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ABSTRACT 

The Reptiles of Cherokee County, Kansas. 

Myron Alec Hurd . 

Department of Biology 

July, 1936 

Cherokee County has an area of 585 aqua.re miles. The 

greater part is oove~ed with bydrophytes and mesopbytes, 

but there are some Xerophyti.C areas. A large part of its 

area is covered with typical prairie grassland. Thickets 

of plum, sumac, persimmon, bawthorne, blackberry1 and buok 

brush occur in pastures and wastelands. Along the streams 

may be found the elm-a.sh-oak as sootstion,3 and other plants. 

Along the embankments may be found blackberry, sumac, and 

wild rose. Surrounding the ponds and marsh areas are rushea
1 

r eeds, button willows, and willows. 

The mean annual temperature is 56 degrees fahrenheit. 

' The three SllllI!I!er months average 77 and the 3 winter months 

average 36 degrees fab.renheit. The mean annual precipptation 

is ~3.25 inches. The area has a growi ng sea son of 195 days. 

In the list of reptiles are enumerated the species 

which have been seen and collected by the writer during the 

period from September 1926 to July 1936, with notes on their 

habits and habitats which would be of value. 

The reptiles have been placed in four groups; reptiles 

of open grasslands, reptiles of forest, reptiles of lakes , 

rivers, oreeks, and ponds , and reptiles of marsh areas. 

There a.re 38 s pecies of reptiles belonging to 28 genera 
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10 families, and 3 orders. which have been identified. 

There are 8 apeoies of Testudinata or turtles, 7 species 

of Laoertilia or lizards, and 23 species of Serpentes or 

Snakes. 

The reptiles of widest habitat distribution are the 

box turtles, garter snakes. blotched king snakes, pilot 

black snakes, and glass snakes or legless lizards. 

The reptiles of greatest economic value are the box 

turtles, striped race runners, blotched king snakes, green 

snakes, bull snakes, black snakes , and blue racers. The 

most harmful reptiles are the water turtles, water snakes, 

and pit vipers. 
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INTRODUC.T ION 

This p~per aontains the results of a study of the 

reptiles of Cherokee County, Kansas, during the year of 

1935, and the spring and early summer of 1936. The 

author has, for many years, been interested in reptiles and 

bas eolleeted and studied specimens fauna in the eounty 

since 1926. 

It was estimated by oheoking the ranges, as given by 

eminent herpetologists, for the various speeies in the United 

States that approximately~~ speaiea might be found in Cher

okee County. I n this study an attempt has been made to 

verify the ranges of these reptiles and to oolleet, elassify, 

and deseribe all of the speaiea and Tsrieties of reptiles 

found in the eounty: to determine their feeding, breeainc, 

nesting, hibernating, and other habits of life; to deter

mine the number of speaies and how they eompare in relative 

abundance; to determine the economic importe.n~e of the Tar

ioua species; to know if the elimate and habitats found hem 

are favorable for a la.ree reptilian :fauna; and, if possible,· 

to eheck the effe~t of the establishment of reereational 

eentera upon the number of reptiles. 

For identifieation purposes and nomenclature the eheck 

list of the Amerioe.n Sogiety of Herpetologists and the fol

lowing referenees have been used : Blanahard (1925).Ditmars 

(1933), Ortenberger (1926), Jordan (1929), and other her

petolo&ists of note. 

In order to determi ne the number of species in the 
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aounty, the ralatiYe abunda.nee of the members of each speeiea, 

and the habitats most favorable to eaoh,oerta.in areas were 

selected for surveys and studies. Areas were selected 

which would show a cross seetion of the representative types 

of habitats of the aounty, with c.onsideration given to all 

of the elimatic, edaphic, and biotic faetors. 

The strictly terrestrial animals were easily eaptured, 

but the .aquatie, seeretive,' and burrowing forms were diffi

ault to find and were often in inaccessible plaees. The 

two water t ·errapins were easily eaught in trs.pa. The snap

ping turtle, soft-shelled turtle, mud turtle, and musk tur

tle were o~casionally eaught in seines, but t his method 

eould not be relied on, as the animals often retreat into 

holes in the banks. Baited hooks were used, but t bis was 

a slow method of obtaining specimens. Most of the specimens 

were obtained by shooting them. The aquatic reptiles often 

sank and it was neoesss.ry to dive to the bottom to o.J?tain 

them. The secretive and burrowing forms were obtained by 

digging under roeks and logs. 

During the spring, before the vegetation had made mueh 

crowth and the mating season was on, the animals eould be 

seen with less diff iculty. During the summer many animals 

were killed as they basked in the sun. A few specimens 

were captured in the fall when they were congregating a.round 

the hibernating quarters. Some of the water snakes were 

easi ly taken in the early morning while they were rather 

slugpish in movement after feeding. 

All 0£ t he specimens were identified at the time of 
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eolleeting, and then embalmed or preserved for future study. 

The snakes and lisards were preserved in jars eontainin& 

a solution of •a% formaliehyde. The turtles were either moun

ted or embalmed with a ~o% solution of formaldehyde and 

shellacked to prevent rapid deaeioation. An attempt wae 

made to make all of the speeimens look as life-like as 

possible. 

Reaords of the waather, temperature, soil eonditions, 

habits, and habitats were taken at the time the specimens 

were collected. 

An attempt has been made to present this work to the 

reader in a manner and language that will be reedily under

stood by persons without adveneed training in biology.It is 

hoped that this work may be of interest to many teachers 

and students in the field of biolosy, and that it may help 

to stimulate a greater interest in reptiles as well as other 

wild life. It is felt that more work of this type should 

be done in order to determine more nearly the bounds of the 

regional varieties and species. 

The writer has no knowledge that any similar survey 

has ever been made in southeastern Kansas. 



PHYSICAL FEATURES 

Cherokee County i s situated in the extreme southeastern 

oorner of the state. rt forms an almost perfect square, 

being 23 1/~ miles from north to south, and slightly over 

25 miles from east to west. It eompris_ea 586 square miles 

or 37~,~oo aares. 

The elevat ion ranges from 780 feet above sea level in 

the Neosho River bottoms in the southwest corner of the 

eounty to 1100 feet above sea level on the rid€e south of 

Columbus and the Ose.rk uplift east of Baxter Springs. Most 

of the oounty oonsists of residual prairie country, but the 

western extension of the Ozark uplift covers about 35 square 

miles in the southeastern part. The upland part of the 

•ounty eonsists of unduleting to gently rolling pr.airie, 

with occaeional ridges and hillocks. Tne stream bottoms and 

terraces are usually level. In general the oounty consists 

of a broad plain, with broad, shallow, flat-bottomed-._Tal1eya 

&long the larger water eourses. 

There are two ehief irainage divisions whieh a.re sep

arated north and south by a divide most pronouneed from the 

Oklahoma line to Columbus. The western section is drained 

by the Neosho River and the eastern section by Sprin& River. 

The principal tributaries of Neosho River are Lightning 

Creek. Deer Creek, Cherry Creek, and Fly Creek. These 

streams flow in & southwesterly direotion, and with Tarr 

Creek and Fo'IU"-mile Oreek which flow south. drain the entire 

western half of the eounty. Spring River with its prineipal 

tributaries, the Cow Creek, Shawnee Creek, Brush Qreek, and 
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Willow Creek from the west, and Short Creek, Shoal Creek, 

and Killaboo Creek from the east, drain the eastern halt 

of the eounty. All but the larger streams a.re dry most of 

t he summer. Spring River is fed by the springs in the lime

stone hills of the Oss.rks, and the water is nearly always 

olear. The Neosho flows through the prairie country and is 

usually muddy because of its soft mud bottoms and banks. 

An area equal to that of an entire township is subject 

to overflow from the Neosho River. Spring River elso over

flows frequently, but does not cover nearly as much territory 

during such perio ds as does the Neosho. The large creeks 

have comparatively wide beds, and these, as well as the 

river bottoms, a.re inundated after heavy rains. 

Allot the creeks and rivers are heavi l y t i mbered, 

exeept where some land has been cleared, Heny of the rocky 

hills of the county are covered with sorub oak, persiI!lIIlon, 

and other hardy trees. Near Mineral, Saam.men, Weir, and 

Columbus much coal mining has been done, and the mounds re

sulting from these operations are overgrown with cottonwood, 

wild cherry, maple, and e&talpa trees. Praetieally all of 

the prairie land is meadow, pasture, or in cultivation. 

CLIMATE 

The elimate of Cherokee County is not ~ypieal of Kan

sas nor of the other t wo states that meet a t the eo utheas

tern eorner of the county. It has a longer growing season 

than any other county of the state. Extreme t emperatures 

vary from 19 degrees below sero in winter to 112 degrees 
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above zero iri summer.The average annual rainfall is 43.25 

inches , which is higher than in any other part of Kansas. 

It is fatily well distributed throughout the year, and over 

half of the total preeipitation oecurs in the spring and 

summer. Periods of drought are quite common, bowever,in 

July and August. 

The average, maximum, and minimum temperature and pre-

eipitation, as recorded at Columbus for a period of,~ 

years, 1891 to 19M inelusive, are given in Table l. 

LIFE ZONES 

Cherokee eounty not only dif fers in climate from the 

rest of Kansas and Missouri , but it also differs in the life 

sanes. It is in the Lower Austral Life Zone while the rest 

af the state and the state of Missouri on the east a.re in 

the Upper Austral Zone. Being, as it is, on the transition 

line, it might easily have a richer faunal life than most 

areas of simil&r dimensions. It would normally be inhabited 
'-

by the Austroriparian fauna, yet the Car olinian fauna un

doubtedly extends over the line. 



TABIE I 

THE AVERAGE MONTHLY RAINFALL AND TEMPERATURE 011' CHEROKEE 
COUNTY FOR A PERIOD OF « YEARS, 1891 to 1934, INCLUSIVE 

Month Rainfall Temperature 
in inohee Degree a P'. 

January 1.92 34.40 

February 1.96 36.60 

Ma.rah 3.38 46.90 

April 4.59 56.70 

May 5.42 65.'IO 

June 6.09 74. '/0 

July 4.10 '/8.80 

August 3.93 78.30 

September 4.10 71.20 

Ootober 3.30 59.60 

November 2.36 <l7.30 

December 2.12 36.00 

Annual 43.25 5'7.20 

Maximum annual 68.30 60.10 

Minimum annual 29.26 M.10 



GENERAL DISCUSSION 

The reptiles are cold blooded, air-breathing, veTte

brates whose bodies are aovered with horny scales or plates. 

The limbs. when not rudimentary or wanting, have claws on 

the digits and are well developed and adapted for running, 

climbing, burrowing, and swimming. The skeleton is well 

developed and ossified. Reptiles are oviparous or ovovivi

parous. The eggs are large and are laid in or on land and 

inoubated by the heat of the sun. The young resemble the 

parents when born or hatched. There is no postnatal meta

morphosis. 

The f ollowing characteristics dis tinguish the reptiles 

from other vertebrates: They differ from the amphibians in 

having gastrocentrous vertebrae; a skull which articulates 

with the atlas by one oondyle; respiration which is effected 

by lungs; kidneys which have no nephrostomes, each kidney 

having one separate ureter; eggs which are meroblasti.c; 

and amnion and allantois formed duri.D8 development. They 

differ from the amphibians and mammals in having mandibles 

which consist of many pieces and which articulate with the 

crani um through the quadrate bone, and an ilio-sacral con

nection which is post-acetabular. 

They differ from the birds and mammals in having a 

great paucity of glands, and neither hair nor feathers on 

the body; a poikilothermous temperature; a heart divided 

into two atria; an incompletely divided ventricle: the 

right and left aortic arohes are complete and functional. 

8 
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They differ from the mammals in having nucleated, biconvex 

and oval red blood-oorpuaales. 

There are three orders of reptiles in Cherokee County, 

the Testudina.ta or turtles, Lacertilia or lizards, and 

serpentes or snakes. There are two orders of modern rep

tiles, the Crocodilini and Rhynchooephelia, without local 

representatives. In the Mesozoic age, known geologically 

as the "Age of the ~eptiles" there were 1~ orders of these 

animals which included the fish-like, the bird-like. and 

the mammal-like dinosaurs. Of these 17 orders only the 

highly generalized orocodiles, turtles, lizards, and snakes 

are in existence today. 

The three orders of reptiles in the county are divided 

into 10 families, 28 genera, and 38 species. It is probable 

that several species have been exterminated in the oounty in 

the last 50 years, due to man's wanton destruction of the 

animals and of their native habitats. The horned to~d, 

oollared lizard, and many others that are highly beneficial 

to the farmer are nearly extinct because of the tilling of 

the s oil. Some of the least desirable reptiles, such as the 

snapping turtle and water snakes have been able to live and 

maintain their numbers, largely because their habits do not 

oonfliot with man, and because the water affords protection 

for them, Six apecies of terreatrial lizards and snakes 

that were listed by authoritiea as inhabitants of this sec

tion were not found in this study. The wanton, ruthless 

ki l ling of snakes by men in general is the chief factor in 
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oausing the extermination of many. 

Cherokee 6ounty usually has no extremes of temperature 

injurious to reptiles. The sub-zero temperatures are usual

ly of short duration and the ground seldom freezes to a 

depth of one foot. High temperatures are favorable for the 

growth of reptiles. 

A great variety of habitats ia found in the county. 

Neosho River, Spring River, Deer Creek, Lightning Creek, 

Cherry Creek, Fly Creek, Four-mile Creek, Tarr Creek,Shaw

nee Creek, Brush Creek, Cow Creek, Shoal Creek, and Kill&

boo Creek have a permanent supply of running water. The 

water in these streams is rich in lime and other minerals 

needed to support the growth of algae and fresh water animals 

euoh as crustaceans, mollusks, fish, amphibie.ns, and aqua.tic 

reptiles. Refuges are common along banks where the follow

ing vegetation affords protection: Polygonum (smartweed), 

Ambrosia (greater ragweed), Vernonia (iron weed), Bidens 
'-

(beggar ticks), Salix (willow), Betula (birch), Plata.nus 

(sycamore), Ulmus (elm), and Cephalanthus (button bush). 

