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Introduction
Amphibians and reptiles live in all habitat types in North Dakota. They 

may be close by, even if you don’t see them. Turtles and frogs swim on the 
bottom of wetlands and rivers, lizards scurry into burrows, and snakes slip 
away into tall grass. Although they may seem “creepy” to some people, 
they are all quite harmless, unless provoked, which may cause them to 
become aggressive in an attempt to defend themselves. In fact, amphib-
ians and reptiles are very beneficial to the environment, serving as prey for 
other animals, and preying on critters sometimes undesirable to humans, 
such as rodents. 

North Dakota has about 28 species of amphibians and reptiles. Herpe-
tologists, or biologists who study these creatures, often discover small 
differences in a species, and may change the name of a species, or decide 
it should be two separate species. Depending on who you talk to, the exact 
number of species, or herps as they are sometimes collectively called, may 
vary. Regardless, North Dakota has very few species because of its cold 
climate, compared to someplace warm like Texas, which boasts more than 
225 species.

What Are Amphibians?
North Dakota’s amphibians are four-legged vertebrates that spend part of 

their life in water and part on land. Frogs, toads and salamanders are am-
phibians. Females are typically larger than males. Most lay eggs in water, 
which hatch into larvae and then undergo metamorphosis (i.e. lose their 
gills and develop lungs) into adult stage. They are cold-blooded (ectother-
mic) and rely on the environment to regulate body temperature. Amphib-
ians survive North Dakota winters by 
hibernating at the bottom of wetlands, 
lakes or rivers and may even occasion-
ally swim around below the ice. Others 
burrow deep into soil below the frost 
line, or in cracks or crevices in logs or 
rocks. Some amphibians may freeze, 
except for the vital organs, which have a high concentration of glucose or 
“antifreeze,” preventing the animal from dying. 

What Are Reptiles?
Reptiles are cold-blooded (ectothermic) vertebrates that lay eggs or give 

live birth and have scales or scutes (i.e. a bony plate such as a turtle shell). 
Lizards, turtles, snakes and even extinct dinosaurs are reptiles. Females 
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are typically larger than males. Several species of reptiles may give birth to 
live young versus laying eggs. Some lizards have a unique escape mechanism 
as their tail breaks away when grabbed by a predator. While the predator is 
amused with the twitching tail, the lizard escapes unharmed as the tail will 
grow back over time. Incubation temperature determines the sex of turtles 
(except for softshell turtles); high temperatures produce females and low 
temperatures produce males. Snakes constantly flick their tongue to sense their 
surroundings. Snakes have no external ear openings, but can pick up vibrations 
through the ground. Snakes will continue to grow throughout their life and as 
they grow, they shed their skin to allow for the increase in size.

Rules and Regulations

Kids, and even many adults, get excited when they find a frog or salaman-
der, and sometimes even a snake, and think it would make a good pet. All 
amphibians and reptiles are defined as wildlife and under management of the 
state. Should that prevent a child from holding a toad while in nature? Certain-
ly not, however, the animal should be left in its natural habitat and not brought 
home. A secondary reason for not bringing an animal home is because there are 
a number of diseases and fungi on the rise in the United States that amphibians 
and reptiles carry. Even if an animal appears healthy, it may have Salmonella, 
or other unidentified diseases. Or, if you have legally purchased pets at home 
and bring home a critter from the wild, place it in the same cage with infected 
pets, then later release the wild animal, you will spread the disease to oth-
erwise healthy wildlife. Always wash your hands with soap and water after 
handling any animal.

How to Use This Guide

This guide describes all amphibians and reptiles known to occur in North 
Dakota. Any species you find in nature that is not in the guide should be re-
ported to the North Dakota Game and Fish Department. This includes poten-
tially harmful species such as the bullfrog, or pets that may have been released 
by their owners, such as restrictor snakes. Never handle a snake if you are 
unsure of what species it is.

•	Snout to vent length: the distance from the tip of the nose to the vent or the 
opening located on the underside of the 
animal at the base of its tail.

•	Head to tail length: the distance from the 
tip of the head, or nose, to the tip of the 
tail.

