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Welcome once again to another bumper edition of the Red Bellied Courier.

It seems that each volume is better than the last. We’re sure you’ll enjoy what’s been put together in the 
following pages. Once again, we feel there will be something for everyone. 

It feels that herpetology is again going through a growth phase, certainly among societies. At the time of 
writing this the Victorian Herpetological Society has just completed another wonderful weekend, featuring 
talks by Mark O’Shea and of course their expo, which again had rave reviews from all who attended. 
The Hawkesbury Herpetological Society held their expo on the same weekend, also hosting international 
speakers and putting on a great weekend that attracted huge crowds. For many, these expo’s are an 
introduction to the world of reptiles, making them vital to the growth of the hobby. Congratulations to all 
involved.

A highlight for the AHS this year was the screening of the Minutes to Die documentary. We were thrilled to 
co-host the event with the Australian Venom Research Unit. The night featured a panel which included Dr 
David Williams, from the Australian Venom Research Unit, Romulus Whitaker from India and Royjan Taylor from Kenya. You can read a full report of the event 
further in the magazine. The night was regarded by everyone I spoke with as probably the best “Herp” event they’d attended. Thanks to Dr Andrew Watt and the 
team from the Australian Venom Research Unit for all their assistance. The night exceeded everyone’s expectations.

Finances: The book launches last year, and the Minutes to Die screening were all financially profitable for the society. Coupled with the financial support we 
receive from SOPA for the surveys we carry out at Olympic Park the society remains in a strong financial position. 

Licensing: The long awaited/overdue licensing reforms in NSW are still ongoing, much to the frustration of all involved. You can read a full report in the 
following pages. The Herpetological Cooperative of NSW, which is comprised of representatives of all the societies in NSW has done a fantastic job of remaining 
unified and motivated over a prolonged period of time. Highly emotional, ill-informed and illogical arguments persist from those camps fighting to curb the 
keeping of reptiles, yet we remain hopeful that a common-sense approach to the licensing will soon be a reality.

Vale Roy Mackay: We recently received the sad news that Roy Mackay passed away in February. Roy was one of the AHS’s founding members, and was present 
on that ill-fated trip to Cairns when Kevin Budden was bitten and sadly passed away, at only 21 years old. Brendan James Murray interviewed Roy on several 
occasions while writing his wonderful book Venom, and he’s written a wonderful tribute for Roy.

Field Trips: Our new system of having two field trip coordinators has worked extremely well, allowing us to host some successful expeditions over the past 12 
months. The ability to conduct these types of outings is unique to the AHS, being the only society that holds a scientific licence. The work involved in maintaining 
the licence is arduous, and Michael Duncan continues to put in the necessary hours which enable them to continue. These outings are a great way to get to know 
other members, and also see some of the worlds coolest herps in the wild. I’d encourage everyone to make an effort to attend any of our field trips when the 
opportunity arises. 

A big thank you must go to all the committee for the work the team has again put in over the past 12 months. I’m fortunate to have a very motivated and 
competent group to ensure the society runs as effectively and smoothly as it does. Special mention to Chelsea Maier who has virtually brought this edition 
together single-handedly. It’s a huge undertaking and I think you’ll all agree that she’s done a great job.

Lastly, thank you, our members. It’s only with your support that the society is able to continue to flourish. We aim to provide as much value as possible to you via 
the meetings and publications such as this….and Herpetofauna. Ahh. Herpetofauna. I know The Australasian Affiliation of Herpetology that produce the journal 
are aiming to have another one out soon, and we’ll be sure to pass it on once it arrives.

Happy Herping, and I hope to see as many of you as possible at an upcoming meeting.

Best wishes,

Chris Williams

Chris Williams 
President
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Speaker Line Up 2018

International Field Herping

Lachlan Gilding from Australian Wildlife Encounters has been travelling 
the world in search of rare and unique reptiles since the age of 16 and 
on June 27th, Lockie shared his stories and photographs from some of 
his more recent expeditions, including searching for king cobras in the 
rainforests of Southeast Asia, Moroccon black cobras in the deserts of 
northern Africa and montane rattlesnakes in the high mountains of the 
southern United States.

Bioactive Enclosures

Bioactive Enclosures - the science behind successful set ups for herpetofauna.

Learn the fundamentals & methods for creating & maintaining  
bioactive enclosures. 

We are fortunate to host Gabrielle Henderson-Scott at our October meeting. 
Gabrielle will be discussing how to create & maintain bioactive enclosures, a 
topic of growing interest within the herpetofauna keeping community. 

Gabrielle works at Queensland Museum, in Brisbane and has had a life-long 
interest in herpetology, horticulture and making artificial rocks.

Don’t forget our usual raffle & post-talk refreshments, this promises to be a 
great evening. See you there.

Want to work with reptiles and other animals? 

Our first careers night in 2016 was a huge hit for those seeking a 
career with animals. We will have experts from zoo’s, pet shops, 
mobile displays, lectures and all the other options available to those 
wanting to work with animals. 

We’ll be giving you all the information you’ll need, as well as the 
chance to rub shoulders with future employers. Spread the word, 
and hope to see you on the night!

Learning for Lizards.

The ability to learn is something humans take for granted. It’s such an auto-
matic response, we don’t really spend very long thinking about. Why do we 
learn? What guides our learning? From whom do we choose to learn? These 
big questions are tricky to answer but lizards can give us clue to understand-
ing the evolution of learning. Fonti Kar, a PhD student from University of New 
South Wales discussed some of the latest research from the Lizard Lab on 
lizard cognition in some iconic Australian species.

Viper Herping in Eastern Europe

Anthony Stimson has just returned from an amazing herpetological odyssey 
through Eastern Europe. 

Anthony’s fascinated that countries ravaged by the bloodiest world wars can 
still be home to a healthy population of vipers...wouldn’t it be nice to  
find one? Anthony travelled there to do just that!

Please, join us for the last meeting for 2018.

Herpers on Tour, An American Adventure!

Daniel Rumsey from the Australian reptile park and Joshua Hatton from 
Taronga zoo took a herpers trip of a lifetime visiting some of the best 
reptile facilities in the world and herping from California all the way across 
the states to Miami. There will be plenty of funny stories, great photos and 
hear about the hunt for a giant Everglades Burmese’s python!

June  
Lachlan Gilding

October   
Gabrielle  
Henderson-Scott

August   
Careers Night

July   
Fonti Kar

November    
Anthony Stimson

September    
Daniel Rumsey  & 
Joshua Hatton

Members



8 9

Trivia Night and Record Keeping

We’re back for another year of herpetological highlights. 

Our own Quiz Master Dr Shea will again be our MC for the night.  
As always we’ll have plenty of prize’s on offer. We will also be having  
a short presentation from Andrew Mallison on reptile record keeping.

Hope to see you all there!

Ticks of Snakes and Lizards of Australasia

“Nike” the Qld carpet python and his ticks - With a herpetologists-guide 
to the ticks of snakes and lizards in Australasia.

How many different species of ticks was “Nike” infested with?  
Why are large infestations like this (511 ticks) unusual on reptiles?  
Do ticks harm their hosts when they feed? Do ticks transmit  
malaria-like parasites, bacteria and viruses among their hosts?  
How many different kinds of reptile-ticks are there in Australasia? 
What determines where ticks live; climate or presence of suitable 
hosts. Should herpetologists be wary of tick-bites. These and other 
oddities of the ticks of snakes and lizards in Australasia will be  
illustrated with our sweet photographs of ticks and their hosts.

Stephen Barker is a Professor of Parasitology in the School of  
Chemistry and Molecular Biosciences, at the University of 
Queensland, Australia. He is a specialist in ticks and other  
ectoparasites; he has worked on ticks and other ectoparasites  
at the University of Queensland for 27 years.

Dayana Barker has a Bachelor of Biological Science and a Masters  
in Animal Science (major in Animal Health) from the Federal  
University of Mato Grosso do Sul, Brazil. She is tick-taxonomist.  
Dayana is a PhD candidate (Veterinary Parasitology) at the School  
of Veterinary Sciences, University of Queensland, Australia.

Reptiles of the Mid North Coast

Stuart Johnson has close to 20 years zoological experience specialising in snakes and crocodiles, Stuart has been working for the past 15 
years as the Head of Reptiles at the Billabong Zoo in Port Macquarie. His daily job at the zoo entails him working with various animal species 
and conducting daily animal presentations.

He also operates his own business - Reptile Solutions, providing snake catching, wildlife consultancy, reptile awareness and education. He’s 
probably caught more reptiles in the region than anyone, and will be sharing photos of some of the more memorable animals he’s encountered. 

Stuart is the author of A Guide to the Snakes of NSW Mid North Coast, now in its second printing. He will have copies available on the night.

Chasing Dragons: Thoughts and Observations from the Field

Dr Jonathon Howard is an exotics veterinarian currently researching 
wild Central Bearded Dragons (Pogona vitticeps). He has been a past 
committee member of the AHS, worked at Wild Life Sydney and been 
a WIRES reptile relocator. His talk will be on his current project as well 
as observations of wild beardies and other herpetofauna he encounters 
while out in the field.

XXXX
XXXXXXXXXXXX

January   
Trivia Night &  
Record Keeping

April    
Stephen &  
Dayana Barker

March    
Stuart Johnson

February    
Dr Jonathan 
Howard

May 
AGM 

Speaker Line Up 2019
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It’s a surreal moment and a memory that will stay with me forever.

Myself and friend Bronwyn Ellis, who is an ethical wildlife photographer, 
ecologist, and a fellow member of the Manning River Turtle Conservation 
Group (MRTCG), are on the banks of a river in the upper catchment of the 
Manning River. General manager and head of conservation at Australian 
Reptile Park, general manager and Board of Directors member of Aussie 
Ark/Devil Ark, and 2015 Australian Geographic Conservationist of the Year, 
Tim Faulkner is snorkelling in the river.

It’s a sunny day in late autumn 2018 and an unseasonably warm wind is 
blowing, whispering through the she oaks on the sheer rocky bank on the 
opposite side of the river. Whipbirds and ducks provide the soundtrack as we 
follow Tim’s progress along the river from the pebbly bank. Two horses and 
a donkey are curious and follow us from a safe distance, but shy away when 
they see Tim surface like a submarine. 

Fast forward to another surreal moment. Late afternoon in August at 
Jacaranda Estate Winery in Wingham. The MRTCG is having drinks at 
the cellar door with Tim Faulkner, Australian Reptile Park reptile keeper 
Dan Rumsey, and Manning River Turtle Project campaign manager Chris 
Williams. We’re specifically trying out the winery’s newest creation, the ‘Tipsy 
Turtle’ tipple, a vodka inspired by the Manning River helmeted turtle and 
infused with lime and 24 karat gold flakes – a very potent brew indeed! Tim 
Faulkner is shooting spit balls from a straw at Dan Rumsey. 

What is surreal about both of these moments in time is how far a tiny group 
of community members, a group that did not exist just over a year ago from 
this drinking date, has come and what it is achieving. 

I first heard about the Manning River helmeted turtle, also known as the 
Manning River snapping turtle and Purvis’ turtle (Myuchelys purvisi), but 
we call it the ‘Manning River turtle’ for brevity’s sake, when my friend Clare 
Rourke posted a link on Facebook to an ABC local radio interview with Peter 
Schouten AM, a renowned wildlife illustrator (particularly in paleontology 
circles) and a resident of the Manning Valley, four hours north of Sydney. The 
interview was about the Manning River turtle, a little-known freshwater turtle 
that closely resembles the Bellinger River snapping turtle.

When I listened to the interview I was intrigued. Why did I, a journalist in 
the Manning Valley with an interest in native wildlife conservation and the 

From little things, big things grow 
Julia Driscoll 

environment, not know about this turtle that was endemic only to the middle 
and upper catchment areas of the Manning River? If I didn’t know about it, 
could I assume most people in our community did not know about it either? If 
they didn’t know about it, they should! It turns out, barely anyone in our local 
community knew the turtle existed.

