
HARRISBURG — Pennsylvania 
is getting an official amphibian, 
a nocturnal, unsightly salaman-
der that’s sometimes known as a 
snot otter, lasagna lizard or mud 
devil.

The House voted 191-6 Tuesday 
to grant the honor to the Eastern 
hellbender, which can grow to 
be more than 2 feet (a half me-
ter) long and is battling declin-
ing numbers across much of its 
range in the United States.

The path to legislative recog-
nition was not smooth, as the 
Eastern hellbender faced a stiff 
challenge from another amphib-
ian called Wehrle’s salamander.

Rep. Garth Everett, R-Lycoming, 
who helped shepherd the bill 
through the House, said hell-
benders had been on decline.

“Not many people have actually 
seen hellbenders,” Everett said 
after the vote. 

“They live only in very clean streams, and they live under 
rocks.”

They are the largest North American amphibian, according 
to the Center for Biological Diversity, and their jarring 
appearance has inspired a colorful set of nicknames that 
also include devil dog, ground puppy and Allegheny 
alligator.

Members of the Chesapeake Bay Foundation’s student 
leadership council began the campaign to designate it as 
the state’s official amphibian, and their efforts were aided 
by Lycoming College’s Clean Water Institute.

The Chesapeake Bay Foundation said hellbenders were 
plentiful in Pennsylvania as recently as 1990. Their num-
bers have since been decimated in Eastern states by pollu-
tion and sedimentation, researchers say.

Their range generally covers the Appalachian Mountains, 
from southern New York to northern Georgia.
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Among the factors researchers also worry 
about are disease and warming water tem-
peratures caused by climate change.

Hellbenders do not have federal protected 
status, and while some states give them pro-
tected status, Pennsylvania does not.

Wehrle’s salamander, which is common, is 
named after the late naturalist R.W. Wehrle, 
of Indiana, Pa.


