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The black rat snake, Elaphe obsoleta obsoleta, is a large non-venomous constrictor found in North America. Generally, black rat snakes range from 4 to 6 feet long but have been known to reach up to 8 feet in rare cases. As their name states, they are recognized by their distinctive black coloration and striking white underbelly. The underbelly of the black rat snake displays a checkerboard pattern that can range from brownish gray blotches over a white background to brownish gray blotches over a creamy yellow background. Juveniles are born with very different color patterns that can range from black blotches over a pale grey background to deep brown blotches over a pale brown background. In both cases, as the snake matures, the coloration will darken and take on the notable black coloration as seen in the adult snakes. In some cases, a smaller adult snake will still display slight traces of the juvenile coloration. The black rat snake is sometimes confused with other snakes such as the Coulber constrictor that shows a high resemblance to the rat snake except for its underbelly coloration and slickness of the scales. 

This snake has a shy nature and generally solitary in nature. The only instance it comes into contact with other snakes is during mating season or during hibernation. It has been known to hibernate with other rat snakes or snake species. When a black rat snake comes into contact with danger or feel threatened, it will flee from danger or freeze and use mimicry as an attempt to protect itself. They will often coil themselves up and rapidly vibrate their tails on the ground or under leaves to produce a rattle and startle predators. If further threatened, they have the ability to emit a foul smelling musk onto the predator if picked up. 

Usually found throughout Eastern North America, from southeastern 
Minnesota to northern Louisiana and east to the eastern seaboard, black rat snakes have a broad habitat. Even though they have this broad habitat, they are considered an endangered species in Massachusetts and are rarely seen. The black rat snake is an excellent climber and because of this they favor wooded areas but can also be found in fields, marshes and farmlands. In the wild, their diets consist of birds, eggs, small rodents, bats and other snakes. They kill their prey by constriction and in the case of eggs, swallow them whole and break them further back in the throat. In captivity, they are generally feed mice, rats and chicks. 

Black rat snakes’ mating season occurs in late April to early July and mating usually occurs when a female passes through a male’s territory. Once this happens the male will release pheromones to communicate with the female and initiate the mating process. During mating, the snakes’ tails will intertwine and in some cases the male will hold the female in place using its mouth. Mating can last from a few minutes to a few hours. Black rat snakes are egg layers and the female will lay her eggs in a hidden area under logs or leaves. She will lay twelve to twenty eggs that are about twelve inches long and will hatch 65 to 70 days later. 


The black rat snake is an acceptable pet and can be brought from a local pet store for approximately 30-130 dollars. They require a large tank with a provided hiding space and a branch or shelf for climbing. Also, a large bowl filled with chlorine free water should be provided so the snake may submerge itself. It is important that the tank maintain 40-60% humidity and be 85° F on the warm end of the tank and 70° F on the cool end. Mulch type bedding is the best to use in the tank and the snake should be provided only 8-12 hours of light daily and at night a black or infrared light should be used so the snake will not be disturbed. If properly cared for a black rat snake can survive over 15 years.