I put my research skills to work, and so began a series of stories for our 
local papers, the Wingham Chronicle, the Gloucester Advocate, and the 
Manning River Times. I quickly found a preliminary determination by the 
NSW Threatened Species Scientific Committee to have the species listed 
as endangered. On April 28, 2017 the final determination was made and the 
species listed as endangered.

When the story came out, I messaged a small group of readers who had 
been regularly commenting on my previous stories about the turtle to let 
them know a new story was being published. From that message a group 
organically grew and no-one can remember the exact moment we titled 
ourselves the Manning River Turtle Conservation Group. 

Besides myself and friends Bronwyn and Clare, there were two other initial 
members, Kerrie Guppy, and Jennifer Granger.

Now a group of four, the group is unusual in that we all bring something 
unique to the table. Bronwyn, as an ecologist working for the NSW 
government is highly knowledgeable about wildlife, the ecology. Clare has 
creative flare and energy to burn, takes care of the group administratively, 
and has proven to be invaluable as our public “face”, she has more 

 Manning River Turtle Project 2018 launch: Dan Rumsey, Julia Driscoll, Bronwyn Ellis, Tim Faulkner, Jennifer Granger, 
Clare Rourke and Chris Williams (Kerrie Guppy absent) at Wingham Brush.

MRTCG member Clare Rourke in her Manning River Turtle stilt walking costume. Clare is also a member of Circartus, a 
local community circus group. Photo: Julie Slavin

knowledge about the biology of freshwater turtles than any of us and 
is a brilliant public speaker. Kerrie is a powerhouse eco warrior, who 
knows all the right contacts, where to seek funding, and has a wealth of 
environmental knowledge. Through my paid work I am able to inform the 
public and promote awareness, promote our events, and seek assistance 
from local landholders. I also have website creation skills that have been 
utilised. 

Originally we saw the group mission as providing awareness and education 
to the community on the Manning River turtle. We brainstormed ways we 
could do this, beyond my stories in the local media. A winter solstice lantern 
walk was proposed and we chose the location of Wingham Brush Nature 
Reserve. ‘The Brush’ is an eight hectare lowland sub-tropical rainforest 
remnant protected by NPWS, that sits on the bank of the Manning River at 
Wingham. It is notable for its giant fig trees, and as a major maternity camp 
for grey-headed flying foxes. A boardwalk winds through The Brush and 
makes a beautiful site for the lantern walk.

In conjunction with the first lantern walk, which was held at dusk and 
preceded by a lantern-making workshop, we held a colouring in and art 
competition for local school children in the week leading up to the lantern 
walk. We saw it as an educational opportunity for local children to learn about 
‘our own turtle’, and happily, the teachers were on board. Our local Chamber 
of Commerce came to the party and donated cash awards for the winners.

That first lantern walk in 2017 was cobbled together in a month, and went 
under the radar of ‘regular pathways’, through our own naivety. Regardless, 
we had a strong turnout of around 200 people – a number way beyond our 
expectations. Feedback was unanimous – people loved that it was a free, 
family-friendly event, and they wanted to come back again next year. 

Planning for the 2018 MRTCG Winter Solstice Lantern Walk started a lot 
earlier than the previous one, with official permissions sought and granted 
from relevant stakeholders (NPWS and MidCoast Council), and OH&S 
issues all carefully considered and ticked off. A NSW Office of Environment 
and Heritage (OEH) representative attended and gave a talk on the turtle. A 
special lantern headed the 2018 walk – a giant turtle lantern, created by two 
women who work at the Manning Regional Art Gallery, and donated to the 
community for our lantern walk. The donation was humbling – clearly word 
was getting out there, and people cared. 

It is clear the lantern walk is now a permanent fixture on Wingham’s annual 
calendar. Planning for this year’s lantern walk has already started – the 
event is in June, and we started planning in December 2018. The colouring 
in and art competition has morphed into an art award. Children will be 
able to create an artwork in any medium as long as it is based on the 
Manning River turtle, and an adult’s section is being added to the other age 
categories.

In addition to holding community events, networking with relevant 
stakeholders involved in Manning River turtle conservation has been, and will 

It turns out, barely anyone in our local 
community knew the turtle existed.
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Unfortunately, being late in autumn there were no sightings of a turtle

Bronwyn and I were excited to find that Tim was as passionate about the 
turtle, probably more so, as we were. He told us of Aussie Ark’s plans for the 
insurance population, and offered himself, as a known wildlife conservation 
celebrity, as a drawcard to and speaker at MRTCG community meetings in 
our neck of the woods. We offered our help in any capacity we could to help 
with his plans for the creation of an insurance population.

A few months later I was contacted by Chris Williams, who had been 
contracted by Aussie Ark/ARP as the manager of a crowdfunding campaign to 
raise money to create breeding facilities at ARP for the turtle. Our group helped 
find businesses and donors for the campaign and put Chris in touch with them. 
One of these donors was Jacaranda Estate who not only donated nearly 100 
bottles of the special vodka created for the campaign, but is continuing to 
donate a percentage of sales of the Tipsy Turtle at the cellar door to MRTCG. 

At the campaign launch at the local RSL club in August, held after our 
drinking date at the winery, a captive Manning River turtle, which had been 
illegally poached from the wild and confiscated by authorities, was handed 
over to Tim and Dan. ‘Manny’, as they named her, is the first of her species to 
be in the hands of a conservation organisation and the first specimen for the 
conservation breeding program.

always to be, essential. Thanks to Kerrie’s contacts, MRTCG has developed 
a relationship with the OEH officer responsible for the species under the 
Save Our Species program.

It was from one of our meetings with OEH that an incredibly important 
contact was made, birthing another relationship that none of us, in our 
wildest dreams, envisaged happening. At this meeting we were told Tim 
Faulkner had put in a submission to OEH to create an insurance population 
of the Manning River turtle, based on similar populations of the Bellinger 
River snapping turtle being bred by Taronga Zoo and Symbio Wildlife Park. 
Naturally, being a journalist, my ears pricked up – there was a story there! 
Around the same time, I had been asked to write a story on Devil Ark at the 
Barrington Tops for the Mid North Coast Now magazine, a free quarterly 
distributed with newspapers from Forster to Nambucca Heads. I asked for 
Tim Faulkner’s contact details.

Tim was more than happy to meet and we set up a time to visit Devil Ark. 
In fact, he was excited at the prospect of being in contact with the group 
and the partnership we could create. I asked Bronwyn to accompany me 
as my photographer. Tim suggested before going up to Barrington Tops we 
went with him while he snorkelled in a spot he had found Manning River 
turtles in many times before – and there we were at our first surreal moment. 

OEH conducted two series of surveys in 2018 to gather data on the species 
so a conservation plan can be created under the Save Our Species 
program, as currently the species is classified as data deficient.When the 
next round of surveys take place in a few months’ time, specimens will be 
collected to add to the foundation stock for the breeding program.

MRTCG group member Clare Rourke says the lift we got when I made 
contact with Tim and Chris Williams was immense.

“It revitalized us. Gave us more leverage in the community. Bigger name, 
bigger drawcard for not only engaging community but also raising money 
beyond our own small catchment area – discovering turtle lovers all over the 
nation!”

We envisage our relationship with ARP and Aussie Ark will continue through 
the years as we assist each other with our goals. 

A bare one and a half years since our group was birthed, 2019 is already set 
to be a very busy and exciting year for the MRTCG. We will continue on our 
mission of making the local community and the nation aware of the existence 
of the Manning River turtle, and moving into involving the community in 
potential citizen science activities such as Waterwatch. We will continue to 
assist with the Aussie Ark breeding facility project in any way we can.

We are looking to bring together agencies and stakeholders such as OEH, 
Local Land Services, Manning Landcare, MidCoast Council, the Forestry 

Corporation, NPWS and the MRTCG to create a Manning River turtle 
reference group, which we anticipate will happen in April.

We are creating turtle ID sheets and looking into having cages available to 
protect turtle nests against predation. We are seeking avenues for funding 
for projects, and there are plans for the group to attend a potential forum in 
South Australia later in the year.

It’s a lot of work for four women who work, who have children at school, and 
other interests commitments outside of work and family. But what makes 
it doable is the passion each of us has for the species, despite none of us 
having a particular interest in turtles previously. What makes it doable is the 
excitement at what has been happening so far, the momentum we have 
gained, and what is to come. What makes it doable is how cohesive we 
are as a team – not one of us is in this for personal recognition or gain; our 
individual sights are set firmly on the group as a being in itself, what our goals 
are and getting things done, and, most importantly, the conversation of our 
beautiful little turtle.

Our group might be tiny, but it has a powerful soul of its own – it proves that 
the smallest group of people can make a huge difference.

Julia Driscoll is a journalist with the Wingham Chronicle and the Manning 
River Times.

Manning RiverTurtle.
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Turtle Rescues NSW is a fauna management firm that specialises in 
wetland areas in Sydney. We started our journey a few years ago after 
we became aware of a growing problem in development zones that 
was leaving aquatic fauna high and dry, so to speak. Western Sydney 
is currently experiencing a population boom that calls for more housing 
and infrastructure to be developed on vacant land. Unfortunately, vacant 
land is often the remnants of valuable ecological communities and micro 
habitats that native fauna relies on in urban and even rural areas. Micro 
habitats are important in a growing Sydney where natural areas are 
becoming scarce. Many of the forested and wetland zones that are being 
cleared for the developments also serve as wildlife corridors that connect 
areas of bushland, which is important for genetic flow and breeding 
opportunities for many of our terrestrial species.

Turtle Rescues NSW -  It’s a wild job 
Kane Durrant

The clearing of a wetland sounds impossible, but being the intuitive 
creatures we are, humans have developed several ways of achieving just 
that. The water is first pumped out and usually wasted down a drain or 
onto an empty paddock. The animals that rely on the water for hydration 
and feeding opportunities, such as mammals and birds, are forced to 
leave through the disturbance. The aquatic fauna that lives in the water 
body itself usually dies unless trained professionals oversee the process. 
In the case of freshwater turtles, we find that roughly 10 percent opt for 
migration, braving the long journey across the hot ground and busy roads. 
It is these migrating turtles that often alert us to a drained wetland when a 
concerned local resident contacts us with the news of several dead turtles 
on the surrounding roads. The turtles that don’t leave are at the mercy of 

This large female drowned while caught in the pump inlet. This image highlights the need for Fauna Mangament on development sites. The inlet was identified as a hazrad and replaced to prevent further losses.

We managed to incubate the 6 undamaged eggs. The babies will have been released by the time this article is published

the destruction and will bury themselves in the mud to stay hydrated while 
the water level is low. The turtles that are under the sediment are scooped 
with the mud by excavators and dumped into trucks to be driven off site or 
left on the banks to die of suffocation as the mud bakes in the hot sun. 

The entire dewatering process is very traumatic for any animals that are 
unfortunate enough to be present. It is our mission to spread awareness 
of this issue through local councils and other governing bodies that police 
the conditions of development approvals. If we can influence a change in 
legislation that forces developers to have ecologists on site during times 
of clearing, then the animals can be relocated before being destroyed 
through ignorance. 

So far over the last 4 years, we have had varying levels of success with 
developers, local councils and OEH. The Biodiversity Conservation Act 2016 
is the governing legislation that supersedes the previous National Parks and 
Wildlife Act 1974. During the review process of this new Act, Turtle Rescues 

NSW consulted with OEH and provided data from our projects that was used 
to support a change in the way bodies of water are handled on development 
sites. The result was a positive change for native aquatic fauna that would 
now be considered during the development application process, with 
conditions in place to ensure the animals were suitably managed throughout 
the development process. However, the problem of non-compliance still 
exists with minimal attention paid to what is actually happening on site. 

