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Editor’s Note: As we
celebrate our 150th
anniversary, it’s a great
time to reflect on the
Commission’s past.
Some ideas have greatly
changed including
the Commission’s
perspective on Northern
Water Snakes. Once
thought to have been
destructive nuisances and
killers of too many sport
fish, these snakes are an
important part of today’s
aquatic ecosystem. Take
a look at some of the
historic materials that
were published in the
past. Then, read about
the Northern Water
Snake and how our views
of snakes have changed
for the better.

Pennsylvania Angler article from
the August 1934 issue
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by Chris Urban

Nongame & Endangered Species Coordinator,
Pennsylvania Fish & Boat Commission

Northern Water Snakes are quite common in Pennsylvania and live
in and around nearly every body of water that occurs in Pennsylvania
including small and large streams, lakes, ponds and marshes.

Once considered a pest, and even thought to pose a significant
threat to the aquatic life in our waterways and hatcheries,
the Northern Water Snake (Nerodia sipedon sipedon) is now
regarded with interest and fascination. This mostly brown to
photo-Brandon Ruhe
reddish-colored snake, with large
darker-colored banding, grows to
approximately 3 feet long. Older
snakes lose their banding and appear
all brown or black. The Northern
Water Snake is often confused
with the Copperhead or Eastern
The pupils of the eyes
Milksnake. Copperheads have a
of non-venomous snakes,
narrow neck, triangular-shaped
including the Northern
brown to coppery head,
Water Snake, are round.

Vintage Pennsylvania Angler covers depicted Northern Water
Snakes as destructive nuisances.

PFBC website: www.fishandboat.com 		
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Pennsylvania Angler article (above) and photograph (right) from the August 1934 issue
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elliptical pupils (“cat-like” eyes) and a distinctive hourglass pattern
running the length of the snake’s body. Milksnakes appear shiny
or smooth and have a reddish-colored base along their bodies
with gray to tan colored banding. Milksnakes have red eyes, and
their heads are patterned, with a distinctive light-colored “Y” on
the back of their heads. Water snakes are also sometimes confused
with the venomous Cottonmouth (or Water Moccasin), which
occur only as far north as southeastern Virginia.
Northern Water Snakes are quite common in Pennsylvania
and live in and around nearly every body of water that occurs
in Pennsylvania including small and large streams, lakes, ponds
and marshes. Never far from water, they can be seen basking on
stream or lake edges, shorelines (sometimes in groups), rocks or
logs, and they will sometimes deftly climb nearby shrubs and trees
overhanging stream or pond edges, where they will stretch out
to maximize the warmth of the sun. Water snakes are completely
adapted to their watery world. They are at home in the water,
unlike other snakes. When swimming, their bodies are submerged
just under the surface, and their heads are above water. They
readily submerge into the water when disturbed or while hunting
and can stay submerged for significant amounts of time (over
60 minutes). These heavy-bodied snakes are known to consume
other "cold blooded" creatures including small fish, frogs, toads
and salamanders. Will they take an occasional trout or bass? Yes,
but they mostly take sick, injured or recently killed fish. Gamefish
are not their staple, smaller fish like minnows are their standard.
Water snakes are active hunters, searching out their quarry using
their vision and keen sense of smell. Water snakes have recurved
teeth, used to grip their slippery prey. Once their prey is captured,
they hold on and begin chewing. They are known to have an anticoagulant in their saliva, which keeps their prey bleeding, so they
can track their blood in the water. Many reptile and amphibian
enthusiasts can attest to their bloody bites, received when they
have cornered or mishandled this grumpy critter.
Northern Water Snakes are also food for other aquatic species,
especially their brightly patterned young. Predators include larger
fish, Bullfrogs, Snapping Turtles, herons, egrets, raccoons, mink
and numerous hawk species. Anglers often encounter water
snakes while fishing. Some snakes will approach anglers and often
intimidate the surprised angler. This behavior is more curiosity
than intimidation. Water snakes will quickly escape if given the
chance, but if cornered, they will defend themselves vigorously
with repeated strikes. However, when approached, most water
snakes will quickly exit into the water and disappear from site,
hiding in the brush or debris in the edges of the pond or stream.
Historically, these critters were considered to be destructive
and thought to consume too many fish. They were dealt with
harshly, killed when seen and often even targeted efforts were
used to eradicate them from our waterways. Even bounties were
offered for each snake killed. Since then, through research and
observation, we have learned that the bulk of their diet is not
sport fish but is mostly comprised of small forage fish and other
amphibians that share their habitat. Unfortunately, old habits die
hard—some still think, “The only good snake is a dead snake."
Understanding their natural history and habits is the key to
dispelling the mysteries and negative views on snakes.
Today, we use modern technology to track the whereabouts
of water snakes and other Pennsylvania amphibians and reptiles.
PFBC website: www.fishandboat.com 		

The Pennsylvania
Amphibian and
Reptile Survey (PARS)
is a cooperative
effort between the
Mid-Atlantic Center
for Herpetology
and Conservation
(MACHAC) and the
Commission. The PARS relies heavily on public observations to
"atlas" or help build the distributional information of Pennsylvania’s
herpetofauna. Compared to years ago, when we used dots on paper
maps to track species locations, this new system uses information
obtained from smartphones and GPS units. Simply take a picture,
get the latitude and longitude of the location where you have seen
the critter, and submit the information to the PARS website. If you
are interested in looking for herps and helping the Commission
learn more about these species, please visit the PARS website and
sign up as a volunteer at www.paherpsurvey.com.
We have come a long way in our views of water snakes and the
technology used to track them. The future looks promising for water
snakes in Pennsylvania. We encourage you to get out to your local
waterway to observe these interesting creatures.

The Northern Water
Snake is often confused
with the Copperhead.
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Water snakes are also
confused with the
venomous Cottonmouth
(or Water Moccasin), which
occur only as far north as
southeastern Virginia.

Milksnakes have
red eyes, and their
heads are patterned,
with a distinctive
light-colored "Y" on the
back of their heads.
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Get the complete story and read
what you’ve been missing!
Do you like what you’re reading? Do you find
Pennsylvania Angler & Boater online articles a
valuable resource? If so, why not become a regular
subscriber to Pennsylvania Angler & Boater and
receive the entire magazine delivered to your
doorstep. With each printed issue, we place only a
small portion of our feature articles on our website.
If you fish or boat in Pennsylvania, you shouldn’t
miss a single issue, or even a single article! It’s been
the Pennsylvania Fish & Boat Commission’s (PFBC)
premier, award-winning magazine since 1931.
Print out this page and mail the form below
with your payment to begin your subscription.
Or you can subscribe online through
PFBC’s Outdoor Shop. CLICK HERE!

6 BIG Issues per year!

Subscribe with this form today or online at www.fishandboat.com.
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