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Když se predátoři stávají obětí své kořisti – několik případů na téma „dravci versus 
hadi“  
When predators become a victim of their prey – some cases on the subject “birds of prey versus 
snakes” . 
 
V. Škorpíková, Z. Kraus, V. Gahura & H.-M. Berg 
 
This article presents several very interesting recent example cases, where a predator overestimated 
its strength and possibilities. Without human intervention, the results would have probably been 
fatal for both animals. The report was stimulated by an observation of the Czech entomologist 
Zdeněk Kraus documented photographically. Some ornithologists from the Czech and Slovak  
Republic and other European countries, particularly specialists on birds of prey, were asked for 
description of similar cases known from their praxis. Only in very few cases we did get positive 
response, which are all cited here. Many thanks to Hana Latková and Pavel Štěpánek for looking 
for some further cases given in the discussion. Also thanks to Franz Kraushofer who made some 
pictures on this matter available. 
Case 1 – Greece 
On 9th May 2008 in the morning hours, Zdeněk Kraus walked along a dry riverbed at Vamvakie 
locality (picture 100 in enclosure) about 4 km northeast of Rentina and 3 km west of Vrasna (the 
area is 65 km east from the town of Thessaloniki, at the bay of Strimonikos, Greece), when he 
found a “dead” raptor laying on its back. He approached the bird and noticed that it blinked. On 
closer examination he recognized a big snake firmly wrapped around the raptor’s neck and its left 
wing (picture 101 in enclosure). The bird was breathing fast, otherwise it seemed to be unhurt. 
Zdeněk Kraus carefully released the raptor from snake’s coil and it immediately flew away. Then 
he took some photos of the snake, which after its release also disappeared very fast. According to 
the photos, a young Short-toed Eagle (Circaetus gallicus) and an Aeskulapian Snake (Zamenis 
longissimus) were involved in this case. Even though snakes form the most common prey of this 
raptor species, this story tells us that to adopt the right hunting technics is not easy. 
Case 2 – Hungary 
Vladimír Gahura recorded a very similar case in Hungary. He found a presumed dead bird of prey 
captured in the coils of a big snake. This time a Common Buzzard (Buteo buteo) was involved. It 
happened only a day after the case decribed above on 10th May 2008 in Dona-Ipoly National Park 
around 1 km south of the village of Márianosztra. The buzzard was found on a clearing just below 
an electrical line, so the cause of death seemed to be clear The raptor laid on its ventral side with 
its wings half-spread and head drooping downwards. The bird still seemed to be alive and blinked, 
but other than that it was motionless. It was difficult to pick the bird up, because it was fixed to 
the ground by a snake, which has been discovered by the author at that very moment. It was  
wrapped around the right wing of the raptor at the shoulder joint.A noose was roughly formed by 
the rear third of the snake body, while its rest was hidden in a hole in the ground. At first sight, 
nothing was apparent on the raptor, as the snake’s body was perfectly hidden in the feathers of  
the bird. The snake offered stout resistance in being pulled out of the hole. Surprisingly great  
pains had to be taken to  release both animals. The buzzard raised its wings on the ground several 
times, than it flew away at a low flight to the nearby forest. The snake was discovered to be an 
Aeskulapian Snake. It had tiny wound behind its head and in the rear part of its body. Its length 
was estimated at 1.2–1.3 m. After its release, it was nervous and before disappearing, it tried  
several times to attack. It is very difficult to judge, how long the snake would have held the  
buzzard and how the story would have finished without human intervention. Unfortunately, no 
pictures were taken. Everything happened quickly and unexpectedly. And who would photograph 
a banal case of an electrocuted raptor? After discovery the truth of the situation, it was already too late. 