The smaller streams have many holes of water with a 

depth of three to four feet, and seldom go dry. They often 

become stagnant during the summer. The shallow parts often 

have algae, Sagittaria (arrowhead), Nymphaeae (water lilies), 

Hibiscus (swamp mallow), or Lemna ( duckweed) growing in 

them, which provide food and shelter for many of the fresh 

water animals. Along the banks of these streams are found 

the Ju.nous (rushes), grasses, Cephalanthus, Salix, Betula, 
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and other woody plants. Thickets of Pru.nus (wild plum), 

Cornus (dog wood), ~leditaia (honey loouat), Crataegus 

(hawthorne), Rubus lbllickbe~ry), and other woody plants 

a.re common. 

The larger lakes suoh as Mineral Lake, Horse Shoe 

Lake, Riverton Lake , Rime's Lake, Fowder Mill Lake, and 

Brown's Lake together with thousands of ponds and hundreds 

of sloughs in the county provide excellent habitats for 

animals. These larger bodies of water remain cool in the 

deeper parts, but become very warm and stagnant in the 

shallow parts which are often overgrown with Juncus, Sagit

taria, Lemna, Typha (oat-tail), and other herbaceous plants. 

Along the shores of the lakes are grasses of many kinds, 

and with the Salix, Cephalanthus, Crataegus, Rhus, and 

Polygonum provide food and shelter for animals. 

The land habitats are varied. The rich, blaok, bottom 

lands have a rank growth of vegetation which supports insects 

and other animal life. These lands are covered with Quercus 

(oak), Juglans (walnut), Hicoria (hickory), Acer (maple), 

Fraxinus (ash), Platanus (sycamore), Tilia (linden), and 

many other trees. The ground below is shaded, moist, and 

cool, and is covered with much leaf mold and rotting debris. 

The Ozark uplift, timber ~und, and numerous hills over 

the county are overgrown with Quercus (scrub oak), Rhus, 

Rosa (rose ), Rubus. Prunus, Diospyros (persimmon), Crataegus, 

and various grasses. The soil is rocky and often semi-arid 

but is usually rich in humus. 
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The meadows are low in humus due to continuous cropping 

by the farmers. The spring vegetation is made up of Silphium 

(rosin weed), Rudbeokia (cone flower), and Baptisia (false 

indigo), which mature before the hay has reached maturity. 

The native grasses, which seldom reach a height of 30 inches, 

are largely Agrostis (red top), Poa (blue grass and spear 

grass), Festuoa (meadow feacue), and Dactylus (Orchard grass). 

The animals are driven from the meadows in July or August 

when the hay is harvested. Moat of the meadows are burned 

in March or April. 

The pastures vary considerably in fertility and the 
. 

growth of vegetation, depending upon topography and range 

management . Most of the pastures are over grazed so that 

during most of the grazing season the grasses are short . 

There are usually many weeds and other plants such as Allbroaia 

(annual and perennial rag weed), Erigeron (fleabane),Achil

lea (ya~row or milfoil), Carduua (thistle), Baptisia.,.Rubus, 

Roaa,Crataegua, Rhue, Symphorioarpoa (buck brush), and 

Toi:ylon (osage ors nge). 

One of the beat natural habitats in the county, and the 

one that is least disturbed by man, is the narrow strip of 

land along each side of the highways. In addition to many 

of the plants already listed for the meadows and pasturea. 

the genera of Aster(~sters). Solidago (golden rod), Helian

thus (sun:flowers), and Bidens (tiok seed) may be found.This 

soil is fertile, rich in humus, and harbors a great variety 

ff vertebrate and invertebrate animals. 
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The semi-a.rid sections are fewer in number, but there 

are no ~eptiles in the oounty entirely dependent upon this 

type of habitat. The semi-a.rid habitats are confined to small 

areas on hills or in pastures and fields where washing, over 

gr.uing, or continuous cropping has denuded the land of veg

etation. 

Food supply and protection are the two major factors in 

determining the habitat of animals. The animals which feed 

upon amphibians are found near water. The species which 

feed on mice may be fo~d, either in wooded sections where 

wood mioe abound, or in the fields and meadows where meadow 

mice are numerous. The reptiles which feed upon worms are 

found in black, rich soil where earthworms are numerous. 

Those which feed upon insects and birds are either terres

trial or arboreal in habits. Protective coloration makes 

the animals inconspicuous in their native habitats. The 

green snake is safe when in the grass or the shrubbe~y. 

The copperhead blends with the rocks or dead leaves. The 

bull snake blends well with dead grass . 

The edaphio factors are also important. The burrowing 

snakes and lizards require loose soil for burrowing. The 

ground snake, ring-neck snake, and brown-backed skink are 

found in moist soil, while the hog-nosed snake prefers a 

dry, sandy habitat. Clefts in rocks or refuges under trees 

and other places a.re necessary for the safety of many of 

the reptiles. If the subsoil 1s rock or clay and is impex-

Vious to water it will not support vegetation, earthworms, 

and other life essential for food for reptiles . 
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The basio food supply of the aquatic reptiles is -lVorms, 

insaots,fish, and amphibians, all of which a.re usually abun

dant. The burrowing, terrestrial, and arboreal species feed 

upon worms, insects, amphibians, birds, or their eggs, and 

mammals. The few reptiles that are partly herbivorous feed 

upon blaokberries, strawberries, pqjte berries, and other wild 

fruits. Birds and rodents, which a.re the prey of some rep

tiles, find an abundance of wild fruits, grass seeds, weed 

seeds, and inseots as food. The semi-arid species of rep

tiles feed largely upon insects. 

Some of the reptiles such as the blotched king snake, 

blue racer, bull snake, and black snake are among the best 

destroyer s of rodents. Others such as the green snakes, 

box turtles, and all of the lizards are enemies of insects. 

The hog-nosed snake eats toads which are beneficial to t he 

ga.rd~ner, ~d the farmer. The garter snakes, water snakes, 

and water turtles destroy amphibians and fish, which' are 

beneficial to man. FoUl" of the species of water turtles are 

edible. While copperheads and rattle snakes are largely 

beneficial in their food habits, they a.re too dangerous, 

because of their poison, to be allowed to live. 

The natural enemies of reptiles are hawks, owls, and 

carnivorous mammals, but there few of these in Cherokee 

County. The h.wka and owls have been ruthless}y killed by 

hunters. The fur bearing oe.rnivores. such as the skunk, 

mink, and weasel have been greatly reduced in numbers. 

The aquatic species of reptiles, suoh as water snakes, 
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snapping turtles, musk turtles. and oumberland terrapins 

are distributed over the entire county where water la found. 

The soft-shelled turtle is rare in the oreeks, but is oom

mon in the t wo rivers. The painted terrapin is common in 

quiet water. The burrowing and secretive reptiles. such as 

the ring-neck snake, ground snake, and brown-backed skink, 

are found in the densely wooded seotions, mostly on Spr i ng 

River and Neosho River. The copperheads and rattlesnakea 

are found in the rocky, wooded habitats of the county, prin

cipally along Spring River and in the Ozark uplift in the 

southeastern part of the county. The prairie rattler which 

ts almost extinct is in meadows or on dry hills. 

The garter snake has the widest habitat distribution 

of any of the reptiles. It feeds largely upon leopard frogs 

a.nd is found wherever this frog is found. If the season is 

wet the frog is in hhe pastures and fields in search of in

sects for food. If the season is dry it is found ne~r water. 

The terrestrial reptiles such as the blue racer, bull 

snake, black snake, king snake, chicken snake, green snake,' 

legless lizard, and box turtle are found in pastures, fields, 

meadows, and waste lands ,all over the county. The hog-nosed 

snake is distributed over the entire county, but is oonfined 

to sandy knolls and is comparatively rare in numbers. 

The blue-tailed skin.le and spiny swift are common in 

the rocky timber land in the southeastern part of the county, 

but may be found in similar habitats along Spring River. 

The horned toad, collared lizard, and striped race runner 

Prefer habitats such as pastures and waste lands that have 
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sparse vegetation. These animals enjoy high temperatures 

and find cowpaths and other bare places favorable for bask

ing in the sun or escape from their enemies . The collared 

lizard likes a more rooky habitat than the other two lizards. 

The snapping turtle, oumberland terrapin, and the two 

box t~rtlea are the moat numerous turtles in the county. The 

glass snake and striped race runner are the most common 

lizards in the county. The diamond-backed water snake, 

blotched king snake, blue racer, bull snake, and pilot black 

snake are the moat numerous snakes i n the county. 

It is interesting to note that the garter snake is 

usually the most co m.non snake found in any section of the 

country, but this was not found to be true in Cherokee County. 

The scarcity of garter snakes in this county may be due to 

the extreme heat and record-breaking droughts which oocurred 

during the last three years. 

The summer of 1934 ha4 over 40 days of temperature which 

exoeeded 100 degrees fahrenheit, during which time no pre~ 

oipitation occurred. All of the smaller and many of the 

larger holes of water along the creeks became dry. The soil 

moisture evaporated completely, wells went dry, many trees 

died, and smaller vegetation became seared. A great con

centration of animals a.round the water holes occurred. This 

unusual year was followed by a wet spring in 1935, and an

other drought with high temperatures in the eummer of 1935. 

The Winter of 1935 was unusually long and cold for this 

section and was followed by a very dry spring i n 1936. These 
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oonditions probably have resulted in the destruotion of 

large numbers of reptiles and other animals throughout the 

oounty. 

Compared with the weather or with other animals, man 

is the worst enemy of the reptiles. If the publio eould 

distinguish between the benefioial and harmful reptiles 

the former would be proteoted while the latter would be 

destroyed. 



ORDER TESTU'JI NATA ( CHELONIA ) 

Turtles and Tortoises 

The representatives of this order, whi ch are found in 

Cheroke e 0ou.nty, ha ve an endoskelet on, and a rather wide 

and short body inclosed in an exoskeleton or shell. The 

shell is composed of a dorsal shield, called the carapace, 

and a ventral shield, called the plastron. The oarapace, 

except in the soft-shelled turtle, is formed of large ex

ternal, epidermal, horny plates, which overlie internal, 

bony plates. The bony plates consist of the flattened ribs 

and trunk vertebrae which coalesce with overlying dermal 

bony plates. There is no sternum on the ventral aide , the 

plaatron consisting exclusively of dermal plates. The 

carapace and plaetron are usually firmly united at the eidess 

by wide bridges. Two pairs of pentadact yl limbs are present. 

In all other vertebrates the limbs are external to the ribs 

but in the turtles, the limbs, the pectoral girdle, and pel

vic are between the right and left rows of ribs. 

The head is a solid and compact structure. The jaws 

are covered by a horny sheath which forms the cu t ting edge. 

The eye has an upper and lower lid and a niotitating mem

brane. The tympanum is at the surface of t he body. The 

neck, Whi ch has 8 procoelus ver t ebrae, is long and flexible, 

and with the head, may usually be retracted into the shell. 

The anterior vertebra is the a t las which holds the condyle 

of the skull f or articulat i on. The s econd vert ebra i s the 

&Xis, Which has short transverse processes, and an odontoid 

Process. The other six vertebrae have only transverse 
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processes. The anterior caudal vertebrae have rudimentary 

ribs. 

Turtles are noted for their tenacity of life. The 

turtles of Cherokee County, with the exception of the two 

species of box turtles, are aquatic. They feed on vegetal 

and animal food, some being strict carnivores, and some 

are omnivores. There are no strict herbivores in the county. 

Turtles breed i n the spring or early summer. They a.re 

oviparous, the eggs being buried in sand or eart~, and inou

bated by the heat of the sun. 

Family Chelydridae 

Snapping Turtles. 

The snapping turtles have many ~rimitive charaoteristios, 

such as a long plated tail, and tuberculated plates on their 

armored body. This co nnects them with the paleozoio past, 

when some turtles were 12 feet long and six feet wide. 

The body is large, high in front, and covered with a 

rough tuberculate oarapaoe, whioh is composed of 24 marginal, 

8 coatal, 5 dorsal, and one nuohal plates. The plastron is 

small, cruciform in shape, and composed of 10 plates and 2 

narrow bridges. The head,· neck and tail are very large. 

The jaws are powerful and hooked. There are five slightly 

Webbed toes on each foot. The hind foot has four claws and 

the front foot five claws. 

This family of turtles is represented in Cherokee County 

by one genus and one species. 
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Chelydra aerpentina 

Common Snapping Turtle; Moss Back. 

Chelydra serpentina is the largest, most vicious, and 

most dangerous turtle found in Cherokee County. Its power

ful jaws, sharp-edged mandibles, and its habit of snapping 

blindly when irritated, make it a formidable animal. A 

large specimen is said to be able to snappoff a man's fihaer. 

The body of the common snapper is olive or dark-brown 

in color. The dorsal and two rows of costal plates are rath

er noticeably keeled in young specimens and less so in mature 

ones. The head is covered with a soft skin, The tail has 

a dorsal row of tubercles and two rows of scales beneath. 

The legs are large and powerful. 

Old specimens may have a length of 30 inches, with a 

carapace 12 inches long, and weigh as much as 4:0 pounds.The 

author has taken 19 specimens of various sizes. The follow

ing measurements are given for the largest, the a.verag-e, 

and the smal l est sized specimens . 

Total Carapace Plastl.·on Body 
length length Width length width depth 
in in. in in. in in. in in. in in. in in. 

21.00 8.50 6.87 6.50 6.50 3.50 

13.50 5.50 4:.87 4:.25 4:.62 2.12 

7.00 3 .00 2.50 2.50 2.60 1.37 

Head Tail length Width depth circumference length in in. in in. in inl in in. in in. 
3.oo 2.25 1.50 '7.00 7.00 
2.50 1.50 1.12 4.50 4 .50 
1.00 0.87 0.62 2.60 2.75 
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The snapping turtle is strictly an aquatic reptile 

end is a common inhabitant of the lakes, ponds, streams,and 

marches of Cherokee County. In late fall it crawls into a 

hole near the bank of a pond or stream and hibernates during 

the winter, becoming active again about the middle of March. 

Extensive migrstion, which occurs during the spring months, 

is due chiefly to food supply, rainfall, and sex urge. Many 

specimens have been found a half mile from the nearest water. 

The grectest migration was noticed after heavy rainfall which 

fell during the month of May and the first week of June. 

In the latter part of May or eerly June the female 

leaves the water and selects her nesting site on land, often 

going quite a distance in order to find moist earth or sand. 

She makes a large round exoavation with her fore feet,crawl

ing into the hole as she digs. The loose earth falls back 

over her body, After depositing the eggs, she covers them 

by raising her body at a sharp angle, which permits the 

loose earth to fall into the hole. The forefeet are used 

to complete the covering. She may lay her eggs in layers 

placing a layer of sand between the layers of eggs. The 

eggs are incubated by the heat of the sun and hatch during the 

SUI!ll!!er or early fall. 