•	Carapace length: the distance from the 
front to the rear of the shell.
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Amphibians

Plains Spadefoot

(Spea bombifrons)
Snout to vent length: 2-3 inches

The plains spadefoot is the most easily recognized toad in North Dakota. 
Its skin is smooth like that of a frog, and it has a distinct vertical pupil like 
that of a cat. Its color varies from a light cream, to gray or brown, and may 
have small orange spots. These toads inhabit dry grasslands, with sandy or 
loose soil primarily south and west of the Missouri River, although some 
scattered populations have been found in central and northern North Dako-
ta. Their back feet have a digging spur (spade) used to burrow into the soil. 
They may burrow 3 feet or more underground until they hit a layer of moist 
soil. Spadefoots are known as explosive breeders. During warm summer 
months they emerge in the evening after a heavy rain to quickly breed in 
shallow pools. Females lay 2,000 eggs, which hatch in 2-4 days and tadpoles 
metamorphose into 
toadlets (i.e. small toads) 
within one month. By 
morning, adults are back 
underground awaiting 
the next heavy rain. 
Spadefoots eat a variety 
of small invertebrates.
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FUN FACT:
I'm the fastest to turn 
from a tadpole into a 
frog ... 30 days!

The digging spur ‘spade’ on hind foot.
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Woodhouse’s Toad

(Anaxyrus woodhousii)
Snout to vent length: 3-5 inches

Woodhouse’s toads are North Dakota’s largest toad. Its coloration varies 
from green to light brown, with a distinctive light stripe down the middle 
of its back. Their bellies are white to yellow and typically have no mark-
ings, but may have a single chest spot. The Woodhouse’s toad is most 
abundant in southwestern and southern North Dakota, but may be found 
statewide in grasslands, wetlands, floodplains and back yards. They are 
commonly found at night near the base of yard lights where insects are 
abundant. Females lay up to 25,000 eggs. Woodhouse’s toads are named af-
ter the 19th century explorer, surgeon and naturalist, Samuel Woodhouse. 
These toads were formerly called Rocky Mountain toads.

Primary Range Secondary Range
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FUN FACT:
We like to leave a 
sign of our presence 
under yard lights 
while you are sleeping 
... toad droppings!
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Great Plains Toad

(Anaxyrus cognatus)
Snout to vent length: 2-4 inches

Great Plains toads are the only North Dakota toads with large, dark sym-
metrical blotches on their backs. Some toads may or may not have a light 
stripe down the middle of the back, and typically the belly has no mark-
ings, but may have a single chest spot. A lump or “boss” is present on the 
snout behind the nostrils. These toads inhabit grasslands of North Dakota 
except the northern counties bordering Canada. They are accomplished 
burrowers in loose soil and are found at night along roadsides or irrigation 
ditches where insects are plentiful. These toads only enter water to breed 
and may be found in the uplands far from any water. Females lay up to 
20,000 eggs. Great Plains toads eat a variety of insects and worms.

 

Primary Range
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FUN FACT:
I can inflate myself 
to look bigger so 
predators won’t want 
to swallow me.
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American Toad

(Anaxyrus americanus)
Snout to vent length: 2-3.5 inches

American toads are primarily found in eastern North Dakota, but are 
rare in the state. Their coloration varies from brown, to brick red, to olive 
green. A light stripe may be found down the middle of the back and their 
bellies are heavily spotted with black. They do not have a lump or “boss” 
on the snout. They only have one or two large warts in each of their larger 
dark spots. The habitat of these toads varies, including mowed grassy 
yards, woodlands, or wherever there is an abundant supply of moisture 
and insects. Females lay up to 20,000 eggs. American toads will hybridize 
with Canadian toads.

 

Primary Range
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FUN FACT:
We are one of the 
most common toads 
in the eastern United 
States but are rather 
uncommon in North 
Dakota.
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Canadian Toad

(Anaxyrus hemiophrys)
Snout to vent length: 2-3 inches

Canadian toads are also referred to as Dakota toads. In North Dakota 
they are found primarily east of the Missouri River. The coloration varies 
from green to brownish-red, with brownish-red warts. A light line may be 
found down the middle of the back. Canadian toads have heavily spotted 
bellies and a grooved boss on top of their head. These toads inhabit mar-
gins of lakes, ponds and prairie potholes and are not often found far from 
water. They are primarily nocturnal and are strong swimmers. To avoid 
capture they readily seek the safety of water. They can burrow into the 
ground using their hind feet, much like a spadefoot toad. Canadian toads 
will hibernate together in Mima mounds, or low, circular, natural mounds 
in the prairie.