We visited a large dam in south west Sydney in mid-2018 that was 
approximately 50 percent full. We sighted eastern long necked turtles, 
eastern water skinks, eastern sedge frogs, red bellied black snakes and 
several wading bird species. The developers were advised of the species 
present and the actions needed to satisfy conditions in the Development 
Application (DA). Delays were put on the project but we followed up 2 
months later at which stage the dam was dry, we suspect due to being 
pumped out by contractors. We were advised that the dam had been 

It has become apparent, especially towards the 
end of 2018, that developers are taking advantage 
of the drought conditions in NSW to avoid paying 

for environmental consultancy on site.

dry for some time and hadn’t had water in it at all, even prior to our initial 
assessment where we photographed it at 50 percent capacity. The initial 
assessment and photographs were sent to Local Council for comment 
and the response was a positive one, with new wording added to future 
DA that would see to better management of natural and man-made 
bodies of water in development zones. This sounds good, but there are 
literally hundreds of approved DA that were granted prior to the changes 
in conditions, and developers need only satisfy what their DA states. 

Another issue with approved DA is the loopholes that can be found in the 
wording. For instance, bodies of water that have been used for septic run 
off (that is to have treated water run into them) however small, have been 
deemed of no environmental impact and are free to decommission at 
any time. There are no conditions laid out for the management of wildlife 
in these bodies of water and are considered to be incidental encounters, 
as if by some accident, here in Australia, the driest continent on Earth, 
our native wildlife would colonise a body of water that has remained 
unchanged since it was built 100 years ago. Two such dams were 
recently dewatered in Sydney’s south west and uncovered more than 500 
eastern long necked turtles. No fauna management plan was in place, but 
instead WIRES were called to capture and relocate the stranded animals. 
As you can imagine, a wildlife volunteer with limited experience and 
resources inundated with 500 turtles had quite a time trying to manage 
the situation. No ecological reports were filed for the fauna management 
on the project and we were contacted several times by WIRES to 
assist in the captive management and release of the animals. We were 
informed that the 500 animals were being held in various containers 
around the home of carers including bath tubs and buckets. Meanwhile, 
the developer of the site was sure to make millions while relying on the 
passionate good will of wildlife volunteers to clear their site of native 
wildlife, instead of paying a professional service to oversee the site 
properly.

Eastern long necked turtles are a commonly encountered species in 
the greater Sydney area but only of an adult age. Very few juveniles are 
found, even in dams with hundreds of individuals. This is due to high 
mortality of nest sites through predation by the European red fox and high 
mortality of hatched young. Around 90 percent of laid nests are destroyed 
by foxes and of the 10 percent that hatch, only 10 percent will reach adult 
hood. The eastern long necked turtle is a slow growing species with a 
minimum breeding age of approximately 10 years. These factors point 
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A thriving wetland habitat surrounded by a wildlife corridor in Sydneys south west.

Breeding season for many Australian natives. The trees are first to be removed to make way for the machines. The dam has been dewatered. More than 50 eastern long necked turtles were found in and around this dam during the 40 degree weather.

to an aging population that in the coming decades will cease to exist in 
it’s current numbers. The most ironic thing is that these animals are a 
“Protected?” species. Only when they disappear will adequate protections 
be put in place and as we have seen time and time again, it is often too 
little, too late.

Moving forward, Turtle Rescues NSW have been contracted for several 
large projects recently and already this year we have relocated hundreds 
of turtles from development sites and rescues from the public. We are 
currently working on a population density model and other studies with 
the University of Western Sydney that can be used to better advise Local 
Councils when developing legislation. Although frustrating at times, this 
is the best job in the world, especially when combined with our other 
projects at WILD, Turtle Town Sydney and Turtle Cove Wildlife Sanctuary. 
We have been gaining recognition through various media outlets and use 
our social media platforms to help spread our message of conservation 
through direct action. 

It’s turtle time!

One of the lucky adults found before making it to a busy road.
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How they invade Florida and why they thrive: It’s not just humans that 
find Florida’s environment inviting. The state has one of the most severe 
invasive species problems in the world, and given Florida’s climate, it is 
not a coincidence that a large percentage of Florida’s invasive species are 
reptiles. Exotic snakes, lizards, turtles, and crocodilians are all breeding 
in Florida. Waves of exotic lizards have swept across wide swaths of the 
state, only to be joined or replaced by new arrivals. The largest snakes in 
Florida are constrictors from other continents, and the five largest lizard 
species breeding in Florida are from Africa, South America, and Central 
America. Some of the largest species like Burmese pythons (Python 
bivittatus) and green iguanas (Iguana iguana) have been highlighted in 
the media worldwide. Yet, most of Florida’s exotic reptile invaders have 
not appeared in the media and, therefore, the public is not aware that the 
number of non-native lizard species breeding in Florida now exceeds the 
number of native species, or that over three times as many non-native 
lizard species as native are breeding in subtropical south Florida.

Reptile dysfunction in Florida stemming from 
a crushing invasion of exotic species 
Richard Engeman1 and Walter E. Meshaka, Jr

A variety of factors combine to make Florida a destination and haven 
for exotic species in general, and reptiles in particular. Florida’s mild 
climate combined with major ports of entry for many wildlife species to 
the U.S. (both legal and illegal), a flourishing captive wildlife industry, and 
being situated where destructive hurricanes can release captive animals 
conspire to make the state especially vulnerable to the introduction and 
establishment of a broad variety of species. Furthermore, Florida is isolated 
from land with similar climates, meaning the state’s native vertebrates 
typically are at the southern extremes of their range. Thus, exotic species 
find relatively fewer native species with which to contend than they would in 
many tropical/subtropical locations. 

Perhaps the best way to convey the level and breadth of reptile dysfunction 
in Florida is to highlight example invasive species, including those large 
species featuring prominently in the media. 

Burmese pythons: The Burmese python quickly became the highest 
profile of the many invasive reptiles in Florida. A general widespread fear 

of snakes coupled with it being one of the world’s largest snakes were 
amplified in the media by photographs and videos of battles between 
pythons and alligators (Alligator mississipiensis) and scenes showing large 
prey items like small deer. Early on, a highly publicized, and controversial, 
report put forth that the snake could invade much of the southern third 
of the U.S., adding fuel to the imagined fears of the public. Subsequent 
research countered that Burmese pythons do not appear to possess 
the physiological or behavioral abilities to survive cold weather events 
throughout most of that projected range. Nevertheless, there is little 
doubt that this large, top-order carnivore negatively impacts the species 
and ecology in its south Florida range. These impacts on native species 
(including endangered species) are beginning to be understood, and some 
are severe. 

The issue remains how best to manage and/or reduce numbers where 
they are currently found. Method development for combating the pythons 
in Florida is in its infancy, and efforts to control pythons are cumbersome 
and opportunistic, largely relying on people to hunt pythons. The hope is 
to eventually obtain methods providing similar efficacy and efficiency in 
application as used against brown tree snakes on Guam.

Nile monitor lizards: The Nile monitor (Varanus niloticus), one of the world’s 
largest lizards, is also established in several areas in south Florida. Juvenile 

Nile monitors were and remain relatively inexpensive and common in the 
U.S. pet trade, despite their highly defensive disposition and rapid growth to 
adult size that make them ill-suited as pets. The combination of affordability 
and danger to humans explains much of their illegal releases in Florida. 
This large carnivore will eat a wide variety of prey, potentially impacting 
various threatened and endangered species. It also is prolific and capable 

of reaching high densities. Its Florida range has been expanding and, 
based on its large native range in Africa, it could colonize other areas of 
Florida and possibly beyond.

Nile monitors, like Florida’s other invasive reptiles are novel species to subject 
to control activities. Some localized control efforts are underway, but no 
encompassing control program exists. Current efforts rely on time-consuming, 
labor-intensive methods, primarily trapping and shooting. Accumulation 
of information for monitor management has begun, but considerable 
development of methods and technologies are needed for practical broad-
based control or localized eradication. 

Iguanas: Several species of iguanas are established in south Florida, 
with the green iguanas (Iguana iguana) and black spiny-tailed iguanas 
(Ctenosaura similis) being prominent in human-wildlife conflicts. The green 
iguana has the much larger geographic range of the two in Florida, but the 
black spiny-tailed iguana on Gasparilla Island is the species subjected to an 
intensive control program. 

Green iguanas are a neotropical species, ranging from southern Mexico to 
South America. Mild winter temperatures allow them to thrive in southern 
Florida and populations of this now ubiquitous species can be surprisingly 
large there. This animal, unlike many large invasive species, has flourished in 
urbanized areas and was typically viewed as non-threatening, prehistorically 
cute, and was often nurtured. However, recent years have seen green iguanas 
fall from grace as their negative impacts to the trappings of humans have 
become better known - damage to landscape plants and homes (especially 
attics), for example. Green iguanas also dig large, extensive burrows that can 
threaten the integrity of infrastructure such as levees and bridge supports, and 
their basking on airport runways creates airstrike hazards in some places. 
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During 2008-2011 alone, over 15,000 were 
removed from the island by trapping and  
shooting (with an untold number since).

Through consumption and competition, they can impact various species of 
vertebrates and invertebrates, and by eating fruit of harmful invasive plants 
they spread the seeds in their feces. Additionally, they will usurp the burrows 
of other animals including listed species. Organized control programs do not 
exist. Localized population reductions probably would be most efficient during a 
cold snap, which render these highly cold-sensitive lizards immobile and easy 
to capture. The number of dead green iguanas that fall out of the trees after a 
cold front can be astonishing.

Black spiny-tailed iguanas, or ctenosaurs, offer an interesting case history. 
They are native to southern Mexico through Central America, but an 
introduction from Mexico of only three individuals to Gasparilla Island 
turned into a population of tens of thousands in about three decades. Their 
negative impacts are similar to those of the green iguanas, and also include 
a willingness for non-predatory, agonistic attacks to kill snakes. Unique to 
Gasparilla Island, the residents became so infuriated with the negative impacts 
of lizards to their property that they voted to self-tax to fund a control program.  
How abundant were they? 

This has resulted in reduced property damage and greater reproductive 
success for gopher tortoise, a species of special concern in Florida. 
Ctenosaurs also occur elsewhere in Florida, with Gasparilla Island as the only 
example of a concerted control effort.

Argentine giant tegu: Relatively new to the exotic reptile scene in Florida is the 
Argentine giant tegu (Tupinambis merianae), a large omnivorous lizard native 
to a large swath of South America and maybe the New World’s largest lizard. 
It is found in several locations in south Florida. Because of this lizard’s flexibility 
in diet, habitat, and tolerance of cooler temperatures, invasive populations 
potentially could occupy an extensive range of habitats and inhabit portions of 
the southern U.S. and Mexico and threaten many native species.  

This species combines the worst of the attributes of the above lizard species. 
Like the iguanas, it could act as a seed disperser. It also could prey on similar 
native animals, including listed species, as both the Nile monitor and iguanas, 
and its burrow usage could threaten species through exclusion or predation. 
Localized control, primarily by trapping, is carried out against these large lizards 
in some places, but more efficient and effective control methods that are less 
labor-intensive would greatly enhance these efforts.

Northern Curly-tailed lizards: The northern curly-tailed lizard (Leiocephalus 
carinatus armouri) is a too common example of an innocent appearing small 
lizard that in reality is a potentially harmful invader for which there does not 
appear to be practical management options. The species, endemic to the 
Bahamas and various Caribbean islands, was established in Palm Beach 
County through the intentional release of 20 pairs in the 1940s intended for 
insect control. It now occupies an extensive range along the eastern coast of 
south Florida, with additional populations facilitated by humans now found in 
disparate parts of south Florida. 

The primary concern is curly-tailed predation on other (small-bodied) lizards, 
as it is aggressive towards animals up to its size (and sometimes larger). Its 

negative impacts would be especially critical in its preferred, human-disturbed 
habitat where native lizards might already be marginalized. Nevertheless, 
the northern curly-tailed lizard, like many of Florida’s small-to-medium sized 
invasive reptiles, is unlikely to be targeted for control. Its ubiquity within its 
extended range and difficulty in avoiding non-target native species would make 
control prohibitively expensive and without the high profile that would prompt 
public support. 

