
It’s A Bullsnake, But It’s No Bull
by: Abby Hemingway

WHAT TO DO WHEN YOU ENCOUNTER A BULLSNAKE, OR TWO, IN 
YOUR HOUSE

I wasn’t even home when the six-foot male bullsnake slithered into my hall from the 
garage. It was a very warm September day, and as usual, I had been keeping the 
door open between the house and the garage for my little schnauzer, Rags, to do 
his thing on papers out there. I kept Rags’ water in the hall, and of course this water 
dish is what the old bullsnake was after.

A carpenter was to come to the house that very day to build some more shelves for 
me. The carpenter, Pat, whom I had known for several years, had a key to the house 
and upon entering, spied the snake stretched out lazily in the hall with his six-foot 
length and eleven inch (give or take) girth on display. Pat grabbed a broom and was 
able to coax the snake back into the garage, and after pushing the garage door 
opener, encouraged it to keep going outside onto the driveway; he then immedi-
ately closed the garage door. Then it began – the pounding on the garage door. 
Later, Pat said he had never before heard anything like it. The snake would stop for 
a while, then start up the pounding again.

Pat finished the shelves and loaded his tools into his truck. He has a shell camper 
that is open to the cab and as he drove away he happened to check his rear view 
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mirror, and there was the bullsnake staring back at him. But, he stayed cool as it 
just so happens that Pat has a neighbor who is very fond of snakes and knows how 
to handle them. When possible he likes to keep one or two under his house to keep 
rats away. Luckily, the neighbor was home when Pat drove up and gladly slipped a 
noose around the head of the snake and led him under his house.

When I arrived home, I found a note Pat had left for me before he realized that he 
would be taking the snake home with him. The note read: “A bullsnake got into 
your house. I chased him out, but keep your doors closed because he wants back 
in.” Well, how weird was this! Why my house? I immediately called Pat, who was 
still laughing as he told me the follow-up story and that the snake was under the 
neighbor’s house. We still were both mystified as to why the snake would unchar-
acteristically pound on my garage door to get back into my house specifically!

I was pretty relieved, to say the least, that I had not come home and found the snake 
myself. I wasn’t thinking much about snakes when I went into my bedroom and be-
gan to change clothes. I was at the far end of the room pulling open a drawer when I 
heard a very loud thrashing and beating noise coming from somewhere between me 
and the bedroom door. I leapt across the room, slammed the door and called Pat 
back, telling him about the noise. Immediately, he figured everything out: “That 
must be the old guy’s wife!”

Pat and his neighbor friend came over and finally found the female, hunkered down 
among my shoes in the closet. They slipped the noose around the female, probably 
about one-eighth the size of her “husband,” and took her to rejoin her mate under 
the house. So, a very happy ending.

After that I got sort of interested in bullsnakes (which are often called gopher or 
pine snakes) and found out a few things on the Internet. They are among the larg-
est snakes in North America, and while six feet is a typical length, they can reach 
eight feet according to Barron’s Manual on Snakes.

Bullsnakes1 range in color from cream to various shades of brown with black and 
brown blotches. Their heads are small with a scale or shield on the tip of the nose 

                       ©2010 Desert Awareness Committee

1 Pituophis catenifer sayi



that is useful for burrowing or investigating crevices in search of food. Bullsnakes 
are fond of mice, rats, rabbits, and ground nesting birds, as well as squirrels be-
cause they can also climb trees. They suffocate their prey, then swallow it whole. 
Flexible ligaments that allow for swallowing animals wider than their bodies attach 
the top and bottom jaws. Strong acids in the snake’s stomach digest the food. After 
a large meal, a bullsnake will rest for weeks before searching again for food.

The natural enemies of bullsnakes are red-tailed hawks, eagles and coyotes, not to 
mention man. Therefore, bullsnakes have developed some clever methods of seem-
ing formidable, since they are nonvenomous and cannot strike like a rattler. When 
alerted to danger, a bullsnake can coil up, loop itself into an “s” shape as though to 
strike, and vibrate its tail, which works particularly well in dry vegetation. The 
sound closely emulates the rattle of a rattlesnake, hence the “bull” (as in “that’s a 
bunch of . . .”) in its name. In addition, it can produce a hissing noise by opening 
and closing an organ in its mouth called the glottis, making a “huff and puff” sound 
like a pipe leaking steam. A bullsnake can also flatten its head, resembling a rattle-
snake even more, and with their six-foot lengths they are often successful in caus-
ing predators to back off.

I did not check back with Pat’s neighbor to see if the happy couple has remained 
ensconced under the house, but because of the general pack rat population in the 
area, chances are good that they are still there. I like to think so anyway.
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