She lays from one to three dozen eggs, the usual number 

being twenty-four. On May 31 one specimen was taken from 

her nest on the bank of Brush Creek, about 10 feet from the 

ehore. She had in her egg sack when killed 16 spherical 

eggs which averaged one inch in diameter. The eggs are white 

and covered with a parchment-like shell, which is tough, 
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elastic, and slightly calcareous. They have a large orange

oolored yolk and thin greenish-white albumen. 

In summer the snapping turtle is often found in shallow 

quiet pools, partially embedded in mud, or hidden behind 

rocks or vegetation such ae water lilies or duck weeds. Its 

mossy back, whioh is due to a.n algae growth on its carapace, 

enables it to blend with its surroundings so that it is dif

ficult to see. From its position of safety it protrudes its 

proboscis every three or four minutes inorder to breathe. 

The snapping turtle is principally nocturnal in its 

feeding habits yet it is often caught dur i ng the day on 

hooks ba ited with worms or flesh . It is a strict carnivore 

and feeds upon fish, frogs, and water fowl. It has a highly 

develo ped tactile sense on its cutaneous papillae which 

enables it to deteot the slightest ripple on the surface of 

the water . It stalks waterfowl~ attacks them from beneath, 

pulls them beneath the surface, and drowns them. It tears 

its prey to pieces with its jaws and front feet. It kills 

fish by biting them in the abdomen when they swim close to 

it. The snapping turtle oan eat only under water. It bites 

off pieces of flesh and washes tt with gulps of water into 

the esophagus, where peristalsis begins. If its prey is 

killed on land it must be carried to the water before the 

turtle can eat it. 

This turtle is the most destructive enemy of wild life 

such as waterfowl and fish. It destroys large numbers of 

domestic and wild ducklings each year. It is common in 
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small oreeks and holes of water. The author found a fair 

sized snapper in each hole of water in a t r ibutary of Brush 

Creek which had a depth of one or two feet and a surface 

area of approximately 200 square feet. Six specimens were 

taken from a water hole in a t r ibutary of Cherry Creek , 

which has a maximum depth of four feet and a surface e.rea of 

approximately 1000 square feet. 

When the snapper is approached in the water it either 

retreats to a more protected spot or withdr aws into its shell 

until danger passes. When handling a live snapping turtle 

it is safe to hold it by the tail only, as its l ong flexible 

neck gives it considerable reach with its jaws. It is very 

tenacious of life. Most of the specimens taken were drowned 

by placing them in a large can of water and weighting them 

down. It was necessary to submerge them for ~8 to 60 hours 

~r longer, to kill them. 

Family Kinosternidae 

Musk and Mud Turtles. 

This family of turtles is represented in Cherokee County 

by two genera with one species in each genus. The musk and 

mud turtles are small aquatic reptiles. The oarapace. whioh 

consists of 23 m~ginal, 8 oosta.l, 5 doraal, and one nuahal 

plete, is rather long and narrow in outline with the margins 

turning downward and inward, rather than flaring out ward. 

The plastron is composed of 11 horny plates, the anterior 

Pair of which have coalesced into one. It is proportionately 

large and well developed, with movable anterior and posterior 

lobes. The head is proportionately large and pointed. with 



strong jaws, and eyes that set well to the front. The limbs 

are slender and the feet short with five webbed toes on each 

foot. There are five olaws on the front feet and four on 

the hind feet. These turtles emit a strong musky odor when 

disturbed. 

These animals are primarily aquatic in habits, yet their 

box-like shell shows evidence of having reverted to the 

aquatic abode after a prolonged anoestry upon land. These 

reptiles are rather olumsy as a terrestrial animal, and if 

they remain on land for a long period of time, they beoome 

light in weight from dessication. When disturbed they act 

as fierce as the common snapper, opening their mouths and 

hissing defiantly, but auoh aotions are mostly bluff. They 

are muoh smaller than the common snapper, having a tot al 

length of less than six inches. 

Sternotherus odoratus 

Common Musk Turtle; Stinkpot. 

The "stinkpot", as it is often called, gets its name 

from the peculiar,sickening odor emitted by t ·he inguinal 

glands when disturbed. It has a smooth, rather narrowly

oval and arched oarapace, which extends, like e~ves, con

siderably beyond the ends of the plastron in front and be

hind. In young specimens the plates are imbrioated and show 

a strong dorsal keel and slight costal keels. In mature 

specimens the plates become non-imbricated, and the keels 

become blunt and obscure. 

The general body color is a pale-brown or olive, blotched 
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or speckled wi t h a darker oolor. The plastron is long and 

narrow and is yellowish or brown in oolor, and rather smooth. 

The anterior and posterior lobes are on l y slightly movable, 

and, therefore, the animal can only partially close the shell. 

It bas two light yellow lines on the head, one running from 

the nost1•il to the neck above the eye, and the other from 

the nostril to the neck below the eye. 

Sternotberus odorat us is a pubnacious carnivore inbabi t-

ing the ponds and streams of Cherokee Co unty, where it orawls 

about on the bottom in search of food. At night it may 

leave the water and crawl along the shore in search of orus

taeeans, worms , slugsy and other animal food . It is not 

very particular about what it eats, at times even becoming 

slightl y herbivorous. Because of its feeding habits, it is 

seldom seen unless oaugbt on a hook or in a seine. During 

the first warm days of spring, it may often be seen at the a 

surface i n shallow water. In warm weather it may often be 

seen floating on pond scum, from which position it derts to 

the bo t tom upon the approach of man. 

In the spring the female lea ves the water to deposit 

two or more china-whi te, elliptioally-abaped, eggs in a 

depression, about two inches wide and two inches deep, in the 

mud or s and. 

Of the six specimens found by the author, two were taken 

Within the city limits of Columbus, one of which was under 

normal weight due to dessication: two were taken from a 

tributary of .Brush Creek, one in a pond while respiring at 
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Ri var. The 

the average, 

Total 
length 
in in. 

6.3'7 

5.50 

2.10 

Length 
in in 

1.3'7 

1.02 

o. 5-' 
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of the water and one along the shore 

fol l owing measurements are given for 

and the smallest sized ejlecimens. 

Carapace Plastron 
length Width lengt h width 
in in. in in. in in. in in. 

4:.'75 2.90 3.60 2.50 

3.87 2.60 2.50 2.19 

1.50 1.26 1.05 1.00 

Head 

Width depth oircumference 
in in. in in. in in. 

1.00 0.75 2.8'7 

0.8'7 0.63 2.50 

0.37 0.32 1.25 

Kinosternon subrubrum 

(Oinosternum pennsylvanicum) 

Common Mud Turtle. 

on Spr ing 

the largest, 

Body 
depth 
in in. 

l.76 

l.75 

0.87 

Tail 

length 
in in. 

0.87 

1.00 

0.25 

Kinosternon aubr ubrum is closely related to Sternotherus 

odoratus. The two speoiea heve many character istics in com

mon with a bout the same f eeding and breeding habits. But 

there are several distinguishing features ~hout the mud tur

tle not possessed by the musk turtle. 

The carapace of the mud turtle is broad, f l at, and not 

mueh longer than the plastron, which nearly fills the open 

space below the carapace. The front and rear lobes of the 

Plaatron are l oosely hinged, making this animal more like 

the box turtle in its ability to withdraw inside its shell. 

The head is not as large or as sharp pointed as in the 
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musk turtle, and the tail ends in a nail or a claw. 

The color of the body is dark-brown or olive with black 

sutures. The head is usually brown with numerous greenish

yellow spots, with the exception of the jaws which are olive. 

The plastron is brown or yellow with distinct lines of growth. 

These turtles also emit a sickening odor when molested. 

The writer has discovered several of these specimens along 

the road du.ring the spring months. When one ~as placed in 

the oar the musky odor given off by the specimen became so 

strong that the animal had to be thrown out and the car 

thDroughly aired, One was caught on a hook, in a tributary 

dt Brash Creek, and put up such a fight that the author mis

took it for a good sised fish. 

All of the specimens taken were approximately the same 

size. The following measurements are given for one specimen. 

Total uarapace Ple.atron Body 
length length width length width depth 
in in. in in. in in. in in. in in. in in. 

6.50 3.87 2.64 3.42 2.42 1.26 

Head Tail 
length Width depth circumference length 
in .in. in in. in in. in in. in in. 

1.25 0.8'7 0.62 2.'75 1.30 

Family Testudinidae 

Box Turtles and Terrapins 

This family is represented in Cherokee Co1ll!l.1ty by four 

species of turtles, two of which belong to the genus Terra

pene, one to the genus Chrysemya, and one to the genus 

Peeudemys. These turtles may be described, in general as 
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havi ng either a highly convex or a depressed, ovate carapace, 

aovered with 5 dorsal,~ pairs of costal, and 25 marginal 

plates. The carapace is broadest behind and flar es outward 

at the margin. The plastron, which ia large and covers the 

whole ventral surface, is composed of 12 plates . It is firm

ly joined to the carapace by wide bridges. 

Terrapene ornata 

(Oistudo ornata) 

Painted Box Turtle; Land Terrapin. 

This is the common land turtle so often found along 

the highways by motorist s . It is equally at home in a briar 

patch, meadow, pasture, field, or cultivated garden. 

Terrapene ornata has a very high, convex, more or less 

globular-shaped carapace, which has a ground color of brown 

or nearly black, with yellow blotches or radiating lines . 

The plates show distinct lines of growth . The plast»on, 

whi ch is about the same color as the carapace, is large and 

rounded at both ends, and is attached to the carapace by a 

ligament. It is divided into two movable lobes by a trans

verse hinge. The anterior lobe, when closed, rests at a 

sharp angle and enables the body, in moat specimens, to be 

completely closed. The male usually has red eyes and the 

female has yellow eyes. The scales on the fore legs are 

usually a bright red or yellow . The front feet have five 

toes and the hind feet have four toes. 

The fol l owing measurements are given for an average 

sized specimen. 
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in in. 

3.87 
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Carapace 
Width 
in in. 

Body 
depth 
in in. 

2.00 

Tail 
length 
in in. 

Terrapene ornata surpasses, in numbers, anu other speo

ies in the county, except possibly, its close relative, the 

three-toed box turtle. Large numbers of these animals are 

killed each year by motor cars and farm machinery, and large 

numbers of eggs are destroyed in the cultivation of fields, 

and yet no noticeable decrease oocurs in the numbers of these 

animals. It is well proteoted from all of its natural enem

ies, except man. When it withdraws into its shell smaller 

animals cannot ha.rm it. The ~author has seen an average eized 

dog chew on one without seriously injuring it. 

The painted box turtle is insectivorous as well as 

herbivorous. During the threshi ng seasoh large numbers of 

these reptiles are found under shocks of grain, where they 

are attracted, probably, by the ground beetles and crickets 

which hide there. In some fields the author has found an 

average of one painted box turtle for each 10 acres of grain 

threshed. 

This turtle is a nomad and moves about during most of 

the warm weather. It is frequently found during the summer 

1n holes abandoned by skunks or other ground burrowing ani-

118.ls. This animal hibernates in the winter by burrowing to 

a depth of two or more feet, or it may appropriate an aban

doned den or a crevice in roc ks. It is thought to live to 

the age of •o or 60 years. 
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The females lay f rom four to ei8ht eggs in shallow 

depressions and oover them with loose soil. The eggs are 

e l liptical and white i n color. They are laid in May or June 

and hatoh the same s ummer. 

Terrapene oarolina triunguis 

Three-toed Box Tur tle. 

The Three-toed Box Turtle is leas attractive in appear

ance than the painted box turtle, having a dull, olive color. 

Many of the immature, and a few of the old, specimens have 

yellow markings on the carapace . The plates on the oarapaoe 

and plastron have marked lines of growth. The head, and the 

scales on the neck and limbs, are a copper or reddish-brown 

oolor . The mandibles ar e yellow with darker blotches. This 

animal is larger than the painted box turtle and has a dorsal 

keel . It has but three toes on the hind foot. 

The following measurements are given for the largest, 

the average, and the smallest sized specimens obtained. 

length 
i n in. 

5.50 

5. 12 

1.50 

Carapace 
width 
in in. 

3 . '15 

1.12 

Body Tail 
depth length 
in i& in in. 

2.75 1.37 

2 . 63 1.25 

0 . 67 0.5'1 

The three-toed box turtle 1s usually· tound in a differ

ent habitat from that of th e painted box turtle. It ia more 

often found in bottom 1 d h th ans were ere is a he~vy growth of 

vegetation. Th t e au hor found many of these animals in weedy, 

bottom land on Spring River. This turtle, when kept in 
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captivity, will eat meat regularly. It is probably more of 

a carnivore than the painted box turtle. The habits are 

about the same for this animal as for the painted box turtle. 

Chrysemys picta belli 

Bell's Painted Terrapin. 

Bell's Painted Terrapin is a common inhabitant of the 

lakes, ponds, and quiet streams of Cherokee County. It has 

a flat, smooth, non-serrated carapace, which is dark-brown 

or olive in col~r. with light-yellow reticulations at the 

margins or, centers of the plates. The marginal plates, above 

and below, a.re centered with crimson lines or blotches, the 

oolor often extending to the margins. The plastron varies 

in color from crimson to yellow and is characteristioally 

marked with wide black bands which meet at the ends. The 

head is dark wi t h inconapic~ous wtite lines on the dorsal 

surface, and with wider white or yellow lines on the sides 

and beneath the head. The legs are black with three or more 

White lines extending to the feet. Immature specimens are 

more brilliantly marked than the mature specimens. The shell 

of a mature specimen is 6 inches or more in length. The 

following measurements are given for the largest, a nd the 

smallest sized specimens obtained. 

length 
Cara.pace Plastron Body Tail 

width length Width depth length in in. in in. in in. in in. in in. in in. 
6 . 20 4.50 5.50 3.63 2.00 1.60 
3. 50 2.87 3,12 2.25 1.25 1.26 

Bell's Painted Terrapin was found in several of the 
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1arger bodies of water of the county. Three specimens were 

caught as they hid in the vegetation along the shore, one 

coming f rom Horse Shoe Lake near Oswego, one from Mineral 

Lake, and the other from the Powder Mill Lake near Turck. 

several other speeimena have been shot ae they floated on 

the surface in other lakes and ponds of the county. This 

turtle is often noticed basking on logs, stones; or vegeta

tion. 