Primary Range

FUN FACT:
True or False:
Touching a toad will 
give you warts.
FALSE
Toads have bumps 
that are called warts, 
but human warts are 
caused by a human 
virus.
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Gray Treefrog and Cope’s Gray Treefrog

(Hyla versicolor) and (Hyla chrysoscelis)
Snout to vent length: 1-2 inches

The two species of treefrogs in North Dakota are nearly indistinguish-
able visually, but each has a distinct call. Cope’s gray treefrogs are slightly 
smaller than gray treefrogs. The gray treefrog is limited to wooded riparian 
habitat adjacent to or near water in eastern North Dakota, while Cope’s 
gray treefrog is more often associated with prairie habitat. There is some 
debate among biologists which species is more prevalent in North Dakota. 
Treefrogs have the remarkable capacity to change color from gray to brown 
or green within just a few minutes. Gray treefrog skin is tougher, more 
warty, and grayer than Cope’s gray treefrog. Their toes are tipped with 
adhesive discs, which enable them to climb and cling to smooth branches 
and leaves. They are often seen on roadways hunting for insects on warm, 
humid, summer nights. During the day they prefer shade and protection 
of trees and shrubs near water. Females lay up to 4,000 eggs. Their diet 
consists mainly of insects.

Primary Range
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FUN FACT:
Our skin color 
changes based 
on temperature, 
the color of our 
surroundings, and 
activity level.
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Northern Leopard Frog

(Lithobates pipiens)
Snout to vent length: 2-4 inches

Northern leopard frogs are found throughout North Dakota in almost 
any body of water. They were once the most widespread frog in North 
America and although populations have declined, they are still abundant 
in North Dakota. Their color may vary from green to gray to brown, with 
large black spots, like a leopard. One rare color morph lacks spots (Burnsi). 
They are powerful swimmers and can leap 5-6 feet to avoid capture. These 
frogs are one of the first amphibians to emerge from hibernation in spring. 
They mate in almost any type of aquatic habitat and females lay up to 5,000 
eggs attached to aquatic vegetation. Their diet includes insects, worms, 
other frogs, or just about anything within reach. Another name for the 
leopard frog is the meadow frog. During summer, frogs can be found far 
from water.

 

Primary Range

FUN FACT:
We hibernate 
underwater, but if 
you are spearfishing 
in the winter you may 
see us moving around 
on the bottom of the 
lake.
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Wood Frog

(Lithobates sylvaticus)
Snout to vent length: 1-3 inches

Wood frogs have a characteristic dark mask around the eyes. There is a 
great variation in skin color, from pink, to brown, to black. No matter the 
color, the dark mask is always present. They are found throughout north-
ern and eastern North Dakota, usually near moist woodlands, and they are 
very reclusive. In winter, they hibernate under dead logs, piles of rocks, 
leaves, or grass litter. In spring, they are one of the first frogs to emerge 
from hibernation. Breeding takes place in small ponds and coulees where 
females lay 1,000 eggs. Their diet includes insects and worms. These frogs 
are found farther north than any other, sometimes in shallow ponds on the 
Canadian and Alaskan tundra.

Primary Range Secondary Range

SA
N

D
RA

 J
O

H
N

SO
N

FUN FACT:
To survive winter, we 
freeze almost solid 
and our hearts stop 
beating. In the spring, 
we thaw and hop 
away.
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 Boreal Chorus Frog

(Pseudacris maculata)
Snout to vent length: 1-1.5 inches

Boreal chorus frogs are North Dakota’s smallest frogs. Colors range from 
buff to gray, or green, with three wide, dark stripes down the back. Chorus 
frogs have small adhesive discs like tree frogs, but they do not climb. These 
tiny frogs can be found statewide in grasslands, woodlands, agricultural 
fields and urban areas. In winter, they hibernate under dead logs, piles of 
rocks and leaves. In early spring, the males call in small bodies of shallow 
water. Their distinctive call has been described as a chirping sound. It can 
be duplicated by running your finger across the teeth of a pocket comb. 
Females lay up to 1,500 eggs in almost any type of aquatic habitat. Their diet 
consists of small insects.

Primary Range
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FUN FACT:
In mid-April we 
start calling ... it 
sounds like running a 
finger over a comb ... 
crrreeek ... crrreeek 
... we might be small 
but we are loud!
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Tiger Salamander (Eastern, Barred and Gray)

(Ambystoma tigrinum), (Ambystoma mavortium  
mavortium) and (Ambystoma mavortium diaboli)
Head to tail length: 6-9 inches, occasionally up to 13 inches

