
PANTHEROPHIS OBSOLETUS 
OBSOLETUS (black rat snake): FEEDING 
OBSERVATION. The North American rat snake 
(P. obsoletus) is a climber that forages in trees 
for bird’s nests and squirrels (Ernst, & Ernst, 
2003). Although predation on bird’s eggs is 
common (Ernst & Ernst, 2003), reports of 
simultaneous predation on a bird’s nest by two 
foraging P. obsoletus have not been reported. 
During a visit to Pennsylvania, United States in 
June 2013, a pair of P. obsoletus with estimated 
lengths of over 1 m were observed predating on 
nestlings of the American Robin, Turdus 
migratorius (Harrison, 1975; Baicich, & 
Harrison, 1997). The predation event is shown 
in Fig. 1 and the location of the nest which was 
situated on the sill above the front door of a 
property on Kensington Drive, Port Matilda, 
State College, Pennsylvania (approximate 
co-ordinates: 40° 47′ 29″ N77° 51′ 31″ W) (is 
shown in Fig 2).  The house was situated in an 
area with extensive open areas, dense deciduous 
woodland, network of small ponds and scrub 
areas and is typical rat snake habitat (Ernst & 
Ernst, 2003). The snakes were later removed to 
the surrounding woodland. Further observations 
of foraging P. obsoletus were observed within 
the grounds of the property on two additional 
occasions (12 and 17 June) but it is not known 
if these were the same individuals. Blouin-
Demers and Weatherhead (2001) have suggested 
that forest clearing has increased the available 
edge habitat that is preferred by P. obsoletus for 
thermoregulation, and that this inadvertently 
increases contact between the snakes and 
nesting birds.

ACKNOWLEDGEMNTS
I thank Stuart Graham for his input into writing 
this note and Professor Carl H. Ernst for his 
valuable comments on the m.s., particularly in 
identifying the prey species.

REFERENCES
Baicich, P.J. and C.J.O. Harrison. (1997). A 

Guide to the Nests, Eggs, and Nestlings of 
North American birds. Academic Press, New 
York.

Blouin-Demers, G., and Weatherhead, P.J. 
(2001). Habitat use by black rat snakes 
(Elaphe obsoleta obsoleta) in fragmented 
forests. Ecology 82: 2882 - 2896.

Durner, G.M., and Gates, J.E. (1993). Spatial 
ecology of black rat snakes on Remington 
Farms, Maryland. Journal of Wildlife 
Management, 57: 812–826.

Ernst, C. H. and E. M. Ernst. (2003). Snakes of 
the United States and Canada. Smithsonian 
Books, Washington, D.C.

Harrison, H.H. (1975). A Field Guide to the 
Birds’ Nests in the United States East of the 
Mississippi River. Houghton-Mifflin Co., 
Boston.

Submitted by: CHARLES BECKHAM, 31 
Hewitson Road, Darlington, County Durham, 
DL14NU. E-mail: charles.beckham@gmail.
com

Natural History Notes

32 Herpetological Bulletin 125 (2013)

Figure 1. A pair of P. obsoletus predating on chicks 
of the American Robin T. migratorius in Port Mat-
ilda, Pennsylvania, USA.

Figure 2. Photograph illustrating both the predation 
event and climbing abilities of P. obsoletus.