This terrapin feeds upon aquatic insects, tadpoles, 

fishes, and water plants. It may feed upon dead fish and 

other carrion food, which is torn to pieces with ita long 

c~aws and sharp-edged mandibles. When kept in captivity 

it eats chopped beef, fish, insect larvae, and earthworms. 

Its broad, webbed toes make it an excellent swimmer. 

The female makes a flask-shaped neat in moist sand 

along the shore of standing water and depoaits from t to 8 

oval eggs. The eggs are covered and the fine sand pressed 

down firmly by the knuckles of her hind feet. 

This turtle makes an excellent pet for an aquarium, 

provided it is not placed with fish or other animals. With 

the possible exeeption of Pseudemys troosti it is the most 

attractively colored turtle in the county. 

Pseudemys trooati (elegans) 

Cumberland Terrapin; Troosta Terrapin; Slider. 

The Troost'a or Cumberland Terrapin is the water turtle 

moat often seen by the average person, either as it is sun

ning itself on a log, rook, along a bank, or as it comes 
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to the surface to breathe. It gets the name of "slider" 

from its habit of sliding i nto the water when approached 

by man. The author has found this turtle in every type of 

water habitat in the county. It is more numerous than any 

turtle exoept the two species of box turtles. 

This species is difficult to describe because of marked 

individual variations in shape and oolorationa. The males 

di f fer so much from the females and immature in coloration 

that the former waa formerly listed as Pseudemya troosti 

and the latter as Pseudemys elegana. 

The carapace is moderately depressed, with or witho ut 

a noticeable dorsa l keel, and has a serrate hinder margin. 

In the females and immature it is brown with broad, darker 

lines, and yellowish wavy lines. The plates show distinct 

lines of growth. The plastron, which is notched behind, 

is yellow with a black blotch on each plastral plate. The 

head and neck have yellow lines, and an elongated red spot 

occurs back of the eye. The legs have white or yellow 

lines. The feet are broadly webbed, and the toes have long 

sharp claws. In the male the carapace is a greenish-black 

with greenish- yellow blotches of varying sizes. The plas

tron is yellow with the margins of the plates, or the entire 

plate black i n color, and is notched behind. The head ia 

brown or black without markings. 

The larger specimens have a oarapaoe which is 10 inches 

long and ?.5 inches wide . The f ollowing measurements are 

for a male specimen, and the largest. average, and smallest 
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female and immature speoimens. 

Carapace Plaatron 

length width length width 
in in. in i n . in in. in in. 

Ma.le 

a.oo 6.26 7.12 4:.75 

Female and Immature 

8.32 

6 .~ 

6.50 

5.06 

l.'76 

7.87 

5.75 

1.76 

5.00 

3.75 

1.33 

Body 

depth 
in in. 

2.65 

3.20 

2.13 

0.94: 

Tail 

length 
in in. 

1.62 

1.87 

1.50 

0.50 

The green carapace and the red head markings make the 

young cumberland terrapins one of the favorites for use in 

aquarium ja:ra. When mature it is one of the largest ter

rapins. It is considered edible, and is sold regularly on 

ea.stern markets under the term "slider 11
• 

Most of the specimens were obtained by shooting t hem. 

This animal has been seen paddling in shallow water, with 

the hind feet raised high, and chnrning the water somewhat 

after the fashion of the old paddle driven steam boats. The 

largest specimen taken was fo un d wallowing in two inches of 

water in a rock bottom hole one hundred feet or more from 

the nearest water hole of any size . It apparently was feed

ing upon newly hatched tadpoles, minnows, and crayfish. 

Ten of the specimens came from a hole of water in a trib

utary of Cherry Creek which has a surface area of about 

lOOO square feet . F 1 d t ema e an imma ure specimens have been 

seen or taken in the strip pmts north of Columbus, the 

aluah ponds around Treece, and most of the lakes , rivers, 
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cr eeks, and ponds in the county. Only one specimen . a male 

of this speci es, h as been found which answers the description 

given for Troost's Terrapin. It w~s found in Brown's Lake 

and waa ao oovered with algae that it was necessary to scrub 

it with a wire brush to determine the color. 

The Cumberland Terrapin may be caught in great numbers 

in box or wire traps . The traps are constructed so· as to 

take advantage of the animal's habit of basking ~n anything 

which projects above the surface of the water . A trap door 

lets the animal fall into the net or box below. The box may 

be baited with carrion. 

This turtle has about the same breeding and feeding 

habit s a s Bell's Painted Terrapin. 

Family Trionychydae 

The Soft- Shelled Turtles. 

The turtles belonging to this family are l arge with 

flat , circular shell s , which are covered with a leathery 

skin i nstead of horny plates and scales . The ossification 

of the carapace is not complete . The neck is very l ong . 

The head is pointed , and ends in a flexible proboscis-l i ke 

snout . It has powerful , sharp- edged mandibles covered with 

fleshy lips . The feet are broadly webbed , and ha ve 5 toes 

on each f oot . Each foot has three toes with nails . This 

family is repres ented in Cherokee County by only one species. 

Amyda (Trionyx) spinifer 

Soft-shelled turtle; L8 ather back. 

This turtle is dif ferent from all of the other species 
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found in Cherokee County i n having a pancake-like shell 

covered with a soft leathery skin. The carapace is pliable 

and bends freely at the edges. It is smooth, except for 

small conical tubercles on the fro nt mar gins and about two 

dozen wart-like tubercles on the rump region of the carapace. 

The oolor of the carapace is brown in mature specimens . In 

young specimens the carapace is olive or greenish, with 

darker circles margined with black. The ventral side is 

white except for portions of the legs and the tail, which 

are mottled or blotched with darker colors. The inconspio

uous plaatron is shield-shaped with lateral plates extending, 

like arms, to the bridges joining it with the carapace. The 

crescent-shaped nostrils are on the tip of the proboscis. 

The nasal septum bee.rs a prominent longitudinal ridge on 

each side. On the sides of the head are two light stri pe s 

which unite at the base of the proboscis. The thin, fleshy 

lip is a characteristic not found in other turtles. The 

ttil is fleshy with the vent near the end. 

The fo l lowing measurements are for the average and 

small sized specimens . 

Total Carapace Plaatron Neck 
length length Width length width length 
in in. in in. in in. in in. inin. in in. 

18. 00 10. 50 8.25 6.00 7 . 00 4:.00 

4:.8'7 2.87 2. 50 1.54: 1.90 1.00 

Head Snout Tail 
length Width depth cir cum- length length 

ferenoe 
in in. in in. in in. in in. i n in. in in. 

2 . 68 1.37 1.13 4:.12 0.3'1 2.54 

0 . '78 0.50 0.32 1 . 50 0.13 0.37 
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The s oft-shelled turtle is common in all of the larger 

streams of the county, the writer having seen it in Spring 

River, Neosho River, Lightning Creek, Brush Creek, Fly 

Creek, and Shawnee Creek. None ha s been observed in lakes 

or ponds. It is ferocious and nearly as dangerous as the 

snapping turtle. It is very active, strictly aquatic turtle, 

its flat shape and webbed feet g iving it the agility of a 

fish. It never gets farther than a few feet from the water . 

It may occasionally be fo und sunning itself on water soaked 

logs, or on soft mud-banks along the shore. In either pos

ition, it turns around with i t s head toward the water and 

upon the slightest hint of danger it scrambles recklessly 

until it disappears beneath the surface. It often lies in 

shallow water with only the proboscis and eyes protruding. 

It camouflages its presence by a film of mud formed by rock

ing the body from side to side until the ooze is stirred 

up end settles over it. 

The female leaves the water in early summer to lay her 

eggs. She eeleots a site in clean moist sand only a few 

feet from the shore and burrows in until she is entirely 

covered, except her snout, which is protruded for re~Piration. 

She lays from 16 to 25, and occasionally several dozen eggs, 

covering them so completely that no trace of the nest can be 

found. The eggs hatch in late summer or early fall. The 

eggs are white and spherical, with hard, brittle, but very 

thin shells. They a.re about 1 1/s inches in diameter . 

The soft-shelled turtle is a voracious and aavage car

nivore, feeding upon mollusks, crustaceans, amphibians, fish, 
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e.nd even waterfowl. This species, like the snappi ng turtle, 

must feed beneath the surface of the water. It bites its 

food off with well defined incisions . Smaller animals, 

like crustaceans and insect larvae, are swallowed whole . 



ORDER LACE1TI LIA ( SAUR IA ) 

The Lizards 

The lizards are elongated reptiles whose bodies are 

covered with scales, and with the exception of the "glass 

snake",Ophisaurus ventr~lis, have two pairs of pentadactyl 

limbs . The head of the lizards has a firmer structure than 

that of the snakes . The mouth is not dilatable, as the two 

halves of the lower jaws are immovably bound t ogether, and 

the upper jaw is firmly joined to the cranium. Either acro

dont or pleurodont teeth are present , and in some species 

teeth occur on the gums as well as the jaws. The eyes have 

an upper and a lower lid and a nictitating membrane. The 

ear opening is ext ernal, but the tympanum is not at the sur

face , and is often protected by special scales . The tongue 

ls well developed and is protractile and bifid in most 

species. The anal opentng is a transverse slit. The tail 

i s long and fragile, and easily br oken off . It may grow 

again but the lost vertebrae are not regenerated, and it 

never attains as great length as before. The ability to 

lose ita tail is a protective measure and is made possible 

by a thin , unossified , transverse septum which traverses 

each caudal vertebrae. With one ~r two exceptions the 

species found in this county are oviparous. They are largely 

insectivorous in diet and all are t errestrial in habit . 

In several s pecies metachrosis is common. The author ha s 

found seven species distributed among s even genera end 

four families . 
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Family Iguanidae 

Iguanas and Swifts 

The Iguanidae are represented in Cherokee County by 

three genera having one s pecies each. Thes e lizards have 

thick, non-protractile tongues that are fixed to the floor 

of the mouth, and are not notched in front. The body scal

ation is fine. The teeth a.re pleurodont, which means that 

they are not set in alveoli, but are ankylosed by their 

sides to the inside edge of the jaw bone. The eye has a 

round pupil and well developed lids. The lizards belonging 

to this genus have femoral pores. 

Crotophytus collaris 

Collared Lizard; Mountain Boomer. 

The collared lizard is rarely found in this county, 

yet it was formerly a common resident here. It has a short, 

stout body which is covered with small granular scales. It 

varies from green to gray in color, with white or yellow 

spo,a on the dorsa l surface and brick-colored spots at the 

edge of the abdomen. It has two black bands across the 

shoulders , whi ch are separated by a yellow band. The head 

1a very large and usually darker in color than the body, 

except for the throat which is orange . The females are 

less brightly colored than the males, the coloring in both 

becoming more vivid during the breeding season. The tail 

ia very long, tapering, and cros sed with ~ighter bands. 

A large adult specimen may have a body length of 3.75 

i nohes, ors total length including the tail, of 12 inches. 



The largest specimen measured 10 inches in length and 1.2 

inches in width. The tail was 6 inches in length and the 

head was 1 inch in width. 

The mountain boomer is a p~nacious , greedy , end very 

active lizard inhabiting dry, rocky habitats . It is fre

quently seen basking on rocks in the heat of the day . If it 

is approached it runs rapidly away, proceeding in normal 

fashion for a distance of a f ew feet until speed is attained. 

It then lifts its tail and anterior part of the body like 

a kangaroo, runs off on its hind feet and jumps over any 

small obstacles in its path. If cornered it opens its mouth 

widely in defiance . Its jaws a.re powerful enough to produce 

a blood blister on one's finger . 

This lizard is omnivorous . It feeds upon blossoms and 

small fruits, insects, worms , insect larvae, and other rep

tiles, some of which are nearly as large as itself. Its 

manner of eating is somewhat like that of the frog wlilch 

stuf fs food into its mouth with the front feet. 

The collared lizard makes its home under rocks or shelv

ing atones where it spends the nights and stormy or cloudy 

days. Breeding and egg laying occurs during late spring 

or early summer. About a do•en ovoid eggs, which average 

about a half inch in length and are covered with a thin, soft, 

Papery shell, are deposited in holes in the sand. 

Sceloporus u.ndulatus consobrinus 

Spiny Swift; Pine Lixard ; Fenoe Liza.rd . 

The yellow striped swift i s not common in Cherokee 

County. The author found one specimen on barren rock cliffs 



on Spring River near Lawton. It is one of the smaller 

swifts having a total length of about 5.5 inches, or a 

length of 2.25 inches without the tail which is very brittle 

and easily broken off. 

The body is covered with small, heavily keeled scales 

which have bristling tips. The color is grayish or greenish

yellow with two dorso-lateral, pale-yellow stripes about 

two rows of scales Wide , e.nd separated by about eight rows 

of scales. The head scales a.re smooth. A pale band extends 

backward from the eye on each side. 

This lizard i~ha.bits dry, sandy, sparsely wooded areas. 

It gets its name, Pine Lizard, from its preference for pine 

woodlands. I t .is frequent l y seen running over fences , rooks, 

and rough or barren ground. It is largely insectivorous in 

its f ood habits. 

Phrynosoma cornutum 

Common Horned Toad; Texas Horned Toad; 

Horned Li zard. 

The Texas or common horned toad or lizard was at one 

time a common inhabitant of Cherokee County but now is 

r8.l'ely found here , the author having only four specimens 

Which were found in the county. The cultivation of much 

of the s oil of the county has left few Eavorable habitats 

for this lizard. 

The horned lizard is unique among the lizards of the 

oounty i n having a short,· wide, heavily armed body, and a 

short ta11. The body is capable of being puf fed up quite 



large, or depressed until very flat. It is gray spotted 

with brown, and has a median yellow band extending from 

behind the head to the tail; a large dark blotch on each 

side of the nape and thre e dark rounded spots on each side 

of the back, usually bordered in the rear with a narrow 

yellow mark . It is covered with fine scales with a series 

of about three rows of sharp sp[nes extending fro m the neck 

to the tail and two rows of spines on eaoh side of the body. 

The abdomen is covered with very fine, gr~nular scales . The 

animal has large head spines consisting of two central or 

occipital horns which a.re rounded and turned upward, and on 

each temple, three successively larger horns directed back

wards or outwards. Slightly beneath the labials is a row 

of enlarged and projecting plates and on each side of the 

chin is a row of enlarged scales. 

The largest specimen had a body length of 6 inches , a 

body width of 2.37 inches, and a tail 1 . 87 inches long . 