Tiger salamanders are found throughout North Dakota. As the name 
implies, tiger salamanders are usually bi-colored. One color describes the 
background, or body of the animal, while the other color describes the pat-
tern. Background colors range from gray, black, bars, or blotches of various 
sizes, shapes and color, and a pattern of yellowish-brown spots that vary 
in size and shape. Unlike the mudpuppy, tiger salamanders have five toes 
on each hind foot. They are often seen at night after a heavy rainfall. In fall, 
they are commonly observed crossing roads in search of overwintering 
sites where they will hibernate underground. They live in almost any damp 
place; debris near water, damp cellars, and even small mammal burrows. 
Salamanders will eat almost anything and frequently pursue night crawl-
ers. Some individuals never go through metamorphosis to become land-
dwelling adults, and retain larval characteristics, including gills. They be-
come sexually mature and may live their life completely underwater. These 
salamanders can grow larger than their land counterparts. This condition is 
known as neoteny. Because they retain gills, they may be falsely identified 
as mudpuppies.

Primary Range
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FUN FACT:
We can live to be 
10-15 years old.

Tiger salamander larvae.
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Mudpuppy (Common)
(Necturus maculosus)
Head to tail length: 8-16 inches

Mudpuppies are a type of salamander. They spend their entire lives 
underwater. They are easily identified by the ever-present maroon-colored 
external gills and four toes on each foot (tiger salamanders have five toes 
on each hind foot). Their coloration is a light background with dark spots. 
Mudpuppies are nocturnal and harmless to man. Only a handful of reported 
specimens have been collected and identified in North Dakota, primarily 
along the Red River. Mating takes place in fall and females lay up 100 eggs 
in spring. Mudpuppies eat a wide variety of food, including small fish, fish 
eggs, crayfish, aquatic insects and mollusks. Mudpuppies may be referred 
to as waterdogs because they make a vocalization similar to a dog’s bark.

Primary Range
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FUN FACT:
We have two rows of 
teeth and are super 
slimy.
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Reptiles

Short-horned Lizard (Greater)
(Phrynosoma hernandesi)
Head to tail length: 3-5 inches

Short-horned lizards found in and around the badlands of western North 
Dakota are often referred to as “horned toads,” but they are reptiles, not 
amphibians. Their bodies are flat, wide and covered with protective horns 
and spikes. When pursued, they stop and flatten their bodies against the 
ground and virtually disappear. The horned lizard has a defense mecha-
nism that allows it to squirt blood from the corners of its eyes. This mecha-
nism, made possible by an ability to increase blood pressure in the head, is 
used when the lizard is threatened. Females give birth to live young, about 
5-12, which are able to fend for themselves within a few hours of birth. 
They are found in sagebrush habitats, rocky or sparsely vegetated areas 
and subsist on a diet of ants, spiders and sowbugs. Short-horned lizards 
are active during the day.

Primary Range Secondary Range
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FUN FACT:
We give birth to 
live young about the 
length of a quarter.
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A juvenile short-horned lizard.
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Sagebrush Lizard (Northern)
(Sceloporus graciosus)
Head to tail length: 5-6 inches

Sagebrush lizards are small, reclusive and extremely quick. This may 
account for the scarcity of sightings in North Dakota. Locals sometime refer 
to these lizards as “bluebellies” because of the bright blue patches on the 
undersides of males. Females have white or yellow bellies. They seem to 
prefer rocky areas near water and adjacent areas of sandy soil and sage-
brush in the badlands. Males perform a courtship dance to attract females. 
The female will deposit 2-10 eggs in loose soil and may have two clutches 
per year. The eggs hatch in about 60 days. Sagebrush lizards eat a wide 
variety of insects. These lizards can drop their tail as a defense against 
predators.

Primary Range
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FUN FACT:
After we discard 
our tail to distract 
a predator, it will 
wiggle on the ground 
for a while. Later, 
the tail will grow 
back.
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Prairie Skink (Northern)
(Plestiodon septentrionalis)
Head to tail length: 5-9 inches

Prairie skinks are also known as black-banded skinks. Prairie skinks 
are active during summer, and are found in sandy areas such as the sand 
dunes and grasslands in eastern and northern North Dakota. They have 
smooth, shiny scales, with bands of brown and black along the length of 
the back. Juvenile skinks are easily identified by their bright blue tails. Fe-
males lay 8-10 eggs in a shallow nest in June/July. She guards the nest until 
the eggs hatch in about 40 days. Their diet includes grasshoppers, crickets, 
beetles, caterpillars and spiders. They can also drop their tails as a defense 
against predators.

