
Water Moccasin Identification: Recognizing the
Venomous Water Snake
Identifying a water moccasin, also known as the cottonmouth snake, is a valuable skill,
especially for those who live in or frequent areas where these venomous snakes are found.
Water moccasins are known for their potent venom and defensive behavior, making it essential
to distinguish them from non-venomous water snakes. In this article, we will provide you with
information on how to identify a water moccasin and some key characteristics that set them
apart.

Physical Characteristics:

Water moccasins have several physical features that can help you identify them:

Size: Water moccasins can vary in size, but they are typically between 24 to 48 inches long,
with some individuals reaching lengths of up to 5 feet.

Color: They have a dark olive to almost black color on their back, often with a dull greenish or
yellowish tint. Their belly is lighter and can range from yellowish to white.

Pattern: Water moccasins have a distinctive pattern characterized by dark crossbands on their
back, which may be more pronounced in younger snakes. The crossbands are irregular and
sometimes appear more like blotches. As the snake matures, these bands may become less
visible.

Head Shape: Water moccasins have a relatively thick and blocky head, which is wider than the
neck. This feature is often described as "pit-viper" shaped.

Pupils: Their pupils are vertically elliptical, similar to a cat's eye, which is a characteristic of pit
vipers.

Tail: Water moccasins have a short, thick tail, which can sometimes be mistaken for a
rattlesnake's tail due to its blunt appearance.

Behavioral Characteristics:

Understanding the behavior of water moccasins can also aid in identification:

Semi-Aquatic: Water moccasins are highly aquatic snakes and are often found in or near bodies
of water, such as swamps, marshes, streams, and rivers.

Swimming Style: They are strong swimmers and often float on the surface of the water,
sometimes with their head raised.
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Aggressive: Water moccasins are known for their defensive behavior. They may open their
mouths wide, displaying the white interior, which is how they earned the nickname
"cottonmouth."

Hunting: They are opportunistic predators and feed on a variety of prey, including fish,
amphibians, and small mammals.

Basking: Like other reptiles, water moccasins bask in the sun to regulate their body
temperature.

Habitat and Range:

Water moccasins are primarily found in the southeastern United States, including regions of
Florida, Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, Arkansas, and parts of Texas. They are also
known to inhabit areas of North and South Carolina.

These snakes prefer wetlands and are commonly found in swamps, marshes, and slow-moving
bodies of water. They are excellent swimmers and often venture into lakes, ponds, and streams.

Distinguishing from Non-Venomous Snakes:

Water moccasins are often confused with non-venomous water snakes, such as the northern
water snake. To distinguish between the two, consider the following:

Pupil Shape: Water moccasins have vertical elliptical pupils, while non-venomous water snakes
typically have round pupils.

Color and Pattern: Water moccasins have a distinct dark coloration with irregular crossbands.
Non-venomous water snakes usually have more consistent and less pronounced patterns.

Head Shape: The head of a water moccasin is blocky and wider than the neck, while
non-venomous water snakes have a more slender and streamlined head.

Behavior: Non-venomous water snakes are generally less aggressive and do not display the
"cottonmouth" threat behavior.

Safety Precautions:

When encountering snakes in their natural habitat, it's essential to exercise caution and respect
their space. If you believe you've encountered a water moccasin, follow these safety
precautions:

Keep Your Distance: Maintain a safe distance from the snake, and do not attempt to handle or
provoke it.



In summary, identifying a water moccasin involves recognizing key physical and behavioral
characteristics. Water moccasins are venomous snakes found in the southeastern United
States, and understanding their appearance and behavior is crucial for safety. Distinguishing
them from non-venomous water snakes and taking appropriate precautions when encountering
them in the wild can help you stay safe while appreciating the natural world around you.


