Snakes in California

California is one of the most popular places in the world, let alone the United States. This is
partly because of its sunny climate, large size, and diverse ecosystems. So naturally, all of these
things together mean that the Golden State is sure to have a vast array of wildlife.

While this means that there are lots of harmless animals to observe and enjoy, it also includes
some species that are a little more dangerous. Both categories include snakes, which are
commonly feared as deadly predators that bite anyone that gets near them.

While it's wise to respect the wildlife and be aware of the local dangers, it's unnecessary to be
afraid of all snakes as a whole. 33 species of snake inhabit California, and only 6 of them
contain venom. Furthermore, each of the 6 is a rattlesnake that prefers to scare off aggressors
with audible rattles.

There is a lot of hiking, kayaking, and other adventures to be enjoyed throughout the state, and
it would be a shame to let a fear of some snakes ruin it. Therefore, we’ve put together a list of
some of California’s most notable snakes in hopes that people learn to recognize and
understand them. After all, knowledge is power!

6 Snakes in California
Pacific Gopher Snake

Despite growing to be up to 7 feet long, gopher snakes are nonvenomous and uninterested in
humans. They come in colors of brown, green, and yellow and have dark spots along with their
bodies. Due to their size and coloring, they are often mistaken for rattlesnakes. Their tendency
to shake their tails at potential predators doesn’t help things.

However, their behavior is an easy way to tell them apart. While rattlesnakes are reclusive,
gopher snakes are a little more free-spirited and may even approach you in short, tight
movements. Even if this is terrifying, it's also an indicator that you're not in a risky situation,
since rattlesnakes move with wider curves and rarely approach people on their own.

Gopher snakes are named for their diet; they love to feast on gophers, as well as other rodents,
birds, lizards, bats, and eggs. They have a variety of predators, including foxes, coyotes, and
birds of prey. It’s likely that they started shaking their tails to deliberately mimic rattlesnakes to
scare off predators, including humans. Whatever they’re doing is clearly working, as gopher
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snakes are some of the most common snakes in California, particularly in the south. Look for
them during sunny days in semi-arid, flat plains, including agricultural areas.

California Kingsnake

Kingsnakes are fan favorites among snake owners due to their size and wide variety of coloring.
At 3 to 5 feet, they’re small enough that you needn’t purchase a gigantic terrarium for them to
live in. They’re pretty neat to look at too, coming in many different colors and scale patterns.

For example, in Sacramento Valley, they may have lateral stripes, similar to a garter snake.
Another snake that they may share patterns and colors with is the venomous coral snake, which
gives people quite the scare. However, you needn’t worry, as California has no coral snakes.

These snakes live all over the state and can even be found in urban areas. Like the gopher
snake, they may wag their tails to imitate rattlesnakes, but they won’t hurt you unless you
persistently harass them. In fact, these guys are important for keeping rattlesnakes in check.
Since they’re immune to snake venom, they regularly prey upon rattlesnakes. So if you're afraid
of venomous snakes, leave the kingsnake alone and let it get rid of them for you.

Ring-Necked Snake

These two-toned snakes can be a challenge to find in the wild. They’re nocturnal for starters,
which helps to mask their dark bodies. They’re also quite fast, meaning that they can take off as
quickly as they’re spotted.

This is probably for the best, though, as this snake is hunted by various kinds of predators,
including owls, frogs, skunks, and hogs. To find one, look for a small, 10- to 20-inch snake with
an orange band around its neck. Fortunately, they are found in all kinds of habitats, including
hillsides, marshes, and forests. If you want, you can even own one as a pet!

Although the ring-necked snake is nearly harmless to humans, it does contain a small amount of
venom. They inject this venom with their back teeth, and it's such a small portion that they have
to chew on their prey for a while before finishing them off with constriction. This is how it
consumes prey such as worms, lizards, slugs, and even small frogs. Fortunately, humans are
far too large to ever be jeopardized by this process, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt!



Venomous Snakes in California
Western Rattlesnake

These are the most common rattlesnakes in California. They can be found nearly anywhere in
the state, and thanks to their yellow, brown, or gray coloring, they are skilled at blending in with
their environment. The best way to avoid them is to listen for their rattles. However, their rattles
sometimes break off, so it's wise to watch out for them as well.

Western rattlesnake venom is very potent, even compared to other snakes, and at 4 to 6 feet,
they aren’t exactly small. So it's understandable that people would be afraid of a reptile with
such powerful venom. In fact, humans aren’t alone in this regard; some four-legged mammals,
such as deer, horses, and cows, have been known to kill them on sight.

That being said, it’s still too small to eat humans and prefers the standard snake menu of
rodents, birds, and eggs. Like all rattlesnakes, they attack only when they feel threatened, so
listen for their rattles, keep an eye open, and back off if confronted, and the snake should leave
you alone.

Western Diamondback

Western diamondbacks are infamous for having some of the most potent venom in the snake
world. This is in part due to their size, which is typically around 5 feet. Additionally, thanks to
their over-half-inch fangs, they can deliver a lot of venom in a single bite. Victims of
diamondback bites may experience vomiting, diarrhea, trouble breathing, and increased heart
rate. If this snake bites you, get medical attention immediately.

It's not all bad news, however. For one, when it comes to California, the western diamondback is
confined to the dry areas of the southeast, particularly around San Diego and the Arizona and
Mexico borders. They're also easy to identify. If you’re around that area, watch out for their
signature diamond-shaped back markings.

Their main bodies are mostly brown, gray, or yellow, though you may see a pink or red one.
Their heads are shaped triangularly, and their pupils are elliptical (slit-shaped, like a cat’s).
Finally, their rattle is a telltale message to get out. You shouldn’t panic at the thought of running
into one, though. They may be more aggressive than other rattlesnakes, but they’re still quite
defensive around humans. Leave it alone, and it should leave you alone.

Sidewinder



Even at its maximum size of 30 inches, the sidewinder is probably one of California’s least
threatening rattlesnakes. Though still deadly, its venom isn’t as potent as the diamondback’s,
and because of its size, it delivers less of it per bite.

Furthermore, its habitat is quite small in California, though its native Sonoran Desert extends to
Arizona and Mexico. You probably won'’t see it, since its variety of colors includes white, gray,
tan, and brown, all the color of sand.

That being said, they are easy to recognize when spotted. If you happen to see one on the
move, its unique method of slithering is unmistakable. Rather than wiggle back and forth like
most snakes, it will throw its body to the side. Not only is this mesmerizing to watch, but it's also
quite efficient, helping it reach speeds of 18 miles per hour in the sand.

If you happen to get close to one, take a look at its elliptical eyes, and you should notice the
horn-shaped “eyebrows” above them. The sidewinder is quite a unique snake in many ways,
and we hope that you have an opportunity to see one in person. Just don’t get too close; they’re
still dangerous!

In Conclusion

Even though California boasts some of the most dangerous snakes in the country, that shouldn’t
stop you from exploring all that California has to offer. Most snakes in the state are harmless,
and the resident rattlesnakes have better things to do than attack people.

They see humans as predators, so they will act defensively around them. The best thing that
you can do is respect their privacy and leave them to slither (or sidewind) in peace.

However, you should still feel free to appreciate them from afar! We've picked out some of our
favorite California snakes, but there are still so many that we haven’t mentioned. When you're
out and about in California, go enjoy nature and see what kinds of snakes you can find!
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