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group of five adult Arizona Mountain 
'ngsnakes comprising one large male, one 

young adult male, and three females were 
maintained in a large vivarium at my Manx home. 
On a visit of several weeks duration to Scotland they 
were brought and housed in a 3-foot (90cm) glass 
tank with a standard vivarium lid, the central portion 
of which was a horizontal glass panel. The vivarium 
was accessed by sliding out the glass panel. 

About a week after housing them in Scotland I 
noticed one morning that the vivarium lid was 
partially open and that the snakes had all escaped. 
I thought perhaps I had not closed the lid properly 
after feeding them the previous day. I rounded up 
the snakes, returned them to the vivarium and slid 
the lid home carefully. The next morning the lid 
was again open and all the snakes were again 
absent. They were again collected and returned to 
the vivarium. 

The following evening I entered the room 
before dusk (when the snakes become active) and 
sat quietly where I could observe the vivarium 
largely unseen. The large male emerged from 
cover as dusk fell, climbed up onto the glass ledge 
near the top of the tank immediately below the 
vivarium lid, and by a combination of pressing its 
body against the glass and making sideways 
movements of its body all in one direction, slid the 
glass lid back. It then moved out of the vivarium 
followed shortly thereafter by the other four 
kingsnakes. 

The snakes were again returned to the vivarium 
and the lid closed. I watched again the following 
evening when the large male again slid the lid back 
and all five snakes climbed out. 

Prior to being brought to Scotland these snakes 
had no previous experience of a sliding vivarium 
lid. The fact that one of them (assumed to be the  

large male on all four occasions) managed to 
escape by sliding the glass of the vivarium lid is 
unremarkable. What is noteworthy is that having 
once managed to slide the lid back and escape it 
was able to repeat the performance at will (first on 
the following evening, and then on each of the 
next two evenings while under observation). 

On evenings three and four whilst under 
observation the snake opened the lid quickly. It 
was obvious from watching it that the snake was 
carrying out a precise set of movements which 
resulted in a rapid escape, not effecting escape by 
trial and error as must have happened on the night 
of the first escape. 

Hence the components of what began as a trial 
and error escape routine were learned as a result of 
the single 'trial' on the first escape night, and used 
successfully to effect escape on each of the three 
following nights. 

This behaviour has interesting parallels with 
rapid learning — single instance learning — in a 
number of naive, juvenile, wild Crocodylus 
porosus (Bustard, 1968). There are also parallels 
with apparent learning of a complicated task —
again a routine to escape from confinement — by a 
Testudo hermanni (Bustard, 2001). 

The tortoise escape routine is seen as a far more 
difficult task for a tortoise on morphological 
grounds than the method employed by the 
kingsnake to make its escape. The interesting 
parallel, however, is that both successful routines 
appear to have been learned from the one 
successful escape and then been used to effect 
further successful escapes thereafter. These third 
and fourth subsequent escapes in the case of the 
kingsnake were observed and were speedy. 

It would have been interesting to remove the 
large male and see how long it was before further 
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escapes ocurred by trial and error and to test 
whether these were also rapidly learned. 

It is not suggested that another member of the 
group would have been able to observe what the 
larger male did and copy it, but that they would 
have had to learn the escape routine by trial and 
error. 

Clearly the data reported here offer great scope 
for follow-up experiments. 
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NATURAL HISTORY NOTES 

Natural History Notes features shorter articles 
documenting original observations of amphibians and 
reptiles mostly in the field. Articles should be concise 
and may consist of as little as two or three paragraphs, 
although ideally will be between 500 and 700 words. 
Preferred contributions should represent an observation 
made of a free-living animal with little human intrusion, 
and describe a specific aspect of natural history. 
Information based on a captive observation should be 
declared as such in the text and the precise geographical 
origin of the specimen stated. With few exceptions, an 
individual 'Note' should concern only one species, and 
authors are requested to choose a keyword or short 
phrase which best describes the nature of their 
observation (e.g. Diet, Reproduction). The use of 
photographs is encouraged, but should replace words 
rather than embellish them. Contributions are accepted 

BITIS GABONICA (Gaboon Adder): UNUSUAL 
MORTALITY. The Gaboon Adder is most often 
associated with rainforest habitat but it is now 
known that it is well represented in wetlands, 
grassland, and cultivated areas throughout various 
parts of it's range (e.g. see Phelps, 1989; Luiselli 
& Akani, 2003; and Mallow et al., 2003). 

Apart from Central and West Africa the Gaboon 
Adder has a fragmented range in eastern and 
southern Africa and north-eastern KwaZulu-Natal 
represents it's most southerly distribution. 

Since 1983 I have made an occasional study of 
the Gaboon Adder in this part of it's range, which 
includes the St Lucia Wetland complex and the 
Dukuduku Forest. The Zulu translation of 
Dukuduku means 'place of hiding' which was 

on the premise that they represent a previously 
unreported observation, and may be edited prior to 
acceptance. Standard format for this section is as 
follows: 

SCIENTIFIC NAME (Common Name): KEYWORD. 
Text (there are no constraints on how information is 
presented but the date, time, and locality — with full map 
coordinates if possible — must be included, as should 
precise details on the nature of the observation with 
some discussion of its significance, and references to 
pertinent literature). If the information relates to a 
preserved specimen, its catalogue number and place of 
deposition should also be given. REFERENCES. Then 
leave a line space and close with name and address 
details in full. 

rather apt because although the Gaboon Adder is 
not uncommon in the area it was difficult to find. 
This was partly overcome by the use of refugia in 
the form of plywood boards measuring a metre 
square. This method, including opportunistic 
sightings and night road searches, resulted in 
recording 112 individuals over a two year period. 
It is of interest to note that at least on two sites 
within the area, a large open forest clearing and a 
cultivated area, the Gaboon Adder was sympatric 
with the other large member of the genus, the Puff 
Adder, Bitis arietans. 
One site was a large expanse of sand forest which 

extended northward from the St Lucia Estuary. 
Although much of the forest was virtually 
impenetrable there were numerous large clearings 
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