits, etc. After determining
which region you are in, you can know
which snakes to expect to encounter
there.