Primary Range Secondary Range

FUN FACT:
Don’t mess with this 
mom because she 
defends her nest of 
eggs fearlessly.
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Painted Turtle (Western)
(Chrysemys picta)
Carapace length: 4-10 inches female, 3-6 inches male
Weight: about 1 pound

Painted turtles are the most widespread turtles in the United States 
and are found throughout North Dakota. The undersides, or plastrons, of 
the painted turtle shells are what give these turtles their name. They are  
brightly colored, with a large black patch mottled with yellow on a red 
background. The backs, or carapaces, of painted turtles vary from black, to 
greenish or brown, and may contain a few light yellow lines on each plate. 
Distinctive yellow stripes adorn the head and neck. They are easily recog-
nized while basking in the sun on rocks, stumps, or trees nearly submerged 
in water. They are very cautious and dive into the water when threatened. 
Painted turtles mate at the bottoms of wetlands in spring or fall. In June 
or early July, females dig nests with their hind legs and then deposit 
5-20 leathery eggs. The eggs hatch in about 10 weeks. Their diet includes 
worms, minnows, crayfish, aquatic insects and vegetation.

Primary Range

FUN FACT:
If the temperature 
of egg incubation is 
around 78°F, then 
we’ll be males, if it’s 
around 86°F then 
we’ll be females. 
Temps in between, we 
could be either.
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A juvenile painted turtle.
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Smooth Softshell (Midland)
(Apalone mutica)
Carapace length: 7-14 inches female, 5-7 inches male
Weight: about 2-3 pounds

Smooth softshell turtles, also known as leatherbacks, are found in the 
Missouri River System south of Bismarck. They are characterized by their 
nearly circular carapace covered with a soft leathery type of skin. Shell 
color may vary from olive-gray to orange-brown. The underside, or plas-
tron, is gray to creamy white. The markings on their heads consist of pale 
stripes on the snout in front of the eyes, and pale stripes behind the eyes, 
with dark borders. They lack small tubercles on the carapace, which the 
spiny softshell has. Females grow much larger than the males and are fully 
mature in seven years. They mate May to June, with the females digging 
out nest sites up to 12 inches deep on sand bars. One to three clutches of 
eggs are laid, each containing 4-33 hard-shelled eggs, and hatch 2-3 months 
thereafter. These turtles are strong swimmers. They swim submerged, 
breathing through their snorkel-likes snouts. They like to sun themselves 
near shore, but are easily disturbed and quickly swim away. They feed pri-
marily on crayfish and other small invertebrates. Frogs and small fish also 
are included in their diet. 

Primary Range

FUN FACT:
Our ability to use 
cloacal respiration – 
or breathing through 
our rear end – helps 
us to stay underwater 
for up to 5 hours.
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Spiny Softshell (Eastern)
(Apalone spinifera)
Carapace length: 8-16 inches female, 4-9 inches male
Weight: about 4-5 pounds

Spiny softshell turtles are found in the Missouri River System south 
of Garrison Dam. The carapace is round and olive-gray, but differs from 
the smooth softshell, with dark circular spots and a black line circling the 
entire carapace. There are spiny tubercles on the front of the carapace, 
which are larger on females than males. The male’s carapace is rough, like 
sandpaper. Females reach sexual maturity at around 8-10 years of age. One 
to two clutches of 9-38 hard-shelled eggs are laid in an excavated nest 10 
inches deep. Eggs hatch 2-3 months thereafter. Spiny softshells may live up 
to 50 years. Spiny softshells are more aggressive than smooth softshells and 
will bite and thrash around if handled. They feed on a variety of inverte-
brates, crayfish, fish and aquatic vegetation.

Primary Range

FUN FACT:
We are super 
aggressive when 
handled and can 
stretch our necks a 
long ways to try to 
bite you. It’s best to 
just leave us alone!
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False Map Turtle 
(Graptemys  
pseudogeographica)
Carapace length: 5-10 inches 
female, 4-6 inches male 
Weight: about 1.5 pounds

False map turtles are found in the Mis-
souri River System south of Garrison Dam. 
They are identified by a brown carapace, with 
light-yellow, oval markings. They have blunt 
spines that project up from the midline of the 
carapace and the rear carapace is serrated. On 
the head, a light yellow stripe behind each 
eye is visible. The undersides, or plastrons, of 
false map turtles are cream to yellowish. The 
juveniles have an intricate pattern, whereas in 
the adults this pattern is absent. These wary 
turtles are extremely rare in North Dakota. 
The best opportunity to observe these turtles 
is during the first two weeks of June as they 
come out of the water in the afternoon to lay 
eggs in the sand. Up to three clutches of 6-16 
elliptical, soft-shelled eggs are laid in a nest 
dug 6 inches deep. The eggs hatch about two 
months later. False map turtles eat aquatic 
vegetation, insects, worms, crustaceans, min-
nows and mollusks.