The invasive reptile species situation in Florida is severe, and the breadth of 
invasive exotic reptiles in Florida that arguably merit eradication, or at least 
control, is extensive. A variety of steps have been taken by the state to reduce 
the number of introductions, with some apparent success, and prevention 
is the most efficient and economical means to combat invasive species. 
However, even if no new exotic reptiles become established in Florida, many 
harmful exotic reptiles meriting management action are already established. 

Eradication might be possible if a species is established in a small range and 
sufficient resources are directed at the effort. Such appears to be the case 
with the African rock python (Python sebae), a species of similar size as the 
Burmese python, but without as extensive Florida range. A rapid response to 
a newly established reptile species may be feasible, practical, and valuable as 
a means to eradicate before they become deeply entrenched across a broad 
range. For other species, population management or localized eradication to 
protect native species or reduce the likelihood of spread might be the practical 
goals. Because control methods for any of these species are in their infancy, 
research to develop methods is underway and will play an important role. We 
note that a collaboration of experts indicated research directions and assessed 
invasive species whose threats in various geographic settings in Florida 
would most likely have practical and successful mitigation. The results of this 
assessment, published in 2016, identified the large reptiles discussed here 
as high management priority, with the Argentine giant tegu having a “highest 
impact concern” among the 37 invasive reptile species evaluated. 

There are a number of books and scientific reviews available that describe 
the Florida reptile dysfunction more comprehensively and in greater detail. 
Unfortunately, such summations are comprehensive for a relatively short span 
of years due to the rate at which new exotic species become established in 
Florida or are discovered as already established and the rapidity with which 
established species can expand their range, especially when facilitated 
by humans. For further reading, one useful resource is the monograph by 
one of the authors (Meshaka): A Runaway Train in the Making: The Exotic 
Amphibians, Reptiles, Turtles, and Crocodilians of Florida, which can be 
obtained at: http://herpconbio.org/Volume_6/Monographs/Meshaka_2011.pdf
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Anthropomorphism is an innate tendency of human psychology and 
is something that’s extremely common, especially in our hobby of 
reptile keeping. I’ve dealt with this phenomenon for many years and 

Anthropomorphism: An Unhealthy Trend 
Scott Borden

watched it become an abrasive topic in our community. Excessive 
anthropomorphism generally annoys more experienced keepers and the 
reality is that there can be a lot of negative consequences for animals due 
to anthropomorphism from inexperienced keepers. This article should 
not be perceived as finger pointing, but rather as building awareness 
of some of the consequences it can have on your animals’ health (both 
physical and psychological). I urge you to really think about how you view 
and care for your animals. Listen to those trying to educate you, and view 
your hobby with a scientific eye. Don’t rely on doing things a certain way 
just because “it has always been done this way”. Don’t get me wrong, 

XXXXXXX XXXXXXX

Anthropomorphism: the attribution of human 
traits, emotions, or intentions to 

non-human entities.

XXXXX

I’m guilty of this at times, we all are. The key is to realise it and be willing 
to change how you think and act. Below are just a few examples of how 
anthropomorphism can negatively impact how you care for your pets.

One serious consequence sometimes not associated with 
anthropomorphism, but directly connected nonetheless, is overfeeding. 
Obesity is by far one of the most common problems in our hobby today. 
Misinformation, as well as poor examples set by some well known 
keepers, have only made the problem worse. I would suggest that obesity 
is the primary reason that many captive bred animals in our hobby don’t 
live to see even half of their expected life spans. We all know how long 
it can take for reptile health issues to become visible to us, and excessive 
weight gain can easily go unnoticed until it has developed into full blown 
obesity. Naturally large snakes like boa constrictors or Burmese pythons, 
and bigger lizards like tegus or iguanas, typically have slower metabolisms 
and are more commonly affected. In many reptile groups you will see 
comments about how “chunky” and “cute” an animal is… but what you 
have to realise is this will negatively impact the animal’s health. In actuality, 
most animals are biologically benefited by running lean. People are often 
amazed to find out how infrequently I feed my scrub and white lip pythons. 
We’ve all seen obese animals online… but picture instead what the same 
species looks like when you see film of them in the wild. The health of your 
animals should be your number one priority, but also keep in mind that 
your breeding success (if that’s a goal of yours) is directly related to the 
health of your animal. An obese animal is not a healthy animal, and that 
extra weight will lead to less breeding success.  I promise you…even if your 
animal is acting hungry it’s okay to say “no”. My scrub pythons try every 
single day. But if I fed them weekly they would be dead with in a few years. 
Every animal has different feeding frequencies, so you need to know your 
animal’s needs and signs of obesity in the species.

Habitat setup is another aspect of the hobby where I see 
anthropomorphism come into play. Far to often we think about what WE 
want the enclosure to look like, or what we THINK the animal wants. The 

reality is that all too often we are not aware of what the animal actually 
NEEDS or how they use their habitat in the wild. A great example of this is 
how we provide security for our animals in their enclosures. Many species 
in the wild spend much of their time hiding, only emerging for food, 
water, or to find a mate. The issue is when we translate that into captivity, 
keepers often give these animals the wrong kind of refuge. Many snake 
species prefer very tight areas for hiding, squeezing their whole body into 
a crevice or under a rock. In the hobby however, keepers tend to give 
them cavernous, overly large hides and then wonder why the animal isn’t 
using them. The truth is the animal is not going to feel secure in that style 
of hide. Instead, this inexperienced keeper picks a hide they personally 
find attractive, or they pick a large hide thinking the snake will be more 
comfortable with room to stretch out under it. Think about how we find 
these animals in the wild and base your decisions on facts and science, 
rather than on what you want the enclosure to look like or unscientific 
views of how you think the animal feels.

One last example of the negative effects of anthropomorphism is 
overhandling animals. I regularly see people in discussions get defensive 
and say how their animal obviously is not stressed, and is enjoying 
whatever the keeper is doing. But to be very blunt, all too often these 
folks don’t have a true understanding of the biology or behaviors of their 
animal. Giving reptiles a bath is a good example of this. If your husbandry 
is up to par, there is no good reason to be bathing your reptile. In fact, it 
can be extremely stressful for them. If you want to clean the animal off 
a bit, or occasionally your husbandry is off and you have to, then that’s 
understandable. But your reptile does not like the bath you’re making it 
take, and you need to be sure you don’t mistake tolerance for enjoyment. 
All too often keepers disregard stress at minor levels. Chronic, low level 
stress can be dangerous to reptiles and often goes unnoticed. Time 
passes and the animal gets sick, but the keeper doesn’t realise the root 
cause. They ignore the minor stress signals until they build into something 
serious and end up with a seriously ill animal.
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As with many things there are two sides with extreme views and a middle 
ground where the truth lies. Many people anthropomorphise their animals 
to extreme levels, claiming that their bearded dragon is only happy if he 
is wearing a costume or their snake knows its name and will come when 
called, and these keepers will scream “Cruelty!” at anyone who dares 
to feed anything other than what they consider the perfect diet. On the 
other hand, some people go the other extreme and completely dull down 
reptiles to nothing more than unfeeling creatures that can be crammed 
into too-small tubs and ignored, and these keepers will mock anyone who 
names or takes fun photos of their pets. Instead, you must find the middle 
ground between these two ideologies.The secret to avoiding the negative 
consequences of anthropomorphism is to become a student of your 
species. When you create an enclosure for a reptile keep that in mind. You 
can absolutely make them look good, but don’t sacrifice what your animal 
needs and wants for your own desires. Don’t make a cage for a bearded 
dragon that has a color coordinated theme, yet fail to provide the animal 
with what it needs to be healthy. Focus first on the biological, natural needs 
of your animals and then have fun with them in ways that respect what they 
need to be healthy and content.

How to Train a Dragon 
Fi Coley

It was four years ago that I made the decision to bring home Australia’s 
second largest monitor lizard. It wasn’t a decision I took lightly and 
I actually thought about it for over a year trying to gain as much 
information on them from books, online and other keepers. I did second 
guess myself since other keepers said lace monitors were not a monitor 
you should start with so I did look at other options but I still had my 
heart set on a lace monitor. I accepted the damage they can cause, 
their size, how unpredictable they can be and the fact they may never 
become “tame”. The monitor I brought home from an aquarium here in 
Melbourne was not what I was expecting and I’m not sure if it was just 
him, what I did or both but I couldn’t have asked for a more incredible 
first lace monitor. I am in no way an expert on these reptiles as Motley is 
my first and only monitor but hopefully by sharing what has worked for 
us can help other keepers out there. 

When I first got Motley, his enclosure was just a standard melamine 
reptile enclosure measuring 4 ft x 2 ft x 2 ft.  I started off small just so 
he didn’t feel lost in a huge enclosure. It had two basking bulbs, one UV 
tube and hides in both the cool and heated sides of the enclosure so he 
felt safe no matter where he was in the enclosure. For the first month 
or so I actually left Motley be to settle in to his new home and only put 
my hands in when I needed too. Motley was never really an aggressive 
monitor and was more flight than fight and would bolt as soon as a hand 
went near him which is why I decided to leave everything on his terms 
and not force handle him. At the start while I was home, I would actually 
just sit in front of his enclosure with my back turned and do everyday 
things. This gave him the chance to get used to me being in the same 
room but he didn’t feel threatened with me staring at him. Sometimes 
I would turn around and catch him with his head poking out of his hide 
to see what I was doing. Once he got used to this, I found that curiosity 
started to get the better of him and he would actually come out to see 
what I was doing and was happy to bask out in the open and watch 
whatever it was I was doing. 

Seeing that he was comfortable in his enclosure and with me being near 

He would come up to smell my  
hands and suss me out, walk over 
my legs ect but I still didn’t reach 

out to touch him.

him I decided to encourage him to come out on his own. I started this 
just by having his food in the same Exo Terra bowl and feeding tongs 
that I used inside the enclosure and placed it just outside the slightly 
open door to encourage him to come out. At first, he just grabbed the 
food and pulled it back into the enclosure to eat but we kept at it and 
the more confident he got, the further away the bowl got from the door. 
The reason I used a bowl was because I didn’t want him associating my 
hands with food (knowing some monitors have a strong food response) 
but to this day if he sees me pick up that same bowl, he knows exactly 
what it means and gets ready to be let out for his food. While doing 
this I just sat there with him using the feeding tongs to show him where 
the food was but I never reached out to touch him. Again once his 
confidence grew, we started doing it without food just so he learnt that 
he wouldn’t be getting food every time he got let out. 

I wanted him to learn that I was not a threat to him and that I wasn’t 
going to grab him every time I went near him. It may not seem like 
much but just sitting back watching him explore helped me learn his 
body language and attitude while he too got to learn what I was, my 
movements, my smell and my voice even. 