The common horned lizard inhabits dry sandy areas 

where it lies in the send or runs a.bout in search of food 

during the heat of the day. Before suns et it burrows its 

way into the s and , sometimes to a depth of three inches or 

more , but usually leaving the back of the head exposed . 

Thia act is accomplished by rooting along until a furrow is 

• ade and then throwing sand over its back with the spiny 

shovel-like sides . 

This lizard is largely insectivorous, showing a prefer-

•nee for ants, but in captivity it will eat mealworms, soft 



bodied grubs, roaches, grasshoppers, and crickets. It cap

tures its food much like the common toad . Instead of making 

a rush like many lizards do, it approaches it s prey, bends 

its head deliberately , and catches it by protruding its 

thick viscid tongue . This act, together with its toad-like 

body probably accounts for the misnomer of "horned toad". 

The spiny armament of this animal enables it to be 

passive to danger, except for the usual tendency fo und in 

lizards to run. When the animal i s rubbed on the aide of the 

body , it presses its side to the ground , and lies quietly 

with its eyes closed . If it becomes excited the eyes and 

lids become very much distended and reddened , and may oc

casionally spurt fr om the corner of the eye , a thread-like 

stream of blood to a distance of t wo to four f eet. It is 

not known whether or not this act serves in anyway the 

animal's purpose for protection. It is impossible to induce 

the animal to open its eyes immediately after this act. 

The horned lizard is ovoviviparous, bearing from six 

to t welve young in a lit ter. When born the young are in

cased in a transparent envelope which soon br eaks and the 

young are fully able to take care of themselves. The 

author had one live female specimen which laid 12 eggs. 

The eggs were white, ovoid, and averaged 0 .62 inches by 

0 . 37 inches. 

Family Anguidae 

Legless Li zards. 

The Angui dae are elongated, often more or less 
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snake-like lisarde, with weak legs or without any. They 

have a bifid end extensile tongue. ~he tee t h are pleurodont. 

The body has a conspioUJUS l ateral fold. There are two 

genera of lizards in t his family, only one of which is found 

in Cherokee County . 

Ophisaurus ventralis 

~lass Snake; Joint Snake; Legless Lizard . 

The only species of this animal in the genus Ophisaurus 

is a oommon inhabitant of the meadows and pastures of Cher

okee County. The glass snake has a body that is snake-like, 

without legs, hard and glassy in appearance, and is covered 

with small slick scales. The color is a mottled-brown and 

greenish-white with a median dark band which has a narrow, 

yellow stripe in the o• nter and two or three narrow, green

i~h-white stripes on the sides. The belly is yellow or tan 

and covered with scales. 

The eyelids are well develope d and the ea.rs are exter

nal and very distinct. The tongue i s bifid and protrectile. 

The tail is about twice a s long as the rest of the body, 

but if it has been broken it may ar pear as a dark-brown, 

horn-like growth about two inches long . 

The total length of the average animal is about 21 

inches , but it may attain a length of three feet. The 

largest specimen found had a total length of 23 inches , 

i ncluding a tail of 14 inches. The head was one inch long 
&nd the body diameter was 0.63 inches . 

Two specimens have been found within the city limits of 
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Columbus. Nine specimens have been taken, only two of whioh 

have their tails intact. The tail is much more brit t le than 

in most liz~ds and often breaks into several pieces. 

The usual method of progression in this lizard is like 

that of the snake, but its movements are less rapid. It 

may be readily distinguished from the snakes, however, by 

the movable eyelids, the external ear opening, the scales 

on the belly, end the conspicuous lateral fold on the body. 

The legless lizard spends much of its time burrowing. 

It feeds upon earthworms, slugs, and the larvae and adult 

of insects . It may occasionally rob a nest of a ground 

nesting bird, breaking the eggs, and lapping up the contents 

with its tongue. 

Family Teiidae 

Striped Race Runners ; Swifts . 

This group of lizards are elongated saurians with a 

deeply bifid tongue and sometimes rudimentary legs. There 

is only one representative of this family in Cherokee County. 

Cnemidophorus sexlineatus 

Striped Race Runner; Six-lined Race 

Runner; SWift. 

The striped race runner is a common inhabitant of dry 

sandy embankments, knolls, pastures, and meadows. It is 

slender and graceful in build, with strong limbs , a long 

and gr~dually tapering tail, and rather pointed head. The 

body is covered above with small granular scales, and be-

neath With alligator-like plates. The animal is olive-gray 
or brown with three yellow or white stripes on each side, 
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and often has a sheen of green on the back and sides. The 

belly is bluish or greenish in color. The upper portion of 

the head is covered with large, symmetrical shields. The 

blackish tongue is elongated and flat, and ends in two long 

smooth points . It is often used in examining the ground over 

which the animal walks. 

This lizard attains a total length of about 10 inches, 

the tail accounting for over two-thirds of this length. The 

largest specimen obtained was 9 inches long including a 

tail of 6.25 inches. The animal gets its name because of 

its great swiftness, being almost as fast as man. When 

pursued, if it is losing ground, it suddenly veers to right 

or left and enters a hole or hides in the grass . 

The striped race runner is found in large numbers along 

a railroad embankment and gravelled track bed near Columbus 

where it lives under overhanging rocks or railroad ti~s. 

It may often be seen sunning itself on the gravel beds, 

It uses the oowpaths in pastures for its sunning as well 

as an avenue of escape. It is found on and e.roUJJd the 

atrip pits north of Columbus . It inhabits an old stone 

quarry near Riverton. It feeds upon insects and their 

larvae, and other small ground animals . 

Family Scincidae 

The Skinks 

The skinks e.re small, active lizards with smooth scales 

underlaid with bony plate&~ The head is covered with sym

metrical plates. The tongue is free and notched in front. 
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The eyes have well developed lids and a round pupil. Femor

al pores are absent. Thia family is r epresented in Cherokee 

Colll!lty by two genera with one species in each genus . The 

local representatives all have legs, although many species 

in this family are without legs. 

Eumeces faaciatue (quinquelineatua ) 

Five-lined Skink: Blue-Tailed Skink; Red

headed Skink; Striped Skink; Scorpion . 

The blue-tailed a.kink is a common inhabitant of certain 

rocky, wooded habitats of the county . The color of the young 

differs greatly from that of the adult. When about five 

inches long. this skink is jet black with a vivid yellow 

line which f orks on the back near the head, and two similar 

lines on each side. These five stripes extend to the tail 

whioh is a brilliant blue. This i mmature animal is the 

five-lined or blue-tailed skink. The mature specimens are 

called red-headed skinks or aooppions. The mature female, 

Which is about 10 inches long, is a dull brown with dull 

stripes on the sides. The mature male specimen is about 

the same size as the female and becomes a uniform dull 

olive-brown on the body and a coppery, or bright red on 
the head. 

The body is moderately stout, and has 28 to 34 rows 

of glossy scales. The head, in mature specimens, becomes 

very Wide and swol len at the temple s . The palate i s toothed• 

The lower eyelid is scaly . The largest specimen obtained 

•aa 7 inches i n length. 



Thia lizard lives under a fallen tree trunk, in a 

cavity of a tree, or under a r ock. It is s trictly diurnal , 

setiring from sight when the sun goes down. It comes 

cautiously f rom its hiding place and always l ooks for any 

danger. When basking in the sun or i n search of food , it 

remains near its hiding place , to which it retreats upon 

hearing the slightest sound. 

It fe eds upon insects and worms , and occasionally upon 

the eggs of birds , and the yo-g.ng of field mice . Ita jawa 

are powerful and it is capable of killing smaller prey 

with ease. If this animal 1s grasped by the tail this organ 

breeks and the animal escapes . 

The red-heade d skink, in reproductive habits, is between 

hhe strictly oviparous and the ovoviviparous species. It 

lays from 4 to 8 very thin-shelled eggs which hatch soon 

after oviposition. The female co i ls around the eggs during 

the short incubation period to protect them. This habit is 

unusual in reptiles. 

This ski nk is quite common in the rocky, oak-grown 

land in the southeastern part of the county , where most of 

the specimens were obtained. Two specimens were found on a 

rocky cliff on Spring River near Lawton. This animal is 

difficult to catch during the summer. It may be more read

ily caught in the evening during the early spr ing under 

strips of bark on rotting trees, or in decaying wood at the 

base of a tree . 
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Leiolopiama unioolor (laterale) 

Brown-backed Skink; Ground Lizard. 

The brown-backed skink ia rarely seen in Cherokee County. 

It is secretive in habits, living under logs, leaves, and 

in the ground. It is s very small lizard with an elongated 

cylindrical body covered with 28 to 34 rows of slick sca les. 

The tail is as long and nearly as large at its base as the 

body. The limbs are very small, the animal moving partly 

by wriggling in serpent fashion. In shape and color it 

resembles one of the smaller salamanders. 

This lizard is ol ive-brown in color, sometimes irreg

ularly spotted, with a black band edged with white on each 

side of the body. The abdomen is yellow. The tail is blue 

beneath. It has a very large exposed ear opening. The 

palate is toothless. The lower eyelid is covered with a 

transparent disk. The total length of the animal is about 

3 inches. 

This skink feeds upon ants and their pupae and the 

grubs of wood-boring beetles. Its color does not protect 

it from the young king snake, its principal enemy. Thia 

is an ovoviviparous species. 



ORDER SERPENTES ( OPHIDIA ) 

THE SNAKES 

Snakes are reptiles with elongated bodies, without 

limbs in most species, and covered with horny, imbrioated 

scales that are devoid of cores. The outer akin is shed in 

one piece several t i mes each yeax. ~he ventral scales are 

usually broad, band-like plates called gastroateges or 

acutes, which are attached at their ends to the ribs and 

point backwards. When ereat these acutes enable the snakes 

to crawl forward. This method of locomotion is employed in 

climbing trees, r ocks or cliffs. The method of locomotion 

used by snakes to gain sp•ed is by lateral undulations of 

the body. 

The skeletal system may contain in some snakes, as many 

as 400 vertebrae and about as many ribs. The vertebrae are 

procoelue and give the snake great flexibility. All of the 

vertebrae in front of the anus, except the atlas, bear ribs, 

and those back of the anus , the caudal vertebrae, have long 

transverse processes. The limbs and the pectoral and pelvic 

girdles are absent i n most of the species. 

Snakes are able, because of the unusual structure of 

the head , to swallow animals with bodies 5 times the dis.meter 

of the neck of the snake. This is made possible because the 

jaws are connected with each other by elastic ligaments, and 

by the quadrate bone being l oosely articulated with the 

squamosal bone of the cranium. The jaws bear acrodont teeth, 

Which means that the teeth are not set in alveoli, but are 

ankylosed to the jaw bone by the base of the teeth. They 
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are recurved to prevent the escape of the prey and to force 

the food into the pharynx. When a snake is swallowing its 

prey the glottis is pulled forward so the snake will be able 

to breathe~ 

The long forked tongue is protractile and is an import

ant tactile organ. It is highly sensitive to vibrations and 

is thought to be an important organ of hearing. A snake can 

extend the tongue while the jaws are closed , because of a 

groove in the front part of t he jaws. 

The sense of bearing is rat her poorly developed, there 

being no tympanum or external ear opening . The columella of 

t he ear has a fibrous pas at the outer end which plays 

against the quadrate bone so that when this bone is pulled 

away from the skull, as in swallowing, the columella must be 

dislocated. 

The eyes of snakes have no movable lids . The eyelids 

have fused over the eyes effecting a watch-glass- shaped 

membrane which is transparent and i s shed when the rest of 

the skin is molted. The transparent covering of the eye 

becomes opaque just before shedding the s kin and the snake 

is blind during the days preceding the molt . 

The anus of snakes is a transverse slit. The ventral 

Plate covering the anus is often divided . The ventral 

Plates under the tail are called sub-caudala or urosteges. 

The copulatory organ of the male is usually covered 

With recurved hoo~s and spines which insures prolonged 

copulation in spite of the writhi ng of the two bodies . 
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Most of the snakes are oviparous but a few are ovoviviparoua. 

The eggs :.n t he oviparous species are usually elongated or 

cylindr ical , and covered with a leathery shell. They absorb 

moisture after oviposition and become at l east a third larger 

before they batch than at the time they wer e laid . 

The s nakes show a higher development than any of the 

other reptiles , although they show degeneracy i n the loss 

of limbs which remain as vestige s in certain species such 

as the python. Snakes are closely related t o the lizards , 

and were formerly listed with them under the order sguamata. 

some of the reasons for separating the t wo groups are that 

the snakes do not have the halves of the lower jaws firmly 

united ; they lack a pectoral girdle ; they lack a urinary 

bladder ; their brain oase does not open anteriorly , and 

they lack legs . 

There are two fami lies of snakes in Cherokee County 

with a to t al of 12 genera and 23 species represented. In 

habits some of them are aquatic, some are arboreal, and 

some are sub-terrestrial , but the larger number a.r e strictly 

terrestr~a?-• 

Family Colubridae 

Colubrine Snakes 

The snakes of this family have a single row of ventrals, 

usually a double row of sub-caudals, and are without rudimen
tary hind limbs. The top of the bead i s covered with sym~ 

metrical plates. The jaws have many conical, ungrooved 



teeth, but are without poison fangs in the front part of the 

mouth . The eyes e.re well developed. This fami ly is repre

sented in Cherokee County by 10 genera and 20 species. 

Thamno'jlhis 

Garter Snakes; Striped Snakes . 

The garter snake s are rather small, slender snakes 

with a distinct head and keeled scales i n 17 to 23 rows. 

There are from 130 to 180 ventrals or abdominal acutes 

and 7 or 8 labial plates. There are three narrow, yellow., 

longitudinal stripes upon a gray , brown or black background. 

These snakes are semi-aquatic, inhabiting the ponds, 

l akes, streams, and sloughs of Cherokee County , but often 

wander far fr om water in search of food. They feed upon 

worms when young , but when mature t b ey vary their diet with 

frogs, toads, fish, and other cold blooded animals. 

All of these snakes are ovoviviparous, bringing forth 

in the month of August, litters varying in numbers from 

eight to f ifty, the average being about twenty. The young 

are mature when a year old and breed the second spring after 

birth. 