Primary Range

FUN FACT:
Males entice a female 
to breed by stroking 
her head and neck 
with his foreclaws, 
then drums his 
foreclaws over her 
eyes.
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Snapping Turtle

(Chelydra serpentina)
Carapace length: 7-19 inches, total body length including tail,  
up to 30 inches
Weight: 10-35 lbs, up to 65 pounds

Snapping turtles are common throughout North Dakota. They are black 
to brown when young. As they age, algae grow on their backs, or cara-
paces, to produce a dull greenish-black color. The undersides or the shells, 
or plastrons, are a light tan or light gray. Some people consider snapping 
turtle meat a delicacy (check with Game and Fish for current regulations). 
Snapping turtle heads are attached to a long extendible neck. When ag-
gravated, snappers will open their beak-like mouths, hiss loudly and strike 
to defend themselves. A small branch or finger can easily be crushed by 
an adult’s jaw. Once a snapper has clamped onto an object it hangs on. 
Snapping turtles enjoy warm water, with a muddy bottom and plenty of 
aquatic vegetation. They are often found on the margins of ponds buried in 
the mud of the warm shallows, with only their eyes and nostrils exposed. 
Snapping turtles are sexually mature at 5-7 years of age and mate at any 
time of the year, except during their hibernation period. Females dig nests 
away from the water’s edge and lay 1-2 clutches of 8-90 soft-shelled eggs. 
Eggs hatch in 2-5 months. The diet of snapping turtles consists of inverte-
brates; carrion, aquatic plants, fish, amphibians, other turtles, small mam-
mals and sometimes baby birds. They capture prey by waiting patiently in 
shallow water and ambushing whatever wanders or swims by. Snapping 
turtles are aggressive and it’s best to leave them alone. Extreme caution is 
advised if handling is required. Never carry a snapping turtle by its tail.

Primary Range

FUN FACT:
We can live for 40-
50 years in the wild, 
maybe longer!
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A juvenile snapping turtle.



40

Common Gartersnake (Red-sided)
(Thamnophis sirtalis)
Length: 16-26 inches

Common gartersnakes are also called garden snakes, grass snakes, or 
red-sided gartersnakes. They are found statewide, inhabiting the edges of 
woodlands, meadows, wetlands and areas around housing developments. 
Common gartersnakes are identified by one bright, yellow stripe down the 
back, alternating red/black on the side, and a yellow line on the lower sides 
(2nd and 3rd scale rows). These snakes hibernate in large groups in dens. 
Males emerge first, and as a female emerges, many males will attempt mat-
ing with her, forming a “mating ball.” Females give birth to about 20 live 
young, but a litter may range from 12-40. Gartersnakes feed on a variety of 
food items including frogs, earthworms, toads, small salamanders, insects 
and minnows. Gartersnakes are not aggressive, but may bite and thrash 
around if handled. The bite is not serious. They will also release a fowl 
smelling musk from their scent gland, which may require a couple of wash-
ings with soap and water to remove from your hands.

Primary Range
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FUN FACT:
Snakes use their forked 
tongues to collect 
chemicals known as 
“pheromones” from 
the air. A special 
organ inside the 
mouth interprets the 
pheromone signals, 
such as if other snakes 
are in the area.
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Plains Gartersnake

(Thamnophis radix)
Length: 15-28 inches

Plains gartersnakes are more frequently encountered than the common 
gartersnake. These snakes are found statewide, inhabiting grasslands 
around marshes, pond edges, coulee bottoms and prairie potholes. They 
can be identified by three stripes, with the middle stripe often being bright 
orange or yellow. The side stripes may take on a bluish-green hue. A 
double row of spots between the stripes can also be found. Similar to the 
common gartersnake, individuals hibernate together and “mating balls” 
form as females emerge. The females normally give birth to about 20-40 
live young, but can have over 90. Frogs and minnows make up the diet of 
these snakes, but they also eat a wide variety of insects. 

