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The timber rattlesnake (Crotalus horridus) is a viperid 

snake that occurs in the eastern half of the United States. The 

western edge of its range extends to the eastern third of Kansas 

(Conant and Collins, 1991), where the species occurs along 

heavily vegetated, rocky outcrops on partially forested hillsides 

(Collins, 1993). 

The timber rattlesnake was listed as a "Species In Need of 

Conservation" in Kansas by the Kansas Department of Wildlife and 

Parks in May 1992 (Rundquist, 1993), and is protected in 12 

states throughout its range (Brown, 1993). There has been 

considerable research done on this species in the eastern portion 

of its range, but little has been done in Kansas. The only 

research currently being done on the timber rattlesnake in Kansas 

is the work on state snake populations by Dr. Henry Fitch (Brown, 

1993) . 

The main objective of my research was to study the 

distribution and habitat use of the timber rattlesnake in 

Chautauqua, Elk and Montgomery counties, Kansas. 
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Materials and Methods 

Timber rattlesnake distribution and habitat use were studied 

by: 1) searching (on foot) appropriate habitat and areas reported 

to have timber rattlesnakes in Chautauqua, Elk and Montgomery 

counties; and 2) road cruising. The number of person- hours in 

each area was recorded. All sightings of timber rattlesnakes 

were recorded on a county road map, and the type of habitat 

present in the area they were located was noted. The Kansas 

Department of Wildlife and Parks provided permits to collect 

timber rattlesnakes. 

This research was conducted from May through October, 1993. 

During that time, 70-person hours were spent searching, by foot, 

areas with appropriate habitat. In Montgomery County, 28 person

hours were spent searching four sites; 22 hours were spent 

searching four sites in Chautauqua County; and 20 hours were 

spent at two sites in Elk County. One site in Elk County was 

searched twice because I had observed a timber rattlesnake there 

during summer 1992. The size of the sites I searched ranged from 

60 to 120 acres, but only likely timber rattlesnake habitat in 

each area was investigated. Another 30 hours were spent road 

cruising in the three counties studied: 14 hours in Chautauqua 

County; four in Elk County; and 12 hours in Montgomery County. 
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Results 

Six specimens of timber rattlesnakes were found during this 

project, and all were located through road cruising. Five were 

road kills. Figures 1 through 3 show locations of the study 

sites and timber rattlesnake sightings. 

Five specimens were found in Chautauqua County. one 

specimen was found in June, three in mid - July, and one in late 

october. Three of these were documented by Bill Ramshaw, a 

conservation officer for the Kansas Department of Wildlife and 

Parks. The first specimen was sighted alive near the Sedan City 

Lake at Sec. 28, T 33S, R 11E. The habitat surrounding the lake 

is primarily woodland. The second specimen was found near Elgin 

at Sec. 17, T 35S, R 10E in a woodland area. The third specimen 

was found south of Sedan at Sec. 36, T 33S, R 11E near a woodland 

area. 

I found two more timber rattlesnakes in Chautauqua county. 

The first was located on 6 June 1993 at the NW 1/4 of Sec. 24, T 

32S, R 12E, and the second was found 23 october 1993 at the SW 

1/4 of Sec. 13, T 33S, R 11E. Both specimens were found near 

open grassland. 

I also found one specimen in Montgomery County, which 

constitutes a new county record for the timber rattlesnake. It 

was located in the western 1/2 of Sec. 19, T 33S, R 13E, and was 

found on 8 August 1993. The nearby habitat was primarily 

grassland. This specimen was preserved and sent to Joe Collins 
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at the University of Kansas Museum of Natural History (KU 

uncat.). 
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No timber rattlesnakes were found in Elk county, though I 

had observed one there previously in August 1992 on the NE 1/4 of 

Sec. 13, T 31S, R llE. It was found along a woodland edge and 

had just consumed a full-grown fox squirrel. 

Although no specimens of timber rattlesnakes were found in 

the locations I searched on foot, seven other species of snakes 

were found. One, the Rough Earth Snake (Virginia striatula), was 

found in Chautauqua County and is a Species In Need of 

Conservation. Other snake species observed were: Flathead Snake 

(Tantilla gracilis); Racer (Coluber constrictor); Rat Snake 

(Elaphe obsoleta) ; Coachwhip (Masticophis flagellum) ; Rough Green 

Snake (Opheodrys aestivus); and Common Garter Snake (Thamnophis 

sirtalis). 

Discussion 

Collins (1993) noted the timber rattlesnake inhabits 

heavily vegetated, rocky outcrops along partially forested 

hillsides. According to Brown (1993), timber rattlesnakes are 

migratory, moving away from their dens in spring and back toward 

their dens in the autumn. During their spring field trip on 

April 24 and 25, 1993, members of the Kansas Herpetological 

Society found a den with thirteen timber rattlesnakes in 

southwestern Chautauqua County (Collins and Rundquist, 1993). On 

16 May 1993, Paul Shipman and I visited the den site but no 

timber rattlesnakes were observed. 
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During their migrations, timber rattlesnakes are sometimes 

found in other habitat types (Brown, 1993). Three of the six 

specimens located during this project were found in open 

grassland areas. Local landowners say they observe more 

rattlesnakes in August, during hay cutting season, than at any 

other time of the year. Timber rattlesnakes may use the food 

sources present in these grassy areas. 

One of my secondary objectives for this project was to· find 

a population of timber rattlesnakes in Montgomery county. 

Although timber rattlesnakes had not been documented for this 

county, several factors led me to believe they occur there. One 

is that the western edge of Montgomery County lies in the 

Chautauqua Hills, a physiographic region that extends into six 

Kansas counties from Oklahoma (Buchanan, 1984). This region is 

made up of primarily sandy soils, with black jack oak and post 

oak being the predominant trees. All other documentations of 

timber rattlesnakes in this area of Kansas (Chautauqua, Elk and 

Wilson counties), have been made in the Chautauqua Hills. 

In 1990, Mr. James Arnwine, Professor of Biology at 

Independence Community College, found a timber rattlesnake at the 

NW l/4 of Sec. 20, T 32S, R 14E in Montgomery County, but did not 

submit it for documentation. Arnwine's sighting location is 

within ten miles of mine, and both are along the western edge of 

Montgomery County near the Chautauqua County border. In this 

same general area, park rangers for the u. s. Army Corps of 

Engineers have also observed an occasional timber rattlesnake. 
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With my documentation, plus past observations, it seems timber 

rattlesnakes do have a limited presence in Montgomery County. 

After finding only six timber rattlesnakes during 100 hours 

of field work, I feel a long term research project must be 

implemented to better understand timber rattlesnake status and 

ecology in southeast Kansas. Timber rattlesnakes are extremely 

shy retiring creatures, and will generally only rattle after 

another animal comes within several inches of them (Oldfield and 

Keyler, 1993), thus they are difficult to locate. Documentation 

of timber rattlesnake natural history in southeast Kansas may 

rely on finding den sites and monitoring the population over a 

long period of time (Brown, 1993). 

One of the major threats to the timber rattlesnake in the 

three counties studied is human bias towards snakes. The 

attitude by some in this area is that the only good snake is a 

dead snake. For example the local newspaper for Cherryvale, 

Kansas, the Cheryvale Gazette, frequently publishes pictures of 

large fish that are caught in the area, but in the August 19, 

1993 edition they also printed a picture of a man showing off a 

timber rattlesnake he had recently killed (Fig. 4). Running this 

picture creates a bad image of the snake. Educational programs 

dealing with snakes are needed, and the Kansas Department of 

Wildlife and Parks' summer naturalist program is a step in the 

right direction. 
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