The garter snakes congregate i n the fal l of the year, 

in places that afford opportunity for hibernation, such as 

the sunny , south slopes of hills . During the fall days 

they bask in the sun and at night t hey crawl into clefts or 

burrows . After the first frost they retire for the winter 

into burrows or dens to a depth of t wo or three feet. They 

are among the first snakes to a ppear in the spr i ng, coming 
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out early in March. They may often be seen basking in the 

sun before all the snow has melted. Aa soon as it is safe 

for them to leave the hibernating grounds they start crawl

ing over the ground in search of food, and move to the 

sloughs, streams, and ponds. 

In captivity the garter snake will frequently swallow 

t wo tair sized leopard frogs for a meal, and will usually 

eat every two or three days. When the snake catches its 

prey by the leg, it works its mouth around to the head 

before commencing to swallow. The prey is eaten alive. 

There seems to have been a great decrease in these 

snakes during the last three years. At one time the garter 

snakes were the most common s erpents in the county, but 

now it is only occasionally seen. This probably is due to 

the extreme dxoughts experienced in the county during the 

lacit three yea.rs , which may have reduced its food supply. 

This group of snakes 1s of questionable importance to the 

agriculturists, since their food supply is composed largely 

Of animals known to be beneficial to the farmer. There are 

three species of garter snakes in the county . 

Thamnophis airtalis 

Common Garter Snake. 

The COIIll'1on garter snake is extremely veriable in color 

Pattern. It is quite stout, except in young specimens. It 

is olive, brown, or greenish-black with a dorsal yellowish

green or whitish stripe, which covers the central row of 

•cales and half a row on each side. The dorsal stripe is 
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more viaid in color than the stripes on the sides of the 

body. The lateral stripes cover the second and third scele 

rows. There a.re several series of black spots between the 

lateral rows , whi ch in some cases become almost indistinct. 

The belly is greenish-white or greenish-yellow. 

The maximum length of this serpent is about three feet 

with a tail about five inches long. The larges t specimen 

obtained mea sured 23 inches in length, had a tail~ inches 

long, and a diameter of 0.50 inches. 

Tha.mnophis sirtalis parietalis 

Red-barred Gai-ter Snake . 

This species is like T,sirtalis except that it is light

brown with a series of vertical r ed bars on each side, and 

the be l ly is a slate color. The yellow stripes a.re the same 

ae in T.sirtalis, In size, feeding and breeding habits, 

these t wo serpents are alike. The color pattern of this 

variety is more att ractive than it is in Thamnophis sirtalis. 

Thamnophis sauritus proximus 

Western Ribbon Snake . 

The western ribbon snake has a very slender body with 

stripes that are very bright in color . The dorsal stripe is 

an orange-yellow and the lateral stripes are a greenish

yellow. Beneath each lateral stripe there is a dark-brown 

or black band which cover s the first and second rows of 

acales . The abdomen is immaculate greenish-white. 

The me.xi mum si:ae usually attained by this snake is about 
2•60 feet with a tail of 9 inches. The lergeet s pecimen 

found was 21 i nches long, had a tail 5 inches long, and was 
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o.37 inches in diameter. 

The western ribbon snake is often found around small 

ponds in meadows and shallow, temporary pools where there is 

much herbaceous vegetation. Its food is principally the 

leopard frog . 

Natrix (Tropidonotus) 

The Water Snakes. 

The water snakes are thick-bodied, non-poisonous 

serpents with a distinct head. They have coarsely keeled 

aoalea in 19 to 33 rows, and from 120 to 160 ventrals. The 

usual color is brown. None of the species in the county 

is highly colored. They all emit a disagreeable odor when 

disturbed. 

The water snakes a.re common aquatic serpents which in

habit ponds , lakes, and streams of the county, getting both 

food and proteotion from the water . They feed upon frogs, 

fish, and other cold blooded animals. The author examined 

the stomachs of several specimens and found from one to 

three partly digested catfish, and one to two perch or frogs 

in each, the greater number being catfish. Occasionally a 

water snake is found with an eight or ten inch catfish i n 

its mouth with the pectoral fins of the fish protruding 

through the sides of the snake's neck. These snakes congre

gate in small holes of wat er during dry weather where they 

gorge themselves on fish which are helpless in shallow water. 

The water snakes do moat of their feeding during the 

night or early morning , and then crawl out on the bank , a 
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pile of brush or a limb to sun themselves and digest their 

meal. At this time the snakes are rather sluggish in action, 

but after the meal is digested they become quite alert and 

active. The water snakes destroy as many fish and amphibians 

as do the snapping turtles. 

Horse Shoe Lake near Oswego is one of the places in the 

county most heavily infested with water snekea . The author 

found along 300 yards of east shore front dur i ng the month 

of May an average of one snake for every 3 feet of shore 

line. Many specimens were killed by waiting quietly until 

they swam out into the water and shooting them as they pro

truded their heads to breathe . 

Water snakes breed in the latter part of May. At this 

time a dozen or more specimens may be found coiled together. 

All of them are ovoviviparous . The litters of eight to fifty 

young are born in August or September. One medium sized fe

male was killed on Cherry Creek in August which had 8 young 

i n her brood pouch. 

The water snakes leave the water in the fall to hiber

nate in holes and crevices, usually a safe distance above 

high water level. They become active again in March or 

early April. When a bridge was built acr oss Spring River 

during the winter of 193t a great many specimens were found 

under rocks or in dens, oft en fifty yards or more fro~ the 

water. Three species of water snakes have been found in 

t he oounty . 
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Natrix eipedon sipedon 

Common Water Snake. 

The oommon water snake is brown with 30 or 40 yellowish 

or reddish, often indistinct, transvers e bare which widen on 

the sides and become alternating blotches posteriorly. The 

belly is yellowish or white with or without many half-moon

shaped, red or blaok spot,. The scales are in 23 or 25 rows 

and there are from 135 to 1~6 ventral plates. 

This apeoies varies greatly in both the dorsal and ven

tral ooloration. One specimen was beautifully colored be

neath with bright red and black spots, separated on the ven

tral-median line by a white stripe. Moat of the adult spec

imens taken were a yellowish-brown crossed by a great many 

lighter transverse bands edged in black. The transverse 

bands are often indistinot in older specimens, but usually 

show just after shedding. 

This species attains a length of over three feet. The 

largest specimen obtained measured 35 inches in length, 1.6 

inches in diameter, and had a tail 7 inches long. 

Natrix rhombifera 

Di amond-backed Water Snake . 

The diamond-backed water snake is a large, stout-bodied 

serpent with a stubby tail, very distinct head , about 50 

dorsal ?'homboidal blotches, and scales in a.bout 2'1 rows. 

The color is dark-brown with a chain of black markings down 

the back, enclosing diamond-shaped areas of the ground color. 

A band of black about two sca les wide extends from the lower 
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angle of each diamond down the side of the body. The abdomen 

is yellow or whitish, with many half-moon-shaped blotches on 

the ends of each scute. 

The lip plates are protruding and swollen, whioh gives 

this serpent a ferocious look. The tail is often so stubby 

bhat it appears to have been broken off. The eyes are well 

forward and axe in contaat with the upper labials. The head 

may be much flattened. It is vicious acting and cannot be 

t amed, although it learns readily, when i~ captivity, to eat 

fish. It oatches fish by swimming after them with its mouth 

open, or waiting until a feeding fish comes near. The fish 

is swallowed head first. 

Natrix grahami 

Graham's Water Snake. 

This is the only longitudinally striped water snake in 

the county. It is brown with a pale-brown dorsal band bor

dered on eaoh side by two narrow black streaks. On the 

first three rows of scales on each side of the body is a 

yellow or straw-colored stripe bordered on its lower portion 

by a black stripe. The abdomen is white or yellowish with 

a darker stripe on its central portion . 

This is a smaller species than the other two mentioned, 

the maximum length seldom reaching three feet . The largest 

8 P8 o1men obtained measured 23 inches i n length, with a tail 

ot 4 .?5 inches, and a diameter of 0.58 inches. 

A pair of breeding snakes was fo .md on the shore of 

Ho~se Shoe Lake on May 28. One specimen was killed as it 
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sunned itself on the banks of Four-mile Creek near the Okla

homa line. Thia snake is not often found in the county. 

Lampropeltis (Ophibolua) 

The King Snakes. 

The king snakes are medium si~ed. moderately stout

bodied snakes with small indist inct heads . They are non

venomous powerful constrictors. They have smooth scales in 

19 to 27 rows. These snakes often are brightly colGred. the 

colors usually arranged in transverse bands. They are ter

restrial snakes feeding upon worms . rodents, birds, and other 

snakes. They feed upon venomous as well as non-venomous 

snakes being immune to snake venom . The ki ng snakes are harm. 

less looking serpents and are gentle in their actions toward 

man, but are pugnaciously inclined toward other species of 

snakes . They may live for many years in captivity. There 

are three species of king snakes in Cherokee County. 

Lampropeltis calligaster 

Blotched King Snake; Yellow-bellied King 

Snake; "Milk Snake"; "Queen Snake". 

The blotched king snake is the most common terrestrial 

s nake i n Cherokee ~ounty. It is a stout-bodied serpent 

Which attains a length of four feet or more. It is gray 

or light-brown with a series of dark-brown blotches on the 

baok whioh are 8 or 10 scales Wide and 2 or 3 scales l ong, 

and bordered faintly with black. There is a smaller alter

nating row of blotches on the aides , and a yet smaller r ow 

at the edges of the abdominal plates . The abdomen is 
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18110wiah, usually with square black blotches in the center. 

The anterior dorsal blotch is elongated and unites on top 

of the head. In the center of the head is an arrow-shaped 

The soales a.re in 25 rows. 

The largest specimen obtained measured 48 inches in 

length, had a diameter of 1.50 inches, and a tail 7 inches 

in length. 

These snake s are found in large numbers during the 

threshing season under shooks of grain. It is an excellent 

mouser and when kept in capti'vi ty will eat either young or 

aature mice, or young birds, but it is not incl ined to can

nibalism. The author had a rather unique experience, however, 

with t wo snakes of this species . Several had been kept in 

oaptivity all winter . In January a mouse was placed in the 

oage and one blotched king snake started to eat it. A smaller 

1peoimen challenged its right to the mous e and a battle en

ned, whioh result ed in the smaller snake being swallowed 

by the larger one (Plate I, appendix). The victor wa s only 

8 inches longer than the vanquished snake . 

This snake is at home throughout the county, i n meadows, 

P&atures , fields, and woods, but is more abundant in fields 

&ni sparsely wooded sections. It is able to follow the bur

rows of field mice and other rodents , and destroys large 

llllmbera of them each season. It is one of the most valuable 

l8l'pents to the farmer and is without any serious objeotion

&ble habits. 
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Lampropeltis getulua holbrooki 

Say's King Snake; Salt and Pepper Snake. 

Say's king snake attains a length of three feet or more. 

It is stouter and more cylindrical than most snakes, not 

tapering gradually, but maintaining a more or less uniform 

thickness for a greater portion of ite body. Tne head is 

almost indistinct from the body. It varies in color, but the 

usual phase is black with a pale-green, a yellowish-green, 

or a greenish-white spot in the center of each scale. The 

abdomen is yellow with large black blotches. The scales are 

in 21 rows, and there are? upper labials. 

Only four specimens of this species have been f o und in 

the cotj.nty, but they were from diverse sections which indi

cates a wide distribution. The largest specimen is 3-t: inches 

long, 1.26 inches in diameter, and has a tail 6 inches long. 

While kept in captivity this snake did not show any 

interest tn food, as both mice and snakes were available. 

This variety is less cannibalistic then the type species, L. 

getulus, yet it will occasionally eat other snekes. It is 

a constrictor and kills a snake by grasping it by the head 

and strangling it by wrapping around it tightly. Even when 

the snake killed is larger _than itself it attempts to swal

low it. 

Lampropeltis triangulum gentilis 

Red King Snake; Singed King Snake. 
The red king snake is r arely seen in this seoti~n. It 

a medium sized snake with 25 to 40 dull red bands above, 
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pair of rings. Between the rings is a narrow area of yellow. 

usually the entire top of the head is black except the tip 

of the snout. This is an extremely variable variety and any 

description given would not fit all specimens taken. It is 

much like the other king snakes in habits. 

Carphophis amoenus 

Worm Snake; Ground Snake. 

The worm snake is a very small, stout-bodied, non-veno-

mous serpent with smooth, opalescent aoales in 13 rows. The 

head is very small, indistinct from the neck, and has a 

pointed snout. The eyes are very small and there are no 

preocular scales, but there are distinct internasal and pre

front al scales. There are from 120 to 131 ventral plates. 

Adult specimens are a glossy chestnut-brown above and salmon

red on the belly. Younger specimens are usually much darker 

than the adult, changing the second year to the lighter 

brown of the adult. 

The total length of an adult specimen is about 10 inches, 

With a diameter of 1/4 inch. The largest specimen obtained 

measures 7 inches in length, 0.20 inches in diameter, and 

has a tail 1.( inches long . 

The worm snake is a burrowing serpent and is seldom 

aeen, even in sections where it is quite common. It may 

often be plowed up when tilling bottom land and i s often 

found under decaying vegetation or logs in timbered regions. 

It may be found, after hard,rains, wandering over leaves or 
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the Viet ground• 

This snake feeds upon earthworms and soft-bodied grubs 

of inseots . The immature specimens feed largely on the pupae 

of ants. It is mild tempered at all times. 

This species is ovipaoous, laying from 4 to 8 elongated, 

soft eggs du.ring the latter part of July or the first part 

of August. The freshly hatched young s.ra about three and 

one- half inches long and about one-eighth inch in diameter. 

Diadophia punctatua 

Bing-necked Snake . 

The ring-necked snake is a small, slender-bodied ser, 

pent with a flat head which is only slightly distinct from 

the neck, and With smooth glossy scales in 15 or 17 rows. 

The color varies from dark-gray to blue-black above and is 

bright orange beneath, except for 2 or 3 rows of black spots 

on the ventral plates. The underside of the tail is often 

a brilliant coral-red. It has an oran~e-red , or reddish-

7ellow ring , about two scales wide , around the neck. There 

are about 155 ventral, one loreal, 2 or 3 preocular, and 

one anterior temporal plates. 

Its maximum length is around 14 inches. The largest 
1P8cimen found is 6 inches in length, 0.15 inches in diam

eter, and has a 1 .5 inch tail. 

The ring -necked snake is secretive in habit, hiding 

llnder rotting wood , or flat , stones, and s eldom wanders about 

exaept at night . It may often be found under l oo s e bark on 

• dead tree , and seems to prefer a tree infested with ants . 
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rt is largely carnivorous in diet, eating earthworms and the 

smaller species of salamanders, lizards and snakes . 