Understand that this article is meant to bring awareness to just a few of 
the very serious health issues that result from keepers making mistakes 
related to anthropomorphism. It’s meant to educate you on the dangers 
of anthropomorphism, and inspire you to improve your skills and 
understanding of your animals. It is not, however, meant to be used to 
shoot others down. For those reading this who behave hatefully towards 
people who are guilty of excessive anthropomorphising, realise the 
way you approach people in these discussions is going to help anyone 
actually learn from their mistakes. Insulting and degrading is not going to 
work. You must come from a place of positive intent and educate, don’t 
demean. After all, we have all had things to learn at some point. No one 
likes to be told they have been doing things wrong, especially in a rude 
way. We need to bring more positivity to the hobby, and make sure we are 
doing the best job we possibly can for our animals. 
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Seeing that this was working well with him we kept this routine going 
and he would approach me without any issue and it was from here that 
he started to not mind a hand being brushed over his back or under his 
chin. Everything I did with him was not so I could have a “tame” monitor 
but so I could have one that I could manage and to make things easier 
for me and with no stress to him and thankfully that’s exactly what I 
have today. He couldn’t care less about what I’m doing in his enclosure 
whether its changing globes, changing his water, to cleaning the full 
enclosure but I still take caution to not trigger a response from him.  
I’ve always been fascinated by monitors in particular because of their 
intelligence and their beauty. I felt I was ready to properly care for a 
monitor whether he was “tame” or not. Raising Motley has been the best 
experience ever and I wouldn’t change a thing about it. I have learned 
so much from him and he continues to teach me everyday which is 
something I cherish with him. Each monitor species is different and 
each individual lizard is different and just because you see how calm 
one monitor can be doesn’t mean that if you get a lace monitor it will 
be the same. I’m looking forward to one day breeding with Motley and 
I can’t wait to learn just how different they are from each other. I guess 
what I’m trying to say is do your research before getting any reptile but 
especially monitors because of their intelligence, size, capabilities and 
all round are not easy pets. I have so much respect for these reptiles 
and I’m so thankful that Motley has allowed me to learn so much from 
him and this is only the beginning of it all.
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Each hatchling is amazing in its own little way , the potential is endless. a sunlight photo showing another side of this amazing looking woma.

For those of you interested in woma pythons and more importantly the 
possibility of a new morph in the hobby, I’d like to take you on a bit of a 
journey back to when I was first given the amazing opportunity  to work a 
line of womas I now have in my collection today.  I’ve been keeping woma 
pythons since the beginning of 2001, so when I first purchased what I have 
always been calling the ‘eye patch’ woma from a friend and my mentor 
back in 2012 I knew I had something a little different to the average woma 
python that everybody else was keeping in their collections at the time.  
However, my passion was put on hold when I stupidly purchased my first 
albino spotted python in 2013 and all my energy and focus was taken 
away from my woma and a possible new project . 

In 2013 I produced my first clutch of womas from my eye patch woma to 
an unrelated wild-type female.  Out of the four eggs in this clutch, I got 
two more eye patch womas; a boy and a girl. To make things even more 
amazing the patches were the same size and above the same eye, this 
intrigued me but the albino spotted python bug still had me hook line and 
sinker.  My judgement was clouded and due to working with albinos and 
thinking of my womas as being  a recessive mutation I did not think of 
breeding the original eye patch male back to the normal girl and producing 

My dream is to be holding a hand fully of these guys in the future and to produce even more patternless examples.Being the only boy out of the three this guy is going to be busy in the future that for sure.

Each hatchling is amazing in its own little way , the potential is endless.

more eye patches.  My thoughts were rather to raise the daughter up and 
put the dad over her to produce whatever was hiding in my womas, but 
once again I was not 100% into it.  Everything was going into the albino 
spotted project which was disappointment after disappointment as anyone 
who works with them already knows.  But I’m no quitter so I started the 
whole out cross experiment which took me even further away from my 
woma project.

My next attempt at breeding my womas was in 2015 when I found out 
about and got the opportunity  to purchase a fourth eye patch woma 
which was the founding animal that produced my original male; the only 
other eye patch woma outside my collection at the time.  I purchased 
her from my mate and mentor once again.  She was over nine years old 
and probably at the end of her breeding life but I had to have her with the 
intention of putting her son over her with the same patch on his head that 
year but unfortunately she did not want to play the game most probably 
due to moving homes so close to the breeding season.  With access to a 
ultrasound I discovered her follicles were growing but never got to size so 
she would swell up and then absorb them again.  With my tail between my 
legs, I had no choice but to wait until the eye patch daughter to my original 
boy was up to size and age the following year.  

In the following breeding season in 2016, I finally got the chance to put 
my eye patch girl over her father and she produced five healthy eggs 
which all went full term and produced some nice looking reduced pattern 
womas but nothing I would consider special.  Now, in 2017 is when it gets 
interesting and when all the voices in my head would start to make sense.  
I bred the eye patch girl to her eye patch brother for the first time and she 
produced six good eggs which once again went full term.  If anything, they 
over cooked so I popped the eggs and found five healthy looking reduced 
pattern womas that were ready to exit the eggs almost immediately and 
in the last egg was something I really did not expect to see.  What I saw 
changed everything for me in an instant, stepping my woma breeding into 
overdrive and more importantly finally putting the albino spotted project in 

 I once again bred the eye patch 
daughter with her eye patch brother 

and got seven good eggs

the back seat where it belongs.  It appeared that I had just produced the 
world’s first lucy woma python and I was over the moon but the feeling 
was short lived as it never left the egg and died the following day.  I 
posted it up on social media and a few people were saying how it was not 
a lucy and that it was just an underdeveloped embryo…  Trust me, I’ve 
been breeding snakes since 1996 and I’ve seen a lot of underdeveloped 
embryos and this was not one, it was a lucy and what I’m now calling a 
superform.  I can’t wait to prove it by producing another one.  My only fear 
is that it could be a lethal gene like the lucy in the jaguar carpet pythons 
but only more breeding eye patch to eye patch will put this fear to rest for 
me.  I really need to hit the correct odds to produce another lucy and the 
small clutch sizes are not helping me .

At this stage I was questioning the whole recessive thing and leaning more 
towards co-dominant but the question was why did I not produce any eye 

patch womas in the same clutch?  Maybe it was just odds once again with 
the small clutch.  My only option in the future is to produce more eye patch 
womas, now that I know breeding normal woma to eye patch woma gives 
me more eye patch womas. 

Now just to add more confusion into the mix, the 2018 pairings produced 
some amazing looking hatchlings, which are the reason behind this article. 

It is funny how every year I get a extra egg from her but I’m welcoming 
the extra odds, that’s for sure, because this time I produced four normal 

looking reduced pattern womas and three jaw dropping hatchlings that 
I’m having trouble to explain what they are.  Many have asked me what 
they are and to name the mutation but at this stage I have no clue.  As an 
observation due to also breeding marble Children’s pythons, the womas 
have followed the same path; they started off pink and see through and 
after a few sheds they have started to colour up like a marble so who 
knows what they will look like full grown and to tell you the truth I can’t wait 
to see

The good news is that they are great feeders just like normal hatchling 
woma pythons and I have two girls and one boy so I’m going to get the 
opportunity in the future to breed them together and see what else they 
can produce; hopefully this is the beginning of something great!

New Look 
for Womas 
Brett Modra
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Introduction

After an exploratory trip from 21 to 26 October 2017, one of the 
authors (Kelly Nowak) organised a proper official AHS field trip to the 
Gundabooka National Park and State Conservation Area in outback 
NSW. This national park is located in northwest NSW, about 50 km 
southwest of Bourke, a decent 8 to 9-hour drive from Sydney if one 
doesn’t stop too frequently. The historic Redbank Homestead was 
going to be our base and accommodation for the duration of the field 
trip, with the Darling River at its doorstep; water levels in the river 
bed were quite low, but most definitely non-zero. The homestead was 

booked from Friday 28 September until Sunday 7 October, but many 
participants could only stay for part of the trip, while others had to 
extend their stay somewhat for organisational reasons. About 20 or so 
AHS members descended upon the homestead, many of them regular 
bush-bashers. In addition, several very enthusiastic members of the 
Victorian Herpetological Society were also present; they are generally 
good-natured and well-behaving people, so we should do this more 
frequently.

Gundabooka National Park extends from the banks of the Darling 
river in the north to the Gunderbooka range and Mount Gunderbooka 

Red Dust turns into Red Mud . 
The 2018 Gundabooka AHS Field Trip 
Kelly Nowak & Frank Valckenborgh

Broad-banded Sand-Swimmer

in the south. The landscape is dominated by grassy woodlands and 
rust-colored rocks. The ranges in the south are highly significant to the 
Ngemba and Kurnu Baakandji people for ceremonial reasons, and the 
Mulgowan Aboriginal Art Site with its rock art attracts a reasonably large 
number of visitors each year.

The last nights of the September month during the first few days of the 
2018 field trip were generally quite cool, perhaps a little bit too cool, and 
so the nocturnal escapades were initially not very productive, although 
the local geckos didn’t seem to mind too much. Fortunately, there were 
many places we could explore during daytime, with all the attention 
for detail these activities typically require. On Wednesday afternoon 
however it started raining. Three cars were at Mount Gunderbooka at 
that time, and the way back to the Redbank Homestead became quite 
challenging and involved some fence-hugging by one car, with the red 
sand quickly transforming into a sticky and slippery red glue. In fact, 

because of the anticipated road conditions two cars made the conscious 
decision to make a massive detour back to the homestead via Bourke, 
which was also a good excuse to get some pizza.

Reptiles

We will start with the snakes. This makes sense, because all sensible 
people like snakes. The first snake of the trip was a De Vis’ banded 
snake or mud adder (Denisonia devisi) found under some tin plates 
close to the homestead. Although it looks quite harmless, one of the 
participants told us that he has had a very bad experience with this 
species in the past. 

One of the highlights of the trip for most participants was a big 
Inland carpet python (Morelia spilota metcalfei) which was found at 

night foraging in the Darling River. Remarkably, two additional male 
specimens of this species were observed at the end of the trip during 
daytime. At least five red-naped snakes (Furina diadema) were 
active on the roads in the Bourke area at night during rain, when 
temperatures were below 20 °C, and a probable proximus blind snake 
(Ramphotyphlops proximus) was active near the homestead that same 
night, although a bit later. A strap-snouted brown snake (Pseudonaja 
aspidorhyncha) was found during daytime eating a mouse, and a curl 
snake (Suta suta) (one of two) was under some debris nearby. A yellow-
faced whipsnake (Demansia psammophis) was the last species to be 
added to the list, after one of the authors (Frank Valckenborgh) had 
already left because of unwelcome work commitments.

For completeness, we mention that the 2017 trip yielded two strap-
snouted brown snakes, a single red-naped snake and an adult mulga 
snake (Pseudechis australis). Fewer snakes indeed, but it’s hard to beat 
a mulga!

Next, we turn to the lizards. There are some good lizards out there in 
the park, and perhaps also some less exciting species, but the true field 
herpetologist is obviously oblivious to such subjective details, and is not 
afraid of spending considerable time with the identification of even the 
most inconspicuous small brown lizards. A big lace monitor (Varanus 
varius) was living in the gum trees near the homestead, and so we 
could frequently watch this lizard without leaving our chairs, which is 

Burtons Snake-Lizard Central Bearded Dragon

annoyingly easy and bad for your condition. Another lace monitor was 
seen at the pool behind the local NPWS depot, and a few additional 
individuals were feeding on a carcass close to Mount Gunderbooka. 
Several sand goannas (Varanus gouldii) were basking close to their 
holes at various times of the day at the road sides, and some individuals 
were very confident and approachable. Unfortunately, we didn’t get to 
see any black-headed monitors (Varanus tristis) this time, although two 
individuals were found in 2017. 

Central bearded dragons (Pogona vitticeps) and central netted dragons 
(Ctenophorus nuchalis) were common and reasonably conspicuous 
throughout the national park, and some participants were getting 
extremely skilled at spotting the latter species from a considerable 
distance. They were often sitting on the sandy ridges at the road sides. 
In addition, a Nobbi dragon (Amphibolurus nobbi) was observed basking 
on some dead branches on the banks of the Darling River.

Shinglebacks (Tiliqua rugosa) are a familiar and iconic species in 
outback NSW. They were not the only skinks around however, as one 
can reasonably imagine. For the benefit of the fairly small number of 
AHS members who get excited by skinks, we will give an overview of all 
the species observed during this field trip, and also the previous one for 
good measure. People who just tolerate these lizards or refuse to look 
at skinks are wrong. In fact, one can argue that they are even fractally 
wrong, because it appears to be the case that for every species of 
skink there is a very similarly looking smaller species of skink, given the 
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overwhelming diversity of the Scincidae in Australia, which continues to 
increase as we speak. The previous remarks do not usually apply to the 
single eastern blue-tongued lizard (Tiliqua scincoides) that was found 
strolling in the bush for no apparent reason, because everybody likes 
blue-tongues. 

