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At about 0830 on 23 April 1975 I went into my observation blind erected near a 
Wood Duck (Aix sponsa) nest, planning to make photographs of the brood of 11 
ducklings leaving their nesting box. I had checked the nest in midafternoon of the 
preceding day and found that the brood of ducklings could be expected to leave their nest 
in the forenoon of 23 April. After watching from the observation blind until shortly after 
noon without seeing the ducklings leaving their nest, I looked into the nesting box and 
found there were no ducklings in the nest and the mother Wood Duck was dead. The 
plumage on her head and neck was deranged, showing evidence of drying after having 
been deranged when wet. I assumed that the mother Wood Duck had been killed by a 
Black Rat Snake (Elaphe obsoleta) that had attempted to eat her. Apparently the snake 
had swallowed the head and neck of the mother Wood Duck and disgorged these after 
reaching the duck's body, which was too large to be engulfed by the snake. It seems likely 
that the snake tried to eat the mother Wood Duck before eating the ducklings, as it is 
unlikely that the duck would have remained in the nesting box while the snake ate her 
offspring. 

Although I had no doubt that I was correct in my reading that the mother Wood 
Duck had been killed by a Black Rat Snake, I hesitated to publish the observation 
because I did not actually see the snake at the nest. Furthermore, I doubted that a snake 
could have killed the mother Wood Duck, eaten all of the brood of ducklings, and 
disappeared from the spot in the short time between my two visits to the nest. However, I 
had earlier found other broods of newly hatched Wood Ducks nearby eaten by Black Rat 
Snakes that I saw in the nesting boxes. Now, Fendley (Wilson Bull. 92:526-527) reports 
having found Black Rat Snakes in nests in South Carolina with dead Wood Ducks, the 
Wood Ducks showing evidence of having been killed by the snakes. The necks of the 
birds were twisted, the neck of one of the birds possibly being broken. The dead Wood 
Duck I found showed no evidence of having struggled as was suggested by the conditions 
of the birds found by Fendley. Although I could not determine whether constriction had 
been used by the snake, I assumed that my Wood Duck had been killed at least partly by 
the bird's inability to breathe with her head inside the snake's body. 
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