Case 3 – Austria 
Another case from Austria was reported by Kraushofer (2007) when a raptor got into trouble with a 
snake. On 7th June 2007 he observed a Common Buzzard (Buteo buteo) gliding above a forest road 
in the Kiental-valley near Hinterbrühl, Lower Austria (about 7 km southeast from Vienna) and 
carrying an Aeskulapian Snake. To the misfortune of  the buzzard the snake bumped into a barrier, 
which made it possible for the snake to wrap itself around the bird. Both animals dropped down to 
the ground. Astruggle began, which seemed to lead to a bad end for the buzzard (picture 102  
in enclosure). However a cyclist coming around skillfully separated them from each other. Both  
animals seemed  to be unhurt in the end and went their separate ways. 
DISCUSSION 
There are only very few similar cases recorded in the past all over the world. Acoording to Cugnasse 
(2001), Henri Miéjemarque (1902) remembered a case, when a gamekeeper in southern France 
(Grésigne forest, Tarn department) found a Shorttoed Eagle suffocating in the coils of a huge snake, 
which was being killed itself by the talons of the raptor. Several snake specialists agreed that  
the snake was most probably the Montpellier’s snake (Malpolon monspesullanus). A Lizard Buzzard  
(Kaupifalco monogrammicus) had a similar problem, which was however released from  
the snake’scoil (Green Bush Snake Philothmanus irregularis) by a passerby and so it survived 
(Athias 1972). Cugnasse (2001) explained that a raptor attacking a snake couldn’t estimate actual si-
ze of its body, so it had no possibility to know how long and strong the prey was. He pointed out a 
known case (Lücker 2000), when a Short-toed Eagle attacked a waterpipe believing it was a snake. 
Another case was described by Perry et al. (2001) from Ouachita National Forest in western  
Arkansas. On 22 June 1999, the authors of this article encountered a dead Southern Black Racer  
Snake (Coluber constrictor priapus) coiled around a dead Great Horned Owl (Bubo virginianus). 
They came to the conclusion that the owl was strangled by the snake before it died of wounds  
inflicted by the owl. Other reports of Great Horned Owls entangled with snake are given – in one ca-
se the snake was killed by a farmer (Forbush 1927), in the second the long struggle between both  
animals finished with the shooting of both (Grimes 1936). The geographic locations of these reports 
would indicate either the Black Racer, the Coachwhip Snake (Masticophis flagellum flagellum) or the 
Black Rat Snake (Elaphe obsoleta obsoleta). The authors themselves recorded two other cases, in 
eastern Texas, where Red-shouldered Hawks (Buteo lineatus) were entangled with large Coachwhip 
Snakes – in the first case they untangled and released both animals, in the second after disturbing 
them, the bird was able to free its wing and escape. Brugger (1989) reported the death of a Red-tailed 
Hawk (Buteo jamaicensis) that had captured a Coral Snake (Micrurus fulvius). On the web page 
http://www.pbase.com/corotauria /image/54720095 an interesting photograph by Rick van  
der Weijde from Sous Valley in Morocco from 7th December 2005 is published. It shows  
a Long-legged Buzzard (Buteo rufinus) which overestimated its power when trying to catch  
a Diadem Snake (Spalerosophis diadema) – it came through unscathed. The article from The New 
York Times, 15th March 1915, witnesses that even specialists that hunt snakes can have problems – 
at the Zoological Park in the Bronx, a four-foot Black Snake was offered as food to a male  
of Secretary Bird (Sagittarius serpentarius). Surprisingly to all, the snake managed to wrap its body 
around the legs of the bird. The following fight lasted at least 5 minutes and was only ended when the 
female bird came to the assistance of her mate.A video clip by Félix Rodríguez de la Fuente from 
Spain accessible at http://www. youtube. com/watch?v= Ui3b2W6cddc&amp;feature=related  
presents a nice contribution to our topic. Even though it goes somewhat beyond, the fight finished 
victoriously for the predator, a Short-toed Eagle, it documents, that snakes do not tend to be wihout 
chance as well.  Despite some cases of fatal interactions between birds of prey and snakes given in 
this paper, our knowledge remains very limited and remains fragmentary.  