This serpent is between the oviparous and the ovovivi

parous species in breeding habits . The eggs are elongate , 

covered by a very thin integument, contain large embryos 

when deposited , and hatch in about half the time required for 

the eggs of most serpents to hatch. This snake is quite 

common in the rocky , wooded country in the southeastern 

corner of the co unty . 

Opheodrys (Cyclophis ) aestivus 

Green Tree Snake; Rough Green Snake; 

Green Whip Snake; Magnolia Snake . 

The green tree snake is a small , slender s erpent with 

a long, gradually tapering tai l. It is a uniform bright

green above and yellowish beneath. The under color extends 

to the upper and lower labials . It has keeled scales in 17 

r ows and from 154 to 163 ventral plates . The head is rather 

indistinct from the neck and ha s a loreal, preocular , 2 inter

nasal and 7 upper labial plates . 

The maximum length reached by this snake is nearly 3 

f eet . The largest specimen found was 31 inches in length, 

0. 37 inches in diameter and had a 12 inch tail. 

Thia snake is distinctly arboreal in habits , frequent

i ng bushes and low trees . It is strictly insectivorous 

feeding upon crickets , grasshoppers , and smaller insects. 

It is harmless, inoffensive , and a benefit to the farmer . 

It is i nclined to fast when in captivity. When crawling abnut 

i n search of insects it protrudes the pale , flesh - colored 
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rigi dly from the mouth, without spreadi ng the forked tongue 

t1P8 • 

This green snake is a common resident of Cherokee County, 

being found in smaller woody plants a lnng the rivers, creeks, 

roadsides , and in pastur es. It is ao excellently protected 

by its leaf-green co l or that it is not often seen. It may 

frequently be looated by vigorously shaking shrubbery and 

tben watching for the movements of the serpent. 

Liapeltis vernalis 

Smooth-scaled Green Snake;Green Grass Snake. 

This is a shorter, but stouter bodied serpent than the 

keeled-scaled green snake, and differs from it in having 

smooth, satiny-lustered scales in 15 rows, instead of rough 

keeled scales in l? rows, and is whitish beneath rather than 

yellowish. The head is elongate, with large eyes, 7 upper 

labiel, a loreal , 2 preocular, and one anterior temporal 

plates. The ventral plates number about 135 with the anal 

plete divided . 

A fully mature specimen measures nearly two feet, but 

an average sized specimen is 15 inches in length, with a 

diameter of 1/4 inch , and a tail 5 inches long. 

Liopeltia vernalis is rarely found in Cherokee County. 

It is less arborea l in habits than the green tree snake. It 

frequents the grasses and low shrubs, where it crawls about 

in search of food. It is strictly insedtivoroua in its feed

ing habits eating spiders,grasshoppers, crickets, and the 

larvae of lePidoptera and ooleoptera. It spends the nights 

llnder atones or i n other protected places. It is a gen~le 
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and inoffensive reptile and is beneficial to the agricultur

ist• It does not fast when kept in captivity, readily 

eating caterpillars. 

This serpent is oviparous, laying from four to twelve 

eggs in July or August, under a flat stone or other protected 

ares at the edge of a meadow. The eggs are elongated and 

covered with a thin flexible membrane, and often adhere in 

pairs. The young snakes hatch in the latter part of August 

or early September. They are over four inches long and are 

a dark-olive above and a greenish-white beneath. 

Coluber 

Black Snakes, Racers , and Whip Snakes. 

These snakes are large non-venomous serpents with head 

distinct from the neck, smooth scales in 16 or 17 rows, and 

, or 8 upper labial plates. They are terrestrial and arbor

eal animals. They do not constrict their prey but often 

kill it by pressing it against the ground. 

Coluber sonstriotor flaviventris 

Blue Racer; Black Snake , 

The blue racer is a variety of the common black snake 

of the eastern ~art of the United States. It differs from 

the black snake in being more slender and smaller in size. 

It is greenish-blue or a dark-olive above , and ye l low on the 

belly, throat and chin. It has smooth scales in 17 rows, 

.I or 8 upper labial, one loreal, 2 or 3 pre ocular, 2 or 3 

anterior temporal, and about 180 ventral plates . 

The maximum length reached by a mature specimen is 

&bout ~.5 feet. The largest specimen found is 42 inches 



69 

ions, one inch in diameter, and has a tail 10 i nches long. 

The blue racer is a terrestrial animal frequenting 

meadows and fields . It is often found at the edge of a 

meadow or uncultivated field where it can retreat into weeds 

or brush for pretection when needed . The snake gets the 

name of "racer" from the speed it displays in crawling to 

safety when approaohed. If it is corne~sd or held against 

its will it becomes very fierce. A young specimen bites 

viciously and is not easily tamed . The adult soon gets used 

to captivity and learns to eat regularly. 

This serpent feeds upon mice and other small rodents , 

young or mature birds and their eggs , and possibly other 

snakes . It is frequently found under shocks of grain or 

other plaoes inhabited by mice . 

It is an oviparous species, depositing from one to two 

dozen eggs during t he month of June or July. The eggs are 

fre quently hidden under stones , on sunny banks, or in soft 

moist soil. The eggs are snow-white, elongated , cylindrical , 

and are 1 3/• inches long and about 5/8 inches in diameter . 

They are oovered with a tough , l eathery shell , which has a 

smooth, satiny surf ace sprinkled with what appears to be 

grains of salt . The eggs hatch the latter part of August . 

The young are about 8 inches l ong when hatched , and look 

like t he adult in color. At three weeks of age a young 

apeoimen is a pale-gray above and whitish on the sides, 

With a series of large , grayish- brown saddles on the back, 

Which are larger on the forward por tion of the body, and 
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beco~e narrower and indistinct towards the tail. The anter

ior third of the body on the sides and the abdominal acutes, 

is speck.led with black. A young specimen about two feet 

1ong is gray in color with dorsal transverse bars and lateral 

spots. The animal matures in three years, when it takes 

the oolor of the adult. 

CGluber flagellum flagellum 

\"lhip Snake. 

The whip snake is a non-venomous serpent with a very 

slender body and a very l ong tail. The color is yellowish

brown or dark-brown and is darker anteriorly. The abdomen 

is white or yellowish. It has about 190 ventral plates. 

The young animals have dorsal blotches. 

A fully mature specimen is nearly 8 feet long. The 

largest specimen obtained measured 78 inches in length, 1.12 

inohea in diameter, and had a tail 19 inches long. 

The feeding and breeding habits are the same as for 

the blue racer. This snake is not common in Cherokee County. 

Two specimens were found near Spr:ilng River. 

Elaphe 

The Rat or Coluber Snakes. 

The rat snakes are large, rather stout-bodied, non-ven

omous snakes with a flat, blunt heed. The scales, which 

are Weakly keeled dorsally and smooth laterally, are in 25 

to 33 rows. There are from 180 to 210 ventral, a loreal, 

a preocular, 2 postocular, and 2 internasal plates . The 
abdomen is flattened so that the crawling surface forms 

almost right angles with the sides. 
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These snakes are oviparous, ls.ying about two dozen eggs 

in June or July. The eggs which are white, about 2 inches 

long and 7/8 inches i n diemeter, and covered with an elastic 

membrane, are batched in August or September. This genus 

is represented in Cherokee County by two species. 

Elaphe obsoleta obsoleta 

The Pilot Blaok Snake 

The pilot black snake varies greatly in coloration. Some 

specimens are solid, lustrous black above, while others are 

blaok with wide margins of red or white on the dorsal and 

lateral scales with dark dorsal blotches. The abdomen is 

blaok or a mottled black. The upper lip plates, chin, and 

throat are immaculate-white in all specimens. 

The pilot black snake is common throughout the county 

and except for the bull snake, is the largest serpent to be 

found here. It may occasionally readh a length of 7 feet 

but a six foot specimen is seldom found. The largest spec

imen found 1s 61 inches in length, 1.26 inches in diemeter , 

and has a tail 8.50 inches long. 

This snake frequents rocky cliffs, sandy or rocky 

embankments and wooded streams, where it crawls about among 

low bushes and trees or on the ground in search of food. 

When approached it seeks refuge in dens or crevices under 

rooks or tree roots . It may often be seen sunning itself 

on rocks, dead brush piles, or limbs. one specimen was 

found sunning itself on some dead brush which had been 

thro1'11 over an old rook-walled well . Three specimens were 

found i n in holes along creek or river banks. 
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Thia snake feeds upon amphibians, birds, mammals, other 

reptiles, insects, and the eggs of birds. It is frequent ly 

fo und around barns and granaries where mice and rats a.re 

abundant . 

It is a vicious acting snake when f irst handled but s oon 

1earns to be quite passive in its manner . AmoD5 a number 

of specimens kept in ceptivity t he author had one which 

remained vicious and never missed an opportund.ty to strike 

when approached. 

Elaphe loeta 

Emory's Coluber; Spotted Chicken Snake. 

Emory's coluber i s a gray serpent with a series of 39 

to 48 dorsal transverse brown blotches separated by intervals 

of one or two scales, and alternating with two more or less 

distinct smaller series on each side. The abdomen is yell ow

ish-white, with dull gray blotches, and has from 211 to 222 

ventral plates. A dark band extends from behind the eye 

past t he angle of the mo uth to the neck . Another dark bar 

extends aeross the head in front of the eyes. Two elongated 

blotches run from t he back portion of the head to the neck. 

The maximum length reached is about f our feet. An average 

sized specimen he s a length of 3 feet, a diameter of 7/8 

inches, and a tail 5 inches long . 

This s nake is re.rely found in the county . It is good 

Climber and may arawl about in bushes seeking bird nests so 

as to devour the eggs or young . It may often be found i n 

holes i n the gr ound , or in old barns or granaries where r ats 
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and mice a.re abundant, and if young chickens o~ eggs are 

available it will feed on them. It is less addicted to the 

cbioken eating habit than some of the other members of the 

genus. 

Pituophis sayi 

Bull Snake; Yellow Gopher Snake. 

The bull snake is a very lerge, stout-bodied, non-pois

onous serpent with a long pointed head. The scales are in 

25 to 29 rows, the dorsal ones being keeled and the lateral 

ones smooth. There are 8 or 9 upper labial and about 216 

yentral plates, and the anal plate is s i ngle . There is a 

peculiar epiglottis-like membrane in front of the glottis 

which vibrates when the snake expells air against it , and 

produces a loud hissing sound, which may be heard 50 feet or 

more. The ground color is a rich, orange-yellow or a reddish

yellow, with a row of large, square blotches of dark reddish

brown or black on the back, and a series of smaller blotches 

of a lighter shade along the side. The head is dark yellow 

with a brown or black band across the top in front of the 

eyes . Another band extends from the eye to the angle of the 

mouth. The labial plates are bordered with black. The 

abdomen is yellow with a series of dark blotches on each 

Side. 

The bull snake is the largest American serpent, mature 

specimens being 9 feet in length. The largest specimen found 

•ae 66 inches long, with a diameter of 2 inches, and a tail 
8 inches long. 

■ 



This powerful constrictor snake feeds upon rodents, 

birds, and bird eggs . An adult specimen is able to eat aa 

manY as 6 eggs of a chicken at a meal. The eggs are sw~llow

ed snd broken before they go into the stomach, either by 

oontraotions of the muscle s of the pharynx, or by wrapping 

around a post or limb and squeezing them. It is a terrestrial 

snake frequenting meadows, pastures, and sparsely wooded 

areas. It is partly arboreal, being a f air climber. It is 

able to get to the nests of birds and accomplish the des

truoti~n of either eggs or young. 

This animal is a favorite with showmen because of its 

docile nature and ease with which it may be kept. It is one 

ot the most common serpents i n the county, being found every

where. 

Heterodon contortrix (platyrhinus) 

Common Hog- nosed Snake ; Puff Adder; Spreading 

Adder; Spreading Viper; Blowing Viper. 

The hog-nosed snake is a moderate sized, thick-bodied 

non-poisonous serpent with a stubby tail and scales in 26 

rows . The scales are keeled above and smooth on the first 

three rows. There are about 1~0 ventral plates and a double 

&nal plate . The head is flat, with a broad up-turned ros

tral plate or snout, and an extra plate, called the azygous, 

baok of the nostrils. 

The body is brown or reddish brown in color, with from 

!Oto 30 dark-brown or black dorsal blotohes between the 

head and tail. and a aeries of similar patches on eaah side 

alternating irregularly with them. On the tail the blotches 
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t end to form rings around the body. The belly is yellowish 

•itb the edges of the ventral plates blotched with black. 

A roeleniatic variety occurs which is plain black. Specimens 

show considerable variation in colors, some having more red 

and others having more yellow in their markings. 

An adult specimen may reach a length of 3 feet. Two 

mature specimens from near Lawton averaged 26 inches in 

18ngth, 1.25 inches in diameter, and have a tail 5 inches 

l ong. 

The hog-nosed snake lives in dry sandy places, where 

it flattens itself and basks in the sun. It is able to 

root in the ground very much like a hog. Its food consists 

largely of toads , but it may vary its diet with insects . 

Wijen alarmed this snake flattens its neck to about 

three times the normal width and hisses loudly. This action 

and the formidable looking head instills fear into most ani

mals . If this bluff fails to drive off an enemy the snake 

f eigns death, often turning over on its back and opening its 

mouth widely as if it were having a convulsion. As soon as 

ianger is passed it turns over and glides away a• rapidly 

as i ts clumsy body will allow. 

This snake is ovi parous, depositing .about two dozen eggs 

during the latter part of July. The eggs are elongated and 

covered with a white lea thery shell. They adhere to eech 

Other producing a cluster . They become about a third larger 

and much more spherical before they hatch. 

This snake is one of the most feared serpents, yet it 

18 entirely harmless and is es.ally tamed . When kept in 
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captivity it readily eats toads. The author saw a one foot 

specimen swallow a toad fully five times the diameter of its 

own body. 

Opisthoglyph Snakes 

The opisthoglyph snake s f orm a division of the family 

Colubridae, but are readily separated from the other members 

of the family by the presence of a pair, or several pairs, 

of grooved fangs in the rear of the upper j aw , which connect 

~ith poison glands i n the rear portion of the head . The 

snake uses these fangs to kill its prey , the venom flowing 

into the WOU.l!l.ds made by the fangs as the serpent holds its 

prey . The fangs are not used as much in self defense as is 

the case with the e}apine and viperine snakes. On the whole 

the opisthoglyph snake s are timid and attempt t o gat away 

from danger r ather than showing fight . There is only one 

opiathogly ph snake ih Cherokee County. 

