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SQUAMATA ! SNAKES

AGKISTRODON CONTORTRIX CONTORTRIX (Southern Cop-
perhead). MAXIMUM CAPTIVE LENGTH. The current maxi-
mum documented total body length (TL) for any wild-caught 
form of Agkistrodon contortrix is 53 in. (134.62 cm) based on a 
specimen from White Plains, New York, USA, and reported by 
Ditmars (1931. Snakes of the World. MacMillan Co., New York. 
207 pp.). Cagle (1968. In Blair et al. [eds.], Vertebrates of the 
United States, pp. 273–358. MacGraw Hill, New York) reported a 
specimen of A. contortrix with a total length of 57 in. (144.78 cm), 
although the subspecies was not indicated and a voucher speci-
men was not referenced.
 Largest of the documented specimens of the southern form 
of A. contortrix include two Louisiana individuals, one 52 in. 
(132.1 cm) TL individual cited in Conant (1975. A Field Guide 
to the Reptiles and Amphibians of Eastern and Central North 
America, 2nd ed. Houghton Mifflin Co., Boston, Massachusetts.  
429 pp.) and a 50.125 in. (127.3 cm) TL male measured by Doug-
las A. Rossman and cited in Gloyd and Conant (1990. Snakes of 
the Agkistrodon Complex: a Monographic Review. SSAR Contri-

 Captive specimens can clearly reach dimensions normally 
not obtained in wild populations; however, the following report 
suggests the possible body length that can occur in southern 
forms of A. contortrix. On 21 April 2001, an unsexed A. contortrix 
was captured by EC just west of CR 269, approximately 2 miles N 
of I-10, in Gadsden Co., Florida, USA (30.645°N, 84.820°W). No 
measurements were taken at the time of capture, although the 
snake likely was born in the fall of 2000. The specimen remained 
in captivity from initial capture until death, which occurred on 
18 April 2012. Immediately following death, the specimen was 
measured by EC using a steel rule, and showed a total body 
length of 147.32 cm (58 in.) (Fig. 1). Sex was not determined. The 
specimen is believed to represent the largest documented wild-
caught or captive A. contortrix, a voucher photograph of which 
has been deposited in the collection of the South Carolina State 
Museum, Columbia, South Carolina.
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NERODIA SIPEDON (Northern Watersnake). CAPTIVE LON-
GEVITY. Nerodia sipedon is a common water snake of the north-
ern and southeastern United States. The natural lifespan of this 
species is currently unknown but a longevity record of 9 years, 7 
months, 24 days for a captive  Nerodia sipedon pleuralis has been 
published (Slavens and Slavens 1999. Reptiles and Amphibians 
in Captivity: Breeding, Longevity, and Inventory. Slaveware, Se-
attle, Washington; Snider and Bowler 1992. Longevity of Reptiles 
and Amphibians in North American Collections. SSAR Herpetol. 
Circ. 21, 40 pp.). Here we report a Nerodia sipedon sipedon that 
attained a minimum known age of 21 years.
 This snake had reportedly been captured near Traverse City, 
Michigan, USA in the fall of 1991 and donated to an elementary 
school for a class pet by the student who caught it.  The student 
reportedly had kept the snake for some time (two or more years) 
before it was donated to the school, but confirming details on 
this point are unavailable. The snake was estimated to have been 
at least 45–50 cm in total length in 1993 when it came to the at-
tention of the junior author (KR), but exact measurements were 
never taken. KR was given possession of the snake in 1995.  
 The sex of the specimen was unconfirmed but it was pre-
sumed to have been male, an assumption supported by its small 
relative size, as males are smaller than females in this species 
(Ernst and Ernst 2003. Snakes of the United States and Canada. 
Smithsonian Books, Washington, DC. 668 pp.). Since 1995 it had 
been maintained in a screen-topped cage measuring 76 x 30.5 
cm in horizontal dimensions, heated with a “hot rock,” with bark 
bedding and two water dishes, and positioned near a south-
facing window. It was typically fed about 12 small goldfish once 
per week, except during the winter months, when it would some-
times refuse food for several weeks at a time.  
 On 23 January 2012, after a prolonged fast, the snake was ob-
served to have a swollen area near the tail, and was taken to a 
veterinarian and determined to have a “rectal prolapse” and pos-
sible septicemia.  It died later that day.  Although exact measure-
ments were not made, the snake was approximately 68 cm in total 
length at death.  It seems reasonable to assume that this Northern 
Watersnake was at least one year old in fall of 1991; thus its mini-
mum attained age would be 21 years and perhaps 4–5 months 
(given that parturition in this species typically occurs from late 
July through early September in northern Michigan).  

JAMES H. HARDING, Department of Zoology, Michigan State Uni-
versity, East Lansing, Michigan 48824, USA (e-mail: hardingj@msu.edu); 
KATHERINE ROCKAFIELD, 1107 Washington, Kalamazoo, Michigan 
49001, USA.

PH
O

TO
 B

Y 
ED

 C
AS

SA
N

O

FIG. 1. Record length Agkistrodon c. contortrix being measured fol-
lowing its death.