The diurnal Leonhardi’s Ctenotus or common desert Ctenotus 
(Ctenotus leonhardii) was seen on several occasions, and a single 
specimen of its relative the robust Ctenotus (Ctenotus robustus) was 
found at the NPWS depot. Three individuals of the nocturnal broad-
banded sandswimmer (Eremiascincus richardsonii) on the other hand 
were found at two distinct locations; this species was new to many 
participants. The more familiar tree skinks (Egernia striolata) were living 
on the rocks at the Aboriginal Art Site. The south-eastern morethia skink 
or Boulenger’s skink (Morethia boulengeri) definitely qualifies as a small 
brown skink; they were easily observed at several locations in the park, 
including the homestead. Two short-legged species of slider, eastern 
robust slider (Lerista punctovittata) and timid slider (Lerista timida), 
were also reasonably common. Finally, we managed to observe two 

lizards that were perhaps not expected this far west, but easily identified 
as eastern water skinks (Eulamprus quoyii, at least at this stage in the 
developing story of phylogenetic relationships), foraging close to the 
waterline at the opposite side of the Darling River from the Redbank 
Homestead. In 2017 several inland snake-eyed skinks (Cryptoblepharus 
australis) were also registered, but some skink fatigue was perhaps 
slowly manifesting itself at this stage this time. 

A fair number of gecko species appear on our observation lists. The 
two most common species, at least near the homestead and the 
sheep shearing shack, were the ubiquitous tree dtella or variable dtella 
(Gehyra versicolor) and Bynoe’s prickly gecko (Heteronotia binoei). 
A southern spiny-tailed gecko (Strophurus intermedius) was found 
near the NPWS depot under rocks, and several specimens of the 
small ground-dwelling eastern beaked gecko (Rhynchoedura ormsbyi) 
were active near the homestead and on the Yanda campground a 
few kilometres away. A single tiny tessellated gecko (Diplodactylus 
tessellatus) was found under some tin in the abandoned Old Yanda 
village. In 2017, two marbled velvet geckos (Oedura marmorata) and 

Crucifix toad

Southern spiny-tailed gecko

several specimens of the saxicoline southern rock dtella (Gehyra lazelli) 
were also observed.

A single Burton’s snake-lizard (Lialis burtoni) was active one evening, 
and so we had to add it to our growing list of observations. A single 
specimen of the same species was also seen in 2017 at the Belah 
Homestead. 

A small number of Murray turtles (Emydura macquarii) had made their 
homes in the Darling River, and they could be observed frequently while 
being at ease (both the turtles and the primates) from the river balcony 
at the homestead, after getting tired from staring at the local lace 
monitor, or when the binoculars were getting too heavy; the water levels 
were indeed very low.

Other wildlife

As is often the case, some frog species like to live close to human 
dwellings, attracted by the relative increase in humidity. A Peron’s tree 
frog (Litoria peronii) was living in the water tank, and a desert tree 
frog (Litoria rubella) was regularly observed foraging in the garden. 
Unsurprisingly, the rain also did bring out some of the standard desert 
frogs. On Wednesday evening the puddles behind the homestead 
quickly turned into larger shallow pools with lots of sticky mud, and 
the soil seemed to spontaneously generate an unlimited supply of 
Suddell’s frogs (Neobatrachus sudelli), popping up in large numbers 

apparently from nowhere in particular. More exciting however were a 
few of the iconic crucifix toads (Notaden bennettii), and although fewer 
in numbers they were definitely photographed at least ten times as often 
as that other slightly less exciting type of frog. These frogs were easy to 
approach, stoically tolerating the presence of the warm-blooded primate 
until a split second before the shutter of the camera is released.

The homestead area and the Darling River attracted a few species of 
parrot. Mulga parrots were common on the property, in particular early 
in the morning when they were feeding on the ground. The trees on 
the banks of the river were home to red-winged parrots and Australian 
ringnecks, but we were arguably mostly too busy to spend much time 
looking for feathered reptiles, and so we spectacularly failed to find any 
Bourke’s parrots.

A short-beaked echidna was living under the homestead and had the 
decency to occasionally show itself. Red kangaroos and western grey 
kangaroos were common everywhere in the national park.

It is clear that we have to spend more time observing this other wildlife 
also. In addition, there will be more reptiles and frogs that can be found 
in the Gundabooka National Park and the general Bourke area. It is for 
this reason that the AHS is already organising the next incarnation of 
this field trip in October 2019. This then is, in our humble opinion, yet 
another excellent reason to renew your memberships.
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Australian herpetology:  
a foreigner’s perspective 
Sterrin Smalbrugge

Bathing a king cobra. Photo by Jason Savage.

My favourite thing to do in life is go herping and my favourite country in 
the world is Australia, so you can imagine my excitement when I got to go 
and herp around Australia. I recently finished my thesis on West-African 
crocodilians and climate change and obtained my Master’s degree before 
planning this trip to my favorite country in the world.  I spent a lot of time 
behind my computer while writing my thesis, so I was keen to get back 
into the field. The only reason why I could afford to travel to Australia all 
the way from the Netherlands was because I was invited to co-host a 
documentary on king cobras in Bali. From there it’s only a short flight to 
the red bellies. This past year I had herped in South Africa, Ivory Coast 
and Morocco before flying to Bali and then to Australia, so I became much 
more aware of the differences between these countries when it comes to 
herping and people’s relationship with snakes. In this article I would like to 
share my experiences with you.

I have noticed there are vast differences between herping communities. 
In Europe and Africa, I have seen substantial competition between 
herpetologists when it comes to sharing information on various topics, 
ranging from captive breeding information to locality data. And while it can 
sometimes be very wise to not share this information widely, I do prefer 
the less hostile attitude that I found among the Australian herpetologists. A 
couple of them kindly took me on trips to search for some of my favourite 
snakes. My dream of finding a wild red-bellied black snake (Pseudechis 

porphyriacus) came true when Jason Savage took me to a wonderful spot 
near Adelaide. We did not find one, but ten of these beautiful snakes the 
very morning we went out! I also had a great time with Daniel Rumsey, 
Brendan Dixon and Jake Meney who took me on a night drive. We found 
rough-scaled snakes (Tropidechis carinatus) and a Stephens’ banded 
(Hoplocephalus stephensii) that unfortunately got killed by a car. The 
highlight was a species that I had long longed to see in the wild: a bandy-
bandy (Vermicella annulata). It was incredible to see these animals up 
close and to experience the laid-back attitude of the Australians even in a 
herpetological regard. 

Outside the herpetological community, Australia stands apart from other 
countries as well. Australia is the proof that snakes and people can live in 

harmony together. This became even more apparent to me after visiting 
Asia and Africa. Throughout these continents snake bites are common 
and people often seek refuge in traditional medicine. Superstition is 
a major contributor to the distorted view that people have of snakes. 
I remember working together with an Ivorian PhD student, who was 
clearly very intelligent and good at his work. I told him about my interest 
in snakes and he responded with a story that was quite disturbing to me. 
A few years ago, he got bitten by a snake and he quickly visited his local 
traditional doctor to seek help. This traditional doctor provided him with a 
black stone that he was to put on his bite. He explained to me that as long 
as the stone would sit on his arm, the venom would still be in his system. 
The next morning, he woke up and the stone had fallen off. To him, this 
was proof that the stone had done its work and that he was saved from 
a horrible death by snake bite. Even though he was a very competent 
academic it did not occur to him that this snake might not have been 
venomous at all, which could have explained his lack of symptoms. In his 
case it turned out well, but there are many people who die when it could 
have been prevented, if only they had sought professional medical care.

I experienced another example of the devastating effects of superstition in 
South Africa. A very large Southern rock python (Python natalensis) was 
brought to us after almost being stoned to death by farmers for eating one 
of their goats. The local people explained to me that it was quite rare to 
find an individual this size, as many of them are killed before they grow 
that large. I assumed that they were being killed because people feared 
them, and while this might also play a role there was another factor at 
play. They explained to me that python fat is used to treat a variety of 
medical issues. This believe thus directly resulted in the slaughter of 
many of these snakes.

Another major issue that I observed in both Africa and Asia is the way 
snake rescuers are treated. In South Africa I went on a couple of call 
outs with Nick Evans and we got to rescue several Mozambique spitting 

Drawing blood from a slender-snouted crocodile. Photo by Matt Eschenbrenner.

Slender-snouted crocodile. Photo by Katie Anderson.
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cobras (Naja mossambica) that day. I was surprised to see that more 
often than not he did not receive any form of compensation for this 
service. When he did get paid the amount was incredibly low, not even 
enough to cover fuel costs. In Bali the situation was even worse. There, 
female king cobras (Ophiophagus hannah) will often make a nest on 
farmland. The owner of the Bali Reptile Rescue, Shinta Sukma Wati, told 
me she often gets call outs to remove these snakes and their nests off 
of the farmland. However, she does not get paid to do this. As a matter 
of fact, she must pay the farmer to not shoot the female and burn the 
eggs. The longer the female, the more the rescuers will have to pay to 
save their lives. I was astonished to hear that people had to pay to do 
a potentially deadly job that very few other people would ever consider 
doing.  These examples show that lack of education and financial means 
are at the core of the snake bite and snake conservation problem. 

After documenting the tragedies in Bali, we wanted to show that there 
are alternatives and that humans and snakes can live safely together. 
We interviewed Tom Dunning, a local snake rescuer from Adelaide, to 
gain more insight in the success of Australia as a snake-friendly country. 
He explained to me that while people still sometimes kill snakes, it is 
common practice to call your local snake rescuer and pay him a set 
fee. In general people seem to understand that killing, or attempting to 
kill, a snake is dangerous and potentially deadly and that it is a wise 
choice to call for professional help. This practice in combination with the 
production of high quality and accessible antivenom result in a very low 
envenomation number and an even lower fatality number. And while there 
is still ample progress to make in changing people’s attitude towards 
snakes, compared to other countries Australia is doing an excellent job 
and can serve as an example for other countries. 

Photo by Jason Savag.

Komodo: a magical island of gigantic 
lizards and blue pit-vipers 
Rick Shine

A male Flying Dragon (Draco volans) displaying to his lady friend on a palm tree in Bali. These lizards don’t actually fly,  
but they can glide long distances from one tree to another. Photograph by Ru Somaweera.

As a research biologist with a strong focus on reptiles – the animals that 
have fascinated me since childhood – I’ve had the privilege of spending 
time in some incredible places. Small islands filled with pit-vipers lying in 
wait for migrating birds; coral reefs full of inquisitive seasnakes; the fabled 
mega-dens full of tens of thousands of gartersnakes in central Canada. 
But strangely (given how close it is to Australia), it wasn’t until mid-2018 
that I finally found my way to one of the most iconic Reptile Havens on 
the planet. Together with my wife Terri, and my friends Claire, Suzanne 
and Andrew, I made my long-delayed pilgrimage to the amazing island of 
Komodo.

At first sight, the small islands west of Bali and Lombok look like chunks 
of tropical Australia. During the long dry-season, water is scarce and the 
grass turns brown. Life concentrates around the few patches of water in the 
parched landscape, as it does in the Northern Territory not far away. But 
the wildlife is very different. Situated midway between Asia and Australia, 
the islands have a blend of animal species – including reptiles – that have 
come from different origins.

The islands are known as Wallacea, after the intrepid Englishman who 
travelled there in the 1850s and 1860s. Famously, Alfred Russell Wallace 
noticed that as he moved from one island to one nearby, the wildlife 
changed dramatically – from Asian to Australian. Even more impressively, 
Wallace came up with the idea of natural selection while he lay in a 
malarial fever on the Molluccan islands.  Charles Darwin had thought of the 
same idea years before but had been afraid to publish it, for fear of being 
ostracized by polite English society. In the end, the two men published the 
idea simultaneously, so they could share the credit – but it was Darwin 
who went ahead to write his best-seller “On the Origin of Species”, while 
Wallace kept plugging away at fieldwork and exploring other exotic ideas. 
As a result, we think of natural selection as Darwin’s idea, not Wallace’s.

