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A type specimen is a single voucher, desig-
nated upon the original description of a new 
species, as the standard name-bearer for that 
species. The type locality is where the type 
specimen was collected. Type specimens have 
tremendous value in systematics and taxon-
omy, and are therefore afforded special care 
within the collection they reside.
Kansas has been considered the type local-

ity owner of three currently recognized spe-
cies of amphibians and reptiles. All three were 
described prior to Kansas becoming a state in 
1861. 
The Plains Narrow-mouthed Toad (Engystoma 

olivaceum [=Gastrophryne olivacea]) was de-
scribed by Edward Hallowell in 1856 from speci-
mens collected in “Kansas and Nebraska”. 
The Spring Peeper (Hyla crucifer [=Pseudacris 

crucifer]) was introduced to science by Prince 
Maximilian Alexander Philipp of Wied in 1838 
from a specimen collected at “Cantonment 
Leavenworth”.
The first species of amphibian or reptile col-

lected from what would eventually become 
Kansas was the Western Ratsnake Coluber ob-
soletus (=Pantherophis obsoletus). Naturalist 
Thomas Say described the type specimen in 
1823 from Isle au Vache (Cow Island), Kansas 
(a heavily forested island on the Missouri River) 
(Figure 1). Cantonment Martin was a military 
post established on Cow Island 1818.
Say’s type locality stretches from NE Kansas 

to western Iowa. He wrote... “It is not an un-
common species on the Missouri from the vicin-
ity of Isle au Vache to Council Bluff.”
The Kansas herpetological histories compiled 

by (Smith, 1950, 1956; Collins 1974, 1982; 
Collins and Collins, 1993; and Collins et al., 
2010), and various other publications have al-
ways documented the type locality (or at least 
Cow Island) as being in Kansas. 
And so, I was surprised when I came across 

the following statement in a discussion of the 
earliest valid name for the populations of this 

Figure 1. L. H. Evert’s & Co. map of southeast Atchison 
County published in 1887 and showing Cow Island (star) 
and the associated hydrology prior to the flood of 1881.

Figure 2. A Kansas Department of Transportation map of 
southeast Atchison County from 1936. Showing Cow Island 
(red star) in Kansas.

Figure 2. A Kansas Department of Transportation map of 
southeast Atchison County from 1956. Showing Cow Island 
(red star) outside of Kansas.
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Ratsnake complex found west of the Mississippi 
River in Burbrink et al. (2021). “After course 
changes of the Missouri River, Cow Island (Fig. 
1; 1) is now on the Missouri side and is no lon-
ger a distinct island; the historical locality is just 
south of Iatan, Missouri.”
I contacted Frank Burbrink and he directed me 

to co-author Alex Pyron who had determined 
the correct locality by examining an online 
property boundary map of Platte County, Mis-
souri (https://beacon.schneidercorp.com/Ap-
plication.aspx?AppID=589).
At the time Say published his description of 

Pantherophis obsoletus the main channel of the 
Mississippi River was on the east side of Cow Is-
land and the western side of the was separated 
from present-day Atchison County, Kansas by a 
small slough (Figure 1). 
That situation remained until a flood in 1881 

shifted the main channel of the Missouri River 
west and Cow Island became connected to the 
Missouri side (Figure 2). 
For several years, both Kansas and Missouri 

lay claim to Cow Island. The dispute was ulti-
mately settled in 1890 when a court ruled that a 
boundary would change with the gradual move-
ment of a natural boundary (accretion) but not 
due to a sudden change (avulsion). Cow Island 
was still in Kansas.
In 1949, the Kansas, Missouri, and US con-

gresses ratified the Kansas-Missouri Boundary 
compact. This agreement set the boundary at 
the center of the current channel of the Missouri 
River (which by then had been dredged, levied, 
and straightened to become effectively fixed) 
(Figure 3). Kansas lost Cow Island and the type 
locality of Pantherophis obsoletus.
Cow Island has been used regularly since the 

US military abandoned Cantonment Martin in 
1826. It was utilized as a temporary military 
station during the Civil War. 
Since the, it has been owned whole and in part 

by individuals and businesses. It was many of 
the businesses (most of them bars) that kept 
Cow Island in the papers between 1881 and 
1920 during the respective state and national 
prohibition periods. 
Currently, Cow Island is home to the Iatan 1 

and 2 coal-fired power stations operated by Ev-
ergy (Figure 4).

Literature Cited
Burbrink, Frank T., R. Alexander Pyron, Marcelo 

Gehara, Alexander D. McKelvy, and Edward 
A. Myers. 2021. The corrected taxonomic his-

tory of the North American Ratsnakes (Pan-
therophis obsoletus Complex), Herpetologi-
cal Review 53(3):537-547.

Collins, Joseph T. 1974. Amphibians and Rep-
tiles in Kansas University of Kansas Museum 
of Natural History Public Education Series 
(1): 1-283.

Collins, Joseph T. 1982. Amphibians and Rep-
tiles in Kansas. 2nd edition. University of 
Kansas Museum of Natural History Public Ed-
ucation Series (8): 1- 372.

Collins, Joseph T. and Suzanne L. Collins. 1993. 
Amphibians and Reptiles in Kansas. Third Edi-
tion. University Press of Kansas, Lawrence, 
Lawrence. 397pp.

Collins, Joseph T., Suzanne L. Collins, and Travis 
W. Taggart. 2010. Amphibians, Reptiles, and 
Turtles of Kansas Eagle Mountain Publishing., 
Provo, Utah. 400pp.

Smith, Hobart M. 1950. Handbook of Amphib-
ians and Reptiles of Kansas. University of 
Kansas, Museum of Natural History, Miscel-
laneous Publication (2): 1-336.

Smith, Hobart M. 1956. Handbook of Amphib-
ians and Reptiles of Kansas. Second edition. 
University of Kansas Museum of Natural His-
tory Miscellaneous Publication (9):1-356

Figure 4. Contemporary view of Cow Island (red star) and 
the Iatan 1 and 2 coal-fired power station. Photo taken on 
10 April 2021 and collected from the Google Earth service.