Primary Range
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FUN FACT:
We are about 4-1/2 
to 9 inches long when 
born and grow about 
1 cm per week during 
our first year.
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Red-bellied Snake (Northern)
(Storeria occipitomaculata)
Length: 8-10 inches

Red-bellied snakes are North Dakota’s smallest snakes. Their name is 
appropriate as their bellies are bright red to salmon. The backs vary from 
light to dark brown, gray or chestnut. This coloration also makes red-bel-
lied snakes hard to see in their habitat. They live in or around woodlands 
in the eastern half of North Dakota, and prefer the margins of woodlands 
for foraging, but will sometimes be found in open grasslands. These snakes 
are seldom seen due to their small size, shyness and nocturnal habits. 
They hide during the day under stones, boards, rotten logs, or other forest 
cover, and come out toward evening. These small snakes often hibernate in 
ant mounds during winter. They mate in spring and females give birth to 
about eight young, but up to 21. They will feed on small earthworms and 
beetle larvae, but prefer slugs.

Primary Range
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FUN FACT:
If we feel threatened, 
we will exhibit ‘lip-
curling’ and curl our 
lips upward to show 
our tiny teeth (which 
we think look really 
scary to a predator!)
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Smooth Green Snake 
(Opheodrys vernalis)
Length: 12-20 inches

Smooth green snakes, also known as green grass snakes, are bright green, 
with a white chin and belly. Their long, narrow mouths give them a smil-
ing appearance. They may be found in moist grasslands, marshes and open 
woodlands across the state, except for far eastern North Dakota. These 
snakes are seldom seen due to their camouflage, which blends in with their 
grassy habitat. Females lay 3-11 eggs in decaying logs or vegetation, which 
hatch about one month later. They are gentle snakes and have not been 
known to bite or defend themselves when handled. Smooth green snakes 
feed on grasshoppers, caterpillars, spiders, insects and earthworms.

Primary Range
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FUN FACT:
Females will incubate  
eggs in their body 
for some time before 
laying them, thus the 
time to hatch may be 
as little as 4 days.
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Plains Hog-nosed Snake 
(Heterdon nasicus)
Length: 15-25 inches

	 Plains hog-nosed snakes have upturned snouts, which act like a 
shovel to burrow into loose soil. The coloration of their backs is tan, brown 
or yellowish-gray, with dark blotches and 2-3 rows of spots on their sides. 
Another characteristic is the pattern of large, black blotches on their bellies, 
extending all the way to the tail. These snakes are found statewide except 
in the northeast and prefer sandy, graveled areas that occur in grassland, 
prairie and mixed forest habitats. They are primarily active in early morn-
ing and evening hours. During the day they escape the heat by burrowing 
into the ground or tucking beneath mats of dead vegetation. Females may 
mate in the spring and fall, and lay a clutch of 4-23 eggs in soft or sandy 
soil just below the surface. Eggs hatch in 2-3 months. Although hog-nosed 
snakes are not venomous to humans, they do have venom that is released 
through enlarged hollow back teeth into prey. These snakes will eat almost 
anything they can swallow, including toads, lizards, snakes, reptile eggs, 
small birds and rodents. When hog-nosed snakes are disturbed, or con-
cerned, they put on an amazing display. They will inflate their bodies, hiss 
loudly, open their mouths wide and attempt to strike. It is a pretty good 
show for a nonvenemous snake. If this display fails to deter 
a predator, they may roll over and play dead. It is 
a very convincing act, with their mouths open 
and tongues hanging out. These snakes will 
remain limp and motionless if handled. They 
lose their credibility when placed right side 
up, for they are convinced they should be 
dead, and immediately roll over, exposing 
their bellies. Hog-nosed snakes have many 
different names, such as puff adders, hissing 
adders and sand adders, 
to name a few. Many of 
these snakes are killed 
needlessly, being mis-
taken for rattlesnakes. 
Plains hog-nosed snakes 
are harmless and best 
left alone.

Primary Range
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FUN FACT:
Females are 
polygamous – they 
will mate with many 
males.
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Gophersnake (Bullsnake)
(Pituophis catenifer)
Length: 37-72 inches

Gophersnakes, or more commonly re-
ferred to as bullsnakes, are North Da-
kota’s largest nonvenemous snakes. Their 
coloration is yellowish to buff-brown, with 
a series of black or brown blotches on the back. 
The belly is yellow, with black mottling. The tail has black 
bands, which are inconsistent with the other markings. These 
snakes can be found in grasslands, meadows, river bluffs and woodland 
areas in southwestern North Dakota, including counties bordering the Mis-
souri River on the east. Female bullsnakes mate in spring and lay 3-24 eggs 
in a sandy burrow or under large rocks or logs. Eggs hatch in 2-3 months. 
Bullsnakes feed mostly on rodents, although small birds and even chicken 
eggs may fall prey. Prey is killed by constriction and swallowed whole. 
The consumption of rodents makes bullsnakes beneficial to agriculture and 
around homes. Large bullsnakes will consume one to four small mammals 
a week. When disturbed, bullsnakes will try to escape without incident. If, 
however, they are cornered, they will hiss loudly, vibrate their tails (trying 
to mimic the rattlesnake), open their mouths and strike. Because of this 
forceful behavior, bullsnakes are sometimes killed by people who believe 
these snakes are dangerous or mistake them for the venomous rattlesnake.