But although the islands of Wallacea have a special place in the history of 
evolutionary theory, that’s not the main reason that biologists visit them. 
Instead, it’s the extraordinary animals that live there. Including, of course, 
the biggest lizard in the world. Every schoolchild has heard of the Komodo 
Dragon, even those these massive reptiles live on only a few small islands 
in a remote Indonesian archipelago.

Komodo Dragons are big – really big. Males can reach over 100 kg in 
mass, and measure more than three metres from nose to tail-tip. As a 
result, they are popular exhibits in zoos. One enduring memory from my 
Sydney childhood is seeing a huge Komodo Dragon at Taronga Zoo.  
For most people, like me, their first sight of Varanus komodoensis is of a 
lethargic giant lizard sleeping in its pen. And that really doesn’t prepare you 

for seeing the beast in the wild.

My first up-close encounter with a Komodo Dragon happened early in my 
academic career, when my colleague Greg Mengden asked for help taking 
a blood sample from a lizard at Taronga Zoo. It was an old animal, and 
perhaps was even the same one I had seen as a child. Greg is a geneticist, 
and the zoo staff had asked him to determine the sex of their giant Dragon. 
I agreed but when we arrived at the zoo, the sheer size of the beast created 
a few butterflies in my stomach. Especially when the keeper, Terry Boylan, 
mentioned that the animal had badly injured keepers in two separate 
incidents over the years. “And it’s a good thing you’re not wearing tennis 
shoes”, he said, “the lizard is fed on white rats so a small white object 
moving around his cage is treated as edible”. But there was no time to back 
out, as we marched into the cage. Terry patted the three-metre lizard on 
the back while Greg inserted a small syringe needle into the tail-vein to get 
his blood sample. My job was to distract the giant reptile by scratching his 
eyelids, apparently his favourite massage. As soon as I started, the lizard 
closed his eyes, and gave every impression of enjoying the sensation. 
But when Greg stuck the needle in, the huge eye under my hand blinked 
open instantly, and I realized that (1) the lizard wasn’t happy about being 
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The world’s largest lizard. One hell of a lot of reptile! Photograph by Ru Somaweera

The hot weather in Indonesia creates quite a thirst, even in young Komodo 
Dragons. Photograph by Ru Somaweera.

perforated, and (2) it was a long way to the cage door. Fortunately the joy 
of eyelid-scratching outweighed the discomfort of a small puncture in the 
tail, so the blood sample was obtained and we carefully left the premises. 
Greg’s analysis showed male sex chromosomes; and we now know that all 
of the really big Komodo Dragons are males. 

Komodo Dragons are closely related to the Lace Monitor (Varanus varius) 
of eastern Australia, but they grow a lot bigger. A 10-kg Lacie is a giant, 
whereas Komodo Dragons can attain ten times that weight. And like a 
Saltwater Crocodile, a Komodo becomes really heavyset as it grows larger. 
It’s an awesome predator, regularly taking down wild pigs, deer and even 
water buffalo. The Dragon lies in wait until its prey wanders past, then 
hurtles out with a remarkable burst of speed for such a heavyset reptile. 
Its serrated teeth inflict massive wounds, and if gets a chance it injects 
venom as well, from glands in its lower jaw. Even without the venom, an 
open wound in a tropical climate is an invitation for infection – so a badly 
lacerated bovine rapidly weakens and dies. And as the mammal slows 
down, the Komodo Dragons move in.

Fossil evidence shows that Komodo Dragons evolved in Australia about 
four million years ago, and they were widespread here until Aboriginal 
people turned up about 60,000 years ago. A wave of extinctions followed 
that arrival, with the loss of most “megafauna” (the giant species, usually 
defined as animals that weigh more than 44 kg). Scientists still argue 
about why that extinction happened, but similar catastrophes followed the 
arrival of modern humans in dozens of places all over the world. It’s difficult 

to escape the conclusion that somehow or other, people killed off the 
megafauna. In Australia, those casualties included the Komodo Dragon as 
well as an even larger goanna, Varanus priscus (5.5 metres long, weighing 
up to 570 kg). The disappearance of these giant reptiles might have been 
due to direct hunting, or to eradication of the giant marsupials upon which 
these lizards fed.

For most megafaunal species, worldwide, that was the end of the story. 
They were gone. But Komodo Dragons had already spread from their 
Aussie homeland westwards into the islands of the Indonesian archipelago 
– and somehow or other, they managed to survive there even though the 
species was wiped out across most of its former range. Together with the 
giant land tortoises of the Galapagos and Aldabra, the Komodo Dragon is 
the last survivor of the reptilian megafauna that once dominated the planet.

All reptile enthusiasts have a special regard for varanid lizards (“goannas”); 
not only are they large and regal, but there is a glimmer of almost-
mammalian intelligence in their eyes. And an interesting study on captive 
African monitors (Varanus albigularis) gave the lizards a fixed number of 
snails to eat, and then reduced the number to see if the lizards noticed that 
something was missing. Sure enough, the lizards were well aware that they 
hadn’t found the usual meal, and carefully investigated the cage to find the 
“missing” snail. So, goannas can count to at least six. I doubt that some of 
my students could do as well. 

Many zoo-keepers rate the Komodo Dragon as the Einstein of the Lizard 

Hot off the press: this just-released field guide to the herps 
of Wallacea provides the ideal introduction to the amazing 
wildlife of the islands. Photograph by Ru Somaweera

Our “live-on” boat, The Florence, provided a luxurious base from which to explore the fabulous islands of Wallacea. 
Photograph by Ru Somaweera.

The fabulous blue pit-viper of Komodo: Trimeresurus 
insularis in all its glory. Photograph by Ru Somaweera.

The Tokay (Gekko gecko) is one of the largest and most spectacular geckoes on the planet. Photograph by Ru Somaweera.

Our group on Rinca, photographing an adult Komodo Drago. Note the ranger with his large forked stick, used to fend off any 
lizard who decides to expand his diet to include a succulent tourist. Photograph by Ru Somaweera.

World. They rapidly learn complex tasks, and they build up a strong 
relationship with individual keepers. One highlight of visiting the Australian 
Reptile Park, near Gosford, is to see a giant Komodo Dragon on a harness, 
being walked through the public areas by his or her devoted keeper, 
and posing for photographs with children who are, frankly, quite a bit 
smaller than a deer or water buffalo. My favourite story of the Komodo’s 
intelligence, though, comes from an early report by Pat Collins, who sailed 
around the area in 1937. His boat “Bintang” was becalmed for five months 
beside Komodo, so Pat spent a lot of time watching the lizards. Impressed 
by their ability to leap into the air to seize a mouthful of flesh from a dead 
goat dangling from a tree-branch, Pat took it a step further by training 
young Komodo Dragons to jump through a hoop to receive a food reward. 
The world’s first, and only, “Dragon Circus”.

Komodo Dragons are amazing, and I had always wanted to see these 
incredible animals in their natural habitat. But somehow-or-other I never 
got around to it. Then fate intervened, in the form of a dynamic research 
biologist by the name of Ruchira “Ru” Somaweera. Ru came to Australia 
from his Sri Lankan home to conduct his PhD research on freshwater 
crocodiles in the Kimberley, and I was his supervisor for the project. 
After he finished his PhD he moved to Perth, where’s he’s currently a 
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postdoctoral researcher with CSIRO. But Ru has more energy than a 
bagful of brownsnakes, and he also started up a travel agency called 
Aaranya (“wilderness” in Sanskrit, the base language of many Asian 
languages including Bahasa Indonesia). And it’s no ordinary travel agency. 
Aaranya offer herp-focused tours – at everything from backpacker to luxury 
levels in Asia. And of course, many of those tours include Komodo, which 
is accessed via “live-on” boats from the nearby larger island of Flores. And 
even more compelling for me, Aaranya uses local (but English-speaking) 
herp experts across Indonesia to run the tours. There’s nothing like local 
knowledge when you are travelling!

Of course, the idea of joining a trip organized by one of my former students 
was a bit worrying … what if Ru had festering resentments against his 
former supervisor, and was plotting to feed me to a large lizard? But that 
was unlikely – Ru and I have always seen eye-to-eye – so I decided that it 
was time to make the trip. Any doubts I had were quickly dispelled when I 
looked through Ru’s two recently-published field guides to the reptiles and 
amphibians of Bali and of Wallacea. So many spectacular creatures that 
I had never seen in the field!  It would be difficult to find fellow enthusiasts 
who wanted to focus on scaly creatures, but that problem was easy to 
overcome. Ru was happy to dovetail the itinerary to our diverse desires. 
We all appreciated the luxurious resorts, and Terri and Suzanne loved the 
opportunities for cultural tours and shopping. Andrew enjoyed the full-bore 
bird-watching and nautical adventures. Claire appreciated the chance 
to scuba-dive. And all of us reveled in the experience of snorkeling with 
manta-rays, spotlighting for snakes at night in Bali, Rinca and Komodo,  
and hiking through the islands to watch mega-lizards.

With such a smorgasbord of reptile life, and experts guiding us, we found a 
lot of herps. It’s difficult to list the highlights, because we saw many species 
that I had never seen before. Some were small but bizarre, like the Flying 
Dragons (Draco volans) zooming from stately palm trees amidst the rice-
paddies of Bali. Others were monsters – I had seen Tokay Geckos (Gekko 
gecko) before, but never in such numbers, and never with their communal 
clutches of huge eggs. In other cases, the sheer abundance of reptiles was 
the shock – as in the water-snakes (bockadams, Cerberus schneiderii) 
littering a small canal just a few kilometres from Kuta Beach. But the real 
gems came when we left Bali, and took the 60-minute flight eastwards to 
Labuan Bajo in Flores. A few hours’ cruising in our ridiculously comfortable 
boat “The Florence” brought us to the hyper-arid Rinca Island in time for 
a nocturnal trip along walking-paths. Despite the harsh landscape, the 
herps were amazing. Wolf snakes (Lycodon capucinus), various kinds of 
geckos, and finally a pit-viper (Trimeresurus insularis) so vividly green that 
it looked as if it had been dipped in fluorescent paint. And the snake was 
mellow as well, calmly coiling around a branch while we snapped dozens of 
photographs.

On the boat that night, I went to bed excited by all the snakes that we had 
seen, but disappointed that we hadn’t seen any Komodo Dragons. But that 
frustration evaporated early the next morning, when we landed on Rinca 
again and started walking around. The path led us to a small village where 
the rangers live, and the first Komodo Dragon we saw was doing exactly 
what goannas do in Australia – searching through rubbish for edible items 
discarded by people. In this case the two-metre-long lizard was ferreting 
though piles of “Bintang” beer bottles, providing entertaining photographic 
opportunities.  And just a few metres further on, a group of six larger 
Dragons had converged on one of the rangers’ houses, hoping for a free 
feed. The lizards were well aware of our presence, but unconcerned – not 

surprising, I guess, if you outweigh those puny little tourists and could easily 
outrun that short bald guy with the camera. 

Frankly, it’s difficult for me to imagine a lizard as a frightening creature. I’ve 
spent a lot of time around lizards, of many species, and I can think of lots of 
adjectives to describe them like “magnificent” and “fascinating” – but “scary” 
wouldn’t have been in that list. That changed when I met Komodo Dragons 
in the wild. There’s a big difference between looking at a giant lizard on 
the other side of a fence, and having it saunter up to you with no fence in 
between. One massive male approached the waterhole where I was sitting, 
and it got to within a few metres of me as I frantically took photographs. It 
was a thrilling intellectual and artistic situation until the lizard noticed I was 
there, and suddenly everything changed. It looked directly at me, and that 
look was all about “will I eat this thing?” rather than “should I run away?”.