Sonora semiannulata 

Sonora n Snake . 

The sonoran snake is a small, s lender-bodied , poison

ous serpent with smooth scales in 13 or 15 rows, and one lor

eal, one preocular, 7 upper labial , and about 160 ventrEl 

Platea. It has rear , elongat ed~ grooved , muillary teeth 

fo~ i n jecting venom. The color is ashen or pink, crossed 

by about 17 to ~O black half-r i ngs, the usual number being 

about 20 . The belly is white or greenish-white. 

The length of ·an adult specimen is about 9 inches. 

One specimen measur ed 8 inches in lengtht 0 .25 inches in 



diameter, and had a tail 1.50 inches long. 

This snake is rarely seen in Cherokee County, which 

rosY be due to t he small si.ze of the serpent. It is too 

SIDall to cause serious i n jury to man. 

FAMILY CROTALIDAE 

Pit Vipers; Rattlesnakes and Copperheads. 

The Crotalidae are stout-bodied, slender-necked , veno

mous serpents with large, flat , triangular-shaped heads . 

The upper jaw is without solid teeth, but is provided with 

one or more long , ereotile , perforated, poison fangs on 

each side in front . These fangs lie against the roof of 

the mouth when not i n use, but are erected and directed 

f orward when the animal strikes . The fangs resemble a 

hypodermic needle in structure and are oovered with a 

aheath of thin, white, membranous flesh which is never 

wi thdrawn f rom them except in the act of biting. The fangs 

are shed at intervals of about three months . The new fang 

grows in beside the old one , and the poison gland beco~es 

oonneote d with it before the old one is shed , 

The vipers have a deep pit between the eye and nostril 

Which extends into the exoavated maxillary , and an e l liptical, 

Tertically-plaoed pupil i n the eye . The scales are keeled 

and the an&l plate and the anterior sub-oaudals are undivided. 

The function of the pit i s unknown, but i t is thought 

to be a receptor organ for a sixth sense . The pit extends 

backwards toward the eye and widens i nto a second open i ng 

oloae to the eyeball . The pit is lined with a delicate 

•Pi dermis , and a well-developed nerve leads from the pit to 



tbe brain. 

A new-born pit viper is not venomous, but its gland 

19 abnormally large. The venom develops sometime during 

tbe first week after birth. L pit viper usually strikes 

one-third its lenght but if it is unusually angry, it may 

strike t wo-thirds of its bo dy length. 

In most of the species of pit vipers the tail ends in 

8 r attle, which is composed of horny rings made up of the 

molted skin . It is an unusual structure and probably is 

an adaptation to enable the viper to startle its prey and 

oause it to hale momentarily , allowing the serpent to strike 

and inject the venom . A rattler is occasionally found with 

fr om 10 to 1~ rattles , but the usual number is five or six. 

The age of the rattler cannot be determined by the number 

of rattles . The number formed depends on the number of 

times the snake molts each yeer . The snake molts two or 

three times a year and rattles are frequently lost . 

The pitch of the rattle depends uponits narural res

onance, and is usually between C and Cl, or 128 to 1 35 

vibrations per second. The average time of 53 consecutive 

Vibrations of the tail is about 10 seconds . 

Agkistrodin mokasen mokaaen 

(.Ancistrodon piaeivorous) 

Copperhead; Highland Moccasin. 

The copperhead is a medium-sized, venomous serpent. 

It has strongly keeled scales in 23 or 25 rows and from 

130 to 150 ventrals, with the anal and most of the sub

caudal plates undived. The head is covered with 9 sym

~etric 1 1 a Pates and there are 8 upper labial and one 
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1oresl plate . 

The body is hazel brown above, with from 15 to 25 

rich chestnut, transverse bands which a.re narrow on top 

and very broad at the sides. The head is a copper color. 

The belly is whitish with a aeries of large, dark spots 

on each side. The lips are of a lighter shade than the 

top of the head, the line of separation running from the 

eye to the angle of the mouth. The tongue is usually red 

at the base and whitish at the forked portions. 

The largest oopperheads may slightly exceed three feet 

in length . The largest specimen obtained is 23 inches long ~ 

one i nch in diameter , and has a tail 4 inches long . 

There are a few sections of the country where this 

viper is far more common than the author ever suspect~d. 

A crew of men on a road project i n the wooded , rocky , 

sparsely settled country in the extreme southeastern oorner 

of t he county has killed a large number of co pperheads 

during the month of May and June. In its work the crew has 

covered a strip of timbex about 100 yards wide and one and 

one-half miles long . Copperheads are frequently found on 

Spring River directly east of Columbus. Several were killed 

when a bridge was constructed acro s s the river on Kansas 

Highway 96 in the winter of 1934. 

The copperhead frequent s r ocky ledges or open rocky 

timber land. It often does not bite unless disturbed. One 

ama11 specimen was found after several boys had nearly step

ped on it as it lay in a path . It will attempt to reach 

~efuge if any is neer, but usual l y keeps its head up ready 
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to strike if any attempt is made to harm it. 

This viper feeds upon mioe and other small rodents, 

birds , frogs , and reptiles. The fangs are employed to kill 

its prey, which may then be swallowed without a struggle. 

The stomach oontents of two medium sized specimens examined 

had the remains of two mice in each. 

This serpent is an ovoviviparous reptile, giving birth 

to about 6 to 9 young in the month of August . The young 

e.re about 10 inches long when born and have brilliant sul

phur-yellow tails which fade the second year and disappear 

entirely the third year . 

Crotalus 

The Rattlesnakes . 

There are two species of rattlesnakes in the county. 

These pit vipers differ from the copperhead in having a 

larger, stouter body, a rattle on the tip of the tail, 

aaales in 23 to 31 rows, 10 to 16 upper labials , and small 

plates between and in front of the eyes. ri has about 1?5 

ventral plates . 

Crotalus horridus 

Common Rattlesnake; Timber Rattler; 

Velvet Tail . 

There are two color phases of this rattlesnake. The 

more common one , and the only one found in Cherokee County, 

hs.e a sulphur-yellow ground color with about 21 wide dark

brown or black, dorsal cross bands which are wavy or sharply 

Pointed in the rear. They are usually broken into three 
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ohevron-shaped blotches anteriorly, but are united with the 

isteral spots posteriorly to form zig-zag bands . The t a il 

is black in adults, but banded in the young. Most of the 

specimens have a rusty red line about three scales wide 

8
xc,ending from the base of the head to the ba se of the tail 

on the median dorsal surface. The melanistic phase is dark

olive or black, and the dorsal and lateral blotches show 

very indistinctly , if at all. It has from 167 to 178 ven

tral plates and 23 to 26 rows of scales. 

A mature specimen may reach a length of four feet or 

more and a diameter of 1 1/2 inches. The largest specimen 

found was 28 inches in length, 1.30 inches in diameter , and 

has a tail of 3 inches including five rattles. 

The rattler is not common in Cherokee County, yet spec

imens are occasionally killed on Spring River and Neosho 

River. One specimen was killed on ~ ush Creek and another 

one on Cherry Creek. It frequents rocky led5es and ravines 

where an abundance of refuges may be found . The so-called 

"snake dens" are merely crevices which open into cliffs and 

provide warm hibernating quarters for the winter . The 

rattlesnakes gather a.ro~d these dens in the fall before 

crawling into the cliffs for the winter . They may be s een 

there aga in in the spring when they fir st emerge and during 

the subsequent breeding season. 

This snake f eeds upon rodents, birds, amphibians , and 

smaller reptiles . It is ovoviviparous, giving birth in 

August or September to a litter of 6 to 12 young which are 

about a foot long at birth. 
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Crotalus confluentus confluentus 

Prairie Rattler . 

The prairie rattler is a r ather slender bodied, yellow

ish-brown or greenish viper with about ~O irregularly rounded 

white-bordered , brown blotches on the dorsal surface and a 

pale band from the center of the eye to the angle of the 

mouth, The belly is dull yellowish and the t ail is cross 

banded. The scales are in 25 to 29 rows and there are from 

168 to 197 ventral plates. The maximum length reached by this 

r attler is slightly over 3 feet . 

This viper inhabits the pastures and meadows and often 

takes refuge in the holes of other animals . It feeds upon 

t he young and adult of rodents such as the ground squirrel , 

rabbits, mice , and rate , It i s ovoviviparous having litters 

of 6 to 12 young in August . 

This dangerous serpent is practically exterminated in 

Cherokee County. The haying and harvesting crews have left 

few r efuges in the county that are favor able for it . 



SUMMARY 

The study of the reptiles of Cherokee County indicated 

t hat there are three orders of reptiles which are distributed 

among 10 families, 28 genera and 38 species. Eight of the 

species are turtles, 7 species are lizards , and 23 species 

a.re snakes• 

Cherokee County contains favorable habitats for all 

repti les except the strictly desert species. The rivers, 

creeks , lakes , and ponds provide a permanent 1:!Upply of 

water for the aquatic species of turtles and snakes . The 

rich bottom land is loose, fertile, has debris, leaf mold, 

and a rank growth of plants , which provides shelter for 

animals . Roadsides, pastures , fields, meadows, and banks 

along the small and large streams are well covered with 

herbacreous and woody vegetation which provides protected 

refuges for animal life and is a source of food for many . 

Some of the elevat ed areas are more sparsely covered than 

others and are semi-arid . 

The aquatic vegetation is largely algae, arrowhead, 

duckweed, oat-tail, and water lilies. The semi- aquatic 

veget ation is largely rushes, reeds, willows , button willows, 

and birches. The vegetation of the bott om land is oak ,elm, 

sycamore , wal nut , hickory, dogwood, plum, ash, and other trees . 

The raadside vegetation is osage orange, wild cherry , black

berry, sumac, sunflower, goldenrod , rag weed , spanish needle , 

and grasses . The meadows and pastures a.re covered with red 

top, blue grass , meadow f esoue , thistle, rosin we ed, and 

indigo . The pastures may also be overgrown with sumac, 



bl~okberry, osage orange, plum, persimmon, hawthorne, and 

other trees a.nd shrubs . The semi-arid sections are covered 

•ith scrub oak, persimmon, hawthorne, blackberry, sumac, 

and orchard grass. 

The reptiles that a.re seen most of ten are those which 

inhabit the cultivated fields, meadows, roadsides, streams, 

and other protected areas . The bull snake, blue racer, 

blotched king snake, and two species of box turtles are often 

obser~ed in the f ields and pastures. The striped race run

ners, green snakes, and black snakes are often seen in t he 

pastures or waste lands . The water snakes, garter snakes, 

and water turtles are often seen in t he creeks, rivers, and 

ponds . The burr owing species, such as the small burrowing 

snakes and lizards, are seldom seen. 

The spec.ies with the widest habitat distribution is the 

garter snake . The species that are most often seen and the 

most widely distributed over the county are the two box 

turtles, three water snakes, cumberland terrapins, blotched 

king snakes , snapping turtles , and striped race runnars. The 

soft - shelled turtle i s found in the larger streams in the 

western and eastern part of the county. The mud turtle 

and musk turtle are found i n all of the waters of the county 

but are less often seen. Bell's painted terrapin is found 

in quiet waters all over the county. Copperheads, timber 

rattlers, blue-tailed skinks, brown-baoked skinks, fence 

lizards, ground snakes, and ring-necked snakes are found 

in the wooded sections in the eastern and southeastern part 
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of the county, and all of them, exoept the brown-baoked skink 

and the ground snake, prefer a rocky habitat. Says ki ng 

snake, glass snake, hog-nosed snake, and others are distrib

uted over the entire oounty but are less often seen . The 

r eptiles that ere most nearly extinct are the horned toad, 

0011ared lizard , red king snake , prairie rattler, sonoren 

snake , brown-backed skink, five-lined swift, ground snake, 

and green grass snake . 

The food habits of the reptiles vary greatly, but all 

are more or lees carnivorous . The aquatic and semi- aquatic 

species depend upon fish, frogs, worms, and other water 

animals for their food . The burrowing animals depend upon 

earthworms and insects for their food . The arboreal species 

are largely insectivorous . The terrestrial species of tur

tles and lizards are largely insectivorous and herbivorous . 

The terresttial snakes feed upon insects , worms, rodents, 

birds, and the eggs of birds . 

Several of the reptiles are valuable to the farmer in 

cont rolling rodent and insect pests . Four species of 

turtles are edible. About half of the reptiles are destruc

tive to wild life . Three species are dangerous pit vipers . 

Cherokee County is in the Lower Austral Life Zone . 

The climate is different from that found in any other county 

i n the state . The average temperature for the year i s about 

66 degrees fahrenheit. The county is the wettest in the 

state and over half of the r ainfall occurs during the spring 

&nd summer months. Droughts are rather common. The longest 
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continuous drought on record and the highest temperatures 

on record prevailed during the summer of 193~ . 

The climatic, edaphic, and biotic factors are favorable 

f or the growth of an abundant reptilian fauna . 
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APPENDIX 



CHEROKEE COUNTY 

0 1 mi . 

Map 1. Map of Cherokee County Showing Areas surveyed . 



PLATE I 

Fig . 1 A Blotched King Snake Swallowing 
.Another Blotched King Snake . 



PLATE II 

Fig . 2 Horse Shoe Lake . Home of the 
Water Snakes and Water Turtles. 

: 

Fig. 3 Pond and Slough Habitat . Home of 
the Garter Snakes , Water Snakes , 

and Water Turtles. 



PLATE III 

Fig.~ Small Stream Habitat. Home of the 
Water Turtles and Water Snakes. 

Fig . 5 Meadow and Wood Habitat . Home of the 
Green Snakes , Blue Racers, Black Snakes, 

Joint Snakes , and Box Turtles . 



PLATE IV 

Fig. 6 Forest Habitat . Home of the Brown
backed Skink, Ring- necked Snake , Ground 

Snake and Three-toed Box Turtle . 

Fig . 7 Rocky Ledge Habitat . Home of the 
Pilot Black Snake , Fence Lizard, Blue
tailed Skink, Copperhead , and Timber 

Rattler. 



PLATE V 

Fig . 8 Roadside Habitat . Home of the 
Green Snakes , Blotched King Snakes , 
Blue Racers , Bull Snakes , and 

Glass Snakes . 

Fig . 9 Embankment Habitat . Home of the 
Striped Race Runners , Blue Racers , 

and Blotched King Snakes . 