Primary Range

FUN FACT:
We can swim and 
climb very well. 
Females don’t reach 
sexual maturity until 
they are 4 years old.
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Racer (Eastern Yellow-bellied)
(Coluber constrictor)
Length: 23-50 inches

Racers are fast-moving snakes that are difficult to catch. Their speed is 
astounding, and it is common to see these snakes for just a moment before 
they vanish through the grass. They are slender snakes, with greenish-blue 
to gray coloration on their backs, a bright yellow belly and a white patch 
on their chin. Young racers have a distinctive pattern of dark blotches 
on a light background that slowly fades as they mature. Racers inhabit 
the sagebrush prairies of southwestern North Dakota and are commonly 
found near water. They may overwinter in dens with other snake species, 
including prairie rattlesnakes. Females mate in spring and lay 8-21 eggs in 
burrows or under logs. Eggs hatch in 2-3 months. Racers have large eyes, 
which aid them in pursuing prey during the day. They feed on a variety of 
prey including small rodents, frogs, toads, snakes, lizards, birds and bird 
eggs and insects.

Primary Range Secondary Range
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FUN FACT:
We squirm, defecate 
and bite hard if 
handled ... that is, if 
you can catch us.

A juvenile racer.
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Prairie Rattlesnake 
(Crotalus viridis)
Length: 35-50 inches

These are North Dakota’s only venomous snakes. Their color varies from 
greenish-gray, brown or red, to all brown. They have dark, oval blotches 
surrounded by white markings. Rattlesnakes are found in grasslands and 
sagebrush areas, as wells as high rocky ledges of buttes. They are primarily 
found in southwestern North Dakota, but have been observed in coun-
ties bordering the Missouri River on the east. In early spring and late fall, 
prairie rattlesnakes hunt for food during the day. In summer months, they 
take shelter from the heat by finding a shaded area or rocky outcrops. 
There they stay until evening when they begin their nightly wait in am-
bush for small mammals. In winter, these snakes will hibernate together in 
prairie dog burrows or rocky crevices. Females mate in March to May, and 
in the early fall give birth to live young. An average litter contains about 12 
young, but this can vary from 4-25. Young are able to fend for themselves 
and no parental care is given by the mother.

The unique feature that gives rattlesnakes their name is the rattle. These 
rattles are shaken by snakes to scare and warn potential predators. The 
number of rattle segments increases each time snakes shed their skin, 
about 1-2 times per year. Because of this you can only approximate the age 
of rattlesnakes by the number of segments on the rattle. Rattlesnakes are 
pit vipers. They use specialized organs to detect heat. These pits, found 
below and in front of the eye, are placed at different positions on either 
side of the snake’s head. This makes it possible for snakes to line up prey in 
total darkness. Fangs are covered by a protective sheath of tissue, and are 
normally folded back against the roof of the mouth. Rattlesnake fangs are 
hollow and connected to a venom gland, which lies behind the eye. Fangs 
are replaced at regular intervals.

Primary Range Secondary Range

FUN FACT:
Although we look 
intimidating, we are 
not aggressive and 
would rather flee 
from danger than 
bite you.
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•	Bites: When people are bitten, it is usually the result of the person 
handling or mistreating the snake. Less often it is the result of putting 
their hands or feet into hidden, obscure places. This sometimes occurs 
when hiking through brush or climbing among rocks and cliffs. It is 
important to wear protective footwear (do not wear sandals) when 
hiking in western North Dakota. Rattlesnake strikes rarely exceed 
two-thirds the length of the snake. The strike is made very quickly, 
with the head thrown forward, mouth open, and the forward pointing 
fangs driven into the victim. The venom is a powerful protein digest-
ing enzyme, which digests the walls of blood vessels in its victims, 
causing bleeding into the tissue. If bitten, seek medical treatment im-
mediately.

N
D

G
F 

PH
O

TO



57

C
H

R
IS

 G
R

O
N

D
A

H
L

M
A

TT
H

EW
 T

. S
M

IT
H



The NDGFD receives federal financial assistance from the US Fish and Wildlife Service. In accordance with Title VI of 
the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, Title II of the Americans with Disabilities Act 
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