Ru had told me that the rangers spray red paint along the sides of “problem 
dragons” – the ones that attack tourists. A terrific idea, that I think should 
be applied to some of my academic colleagues as well, and perhaps to 
politicians. It would save a lot of trouble. The lizard at the waterhole didn’t 
have any red paint on his sides, so maybe I was safe. And his belly was 
dragging along the ground – one of the rangers had seen him kill and eat a 
deer a few days ago – so I doubt he had enough room to fit in a mid-sized 
professor. All very reassuring, but there was still that memorable moment 
when his eyes met mine, and I was being evaluated as a potential meal.

There were many other soul-stirring encounters with Komodo Dragons, 
plus a few bowel-loosening moments, but I won’t describe them all. Instead, 
it’s worth mentioning other herp highlights of Komodo. Walking around the 
trails at night is surreal. Even if you don’t blunder across an unfeasibly-
gigantic lizard sleeping beside the path, you will find geckos galore, and 
enough snakes to satisfy any enthusiast. The special prize on Komodo is 
a blue pit-viper. Yes, blue. For unknown reasons, the widespread pit-viper 
species that is bright-green everywhere else (Trimeresurus insularis) is blue 
on Komodo. Glorious, iridescent blue. An impossible colour for any snake. 

The blue pit-vipers aren’t common, and I doubted that we could find one 
on the night that we hiked around Komodo. But local knowledge is the 
key, and a young guide who accompanied us spotted a snake high up in a 
tree. Keen to impress a couple of female students who had also joined us, 
the guide clambered up and poked the snake, which obligingly dropped 
out at the tree and fell to the ground at our feet. Like its green brethren on 
Rinca, the blue snake coiled up comfortably on a branch and tolerated our 
photographic orgy.

My initial reason for visiting Komodo was to see the Dragons in the wild; 
and there’s no denying that they are the highlight for any herpetologist. 
A glimpse of the Jurassic world, where reptiles are in charge and the 
mammals look over their shoulders nervously whenever they hear 
rustling in the grass. But I learned that there’s a lot more to Komodo than 
the Dragons. Our trip only lasted for a week so there were many local 
specialties we didn’t find – but with Ru and his team to guide us, we saw 
a lot more animals than I would have expected. So my advice for any 
Australian herpetologist is not to delay a trip to Wallacea for as long as 
I did. It’s close, it’s relatively inexpensive, and the diversity of herps is 
extraordinary. 
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Rough roads and rough scales 
Jake Meney

Myron resetari, finding this species made for a muddy end to an incredible trip.

As a herper, there are areas within this country of ours that simply must 
be visited. The rocky, spinifex covered hills of the Pilbara, the rainforest 
of Cape York and the rolling dunes of the red centre immediately come 
to mind, but for me personally, nothing compares to the allure of the 
Kimberley.

Defined by rugged sandstone escarpments, expanses of tropical 
savannah, isolated coastline and stunning gorges, this region of Western 
Australia is true remote wilderness. Of particular interest are the endemic 
reptiles of this ancient landscape. Since first learning of its existence as a 
child I dreamed of the day I would one day explore the region and search 
for some of the most incredible species this country has to offer.

It was mid 2018, when Tim Faulkner first suggested a group of us from 
the Australian Reptile Park make the journey to this remote region of WA 
in search of the rough-scaled python (Morelia carinata). This species 
was first described in 1982, based on a single specimen collected during 
a 1976 survey of the Mitchell Falls region. It would be 11 years before a 
second specimen was located, roosting in a rainforest tree at the mouth 
of Prince Frederick Harbour, 60 km west of the type locality. 

This species and the questions surrounding it grabbed the attention of 
a young and enthusiastic reptile keeper, John Weigel. In the following 
years regular trips were conducted to the locality of the second specimen, 
the steep escarpment and adjacent monsoonal rainforest pockets, 

extensively searched and finally in May, 1993, success. This juvenile 
roughie became the first living specimen to be photographed and only 
fuelled the need to find more! 

By 2004, after 17 trips to the region, a further nine specimens had been 
found, three males and two females, collected as the founder captive 
specimens. 

It is as a result of this early, dedicated field work that we today know what 
we do of this species and it’s captive management.

As a species I have dreamed of seeing in the wild for as long as I can 
remember, I jumped at the opportunity to be a part of this 2018 ‘reunion 
trip’ to the Kimberley.

As the winter months passed by (slowly!) I delved deep into the ecology 
of the species, thinking of little else, counting down the days, October 
couldn’t come quick enough.

The first leg of the trip involved a flight from Sydney to Perth where 
myself, Tim, Scott Ryan and John met with well-known bird expert and 
naturalist Rohan Clarke who was primarily interested in documenting the 
endemic mammals of the region.

After another quick flight we arrived in hot and humid Broome where we 
would pick up a fairly crucial element to the success of this trip, the 4x4.

Running 660 km through the heart of the Kimberley is the mostly 
unsealed Gibb River Road. Widely regarded as one of Australia’s worst 
roads it has claimed many a vehicle and shredded many a tyre in its 
time. As we passed through the Napier Range and neared Mount Barnett 
that night we discussed the condition of the road and told stories of 
previous near misses on similar average roads throughout the country. 
As we came up a particular rise we were stopped in our tracks by a 

serious crash that had completely blocked the road, this trip was off to 
an interesting start. We cautiously approached the wreck not knowing 
what to expect or how many people were involved. Much to our relief, as 
we called out, a head popped up from the driver side window of the land 

A stunning night tiger (Boiga irregularis)  
took no time to find, resting on a Pandanus 

down by the water, quickly followed by  
another up in the escarpment.

Rough-scaled Python (Morelia carinata).Pseudothecadactylus cavaticus, the most common gecko in the escarpment surrounding camp.

cruiser laying, flipped on its side. Neville, the only person involved was 
very shaken but otherwise fine, a miracle considering the seriousness of 
the crash. He had been pulling a trailer which had another land cruiser 
on top of it, this had popped off the tow ball as he went down a slight dip 
in the road. After a quick assessment of the damage we were able to 
use our Prado to flip the land cruiser over. She surprisingly started (they 
don’t make cars like they used to!) and Neville was able to move, trailer 
included, safely off the road. Poor Neville was just 7 kms from home 
when the crash occurred. 

After ensuring a very shaken, yet unharmed Neville got home safely 
we continued our drive to Mount Barnett Station, our accomodation for 
the night. The unexpected events of the evening ensured we arrived no 
earlier than midnight. Considering we woke in Sydney some 18 hours 
earlier, the temptation to immediately hit the pillow crossed my mind. 

Fortunately some sense came over me, and Scotty, Tim and myself 
decided to go for a ‘quick’ herp. The decision was made even easier by 
the fact it had started to rain and there was a frog to be found!

After following the large eyeshine of a Nephrurus sheai and many Oedura 
gracilis I became split from the other two boys, a good thing considering 
they had decided to search the sandy bank for a top target of the trip.

After some time I caught a glimpse of two head torches in the distance 
followed by a excited scream! “We got a weigeli!” Tim called. They had 
the frog! The Kimberley endemic Notaden weigeli, named after John 
himself, is a truly spectacular frog, and one we all desperately wanted 
to see! I immediately began photographing the stunning specimen as 

well as the geckos I’d found in the rocks. The Kimberley was already 
delivering the goods and we had not even entered its heart! After a bit of 
fun with some little freshwater crocs in the creek we decided to call it a 
night and get at least a few hours sleep before the big event the following 
day.

As Mount Barnett was the last fuel stop before our destination we made 
sure to fill right up the following morning. The 130 litre tank would get us 
back here no worries!! Fed, fuelled and still excited from the previous 
evening we began the toughest leg of the journey.

Having done this exact trip the year before, Tim described the road we 
would soon be rattling along. Our destination, a remote bush camp in 
the Prince Regent region lay on the other side of several rocky ranges. 
The track was rough and progress was slow! The trip, less than 150 
km, took five long hours. The time was passed with numerous frilled 
dragons, a tonne of stunning Diporiphora magna and far too many bird 
conversations.

The last hour of the trip was when the excitement really set in, in just 
hours it would be dark and we would be looking for roughies in the 
Kimberley!

Wet trees and termite mounds meant only one thing, recent rain, could 
this get any better?

We pulled into camp at 4:30 pm, home for the next five nights. After 
acquainting ourselves with the camp and the surrounding habitat we 
retreated to our respective cabins, very little time for rest though! 

Aside from the herpetofauna we were also interested in the unique and 
endemic mammals of the region. I took the opportunity just before dark 
to smear peanut butter on the rocks within the vicinity of my cabin. The 
irresistible scent worked a treat and before it was even dark I had two 
northern quoll making their way down the escarpment. The night was off 

Wet trees and termite mounds meant only one 
thing, recent rain, could this get any better?



44 45

The Kimberley endemic, Notaden weigeli.

Varanus glebopalma and Varanus mertensi were seen each morning along the creek near camp.

to quite a start! 

Directly behind camp is a large rock escarpment entwined with large fig 
trees, caves and crevices, exciting habitat to herp!

With head torch on I wasted no time in following various mammal, Gehyra 
xenopus and Pseudothecadactylus cavaticus eyeshine throughout the 
rocks. Whilst the cavaticus in particular were very distracting I had to 
focus on the snake we’d come here for! 

The full days travel combined with several hours of climbing around rocks 
was taking a toll. I returned to camp for a quick drink and a rest with Tim 
and Scotty to discuss the next plan of action. I then continued alone whilst 
the boys teamed up and searched a smaller rocky outcrop. 

We’d hardly been apart 10 minutes when I heard a very welcome sound. 
“Coooooo eeeeeee”! Scotty was calling from a few hundred metres away. 
We had all agreed we would only call this for one particular species and I 
knew exactly what they had!

As I sprinted to the spot I was met by Scotty and Tim, grins from ear to 
ear, sitting crouched either side of a young 60 cm rough-scaled python in 
ambush on a large boulder. I had gone over this moment a million times 
in my head but nothing could quite prepare me for the excitement of first 
laying eyes on this stunning snake. It’s a moment none of us will ever 
forget and never expected to experience on our first night of searching!! 
What a success!

Once we’d all calmed down, the photography began! This session was 
different to my typical photographic endeavours. Despite the snake being 
incredibly uncooperative I never once got frustrated, instead I chose to 
just take my time and really enjoy that incredible snake.

With the snake safely secured on the SD card it was time to return it to its 
ambush position, and time to for me to return to camp. I remember just 
laying in bed, looking at the photos for quite a while before finally closing 
my eyes, a very happy man.

There is always a lot of pressure associated with travelling enormous 
distances with one particular species in mind. You feel it simply must 
be found, failure is not an option.

To have this pressure removed on the first day meant we could now really 
enjoy our time in the Kimberley! The days were long and were largely 
spent in the water. A wide creek ran adjacent to camp and its Pandanus 
lined bank provided a perfect spot to pass the day and escape the heat!

At night we would of course continue to search the surrounding area. 

Finding a second roughie was always on my mind but now each of us 
could focus on other incredible species we wanted to see. The mammals 
were thick on the ground! Northern quolls raided camp bins whilst 
critically endangered golden-backed tree rats were a common sight in the 
cabin rafters. Aside from the snake, the reptile I most wanted to find was 
the Kimberley endemic fringe-toed velvet gecko (Oedura filicipoda). We 
arrived in a patch of suitable habitat late one afternoon. As we waited for 
the sun to set I spotted a young male dingo amongst the rocks, as well as 
a pair of quolls curled up in a shallow cave. As night fell I headed straight 
for the area I thought looked best for the geckos. I knew immediately this 
was not going to be easy. The habitat was hard going and the geckos 
were not waiting around. The process of eyeshining a filicipoda from a 
long way off, getting within a few metres of it and then it running into a 
deep crevice was repeated several times.

I particularly wanted a juvenile, as they are vividly banded. Eventually 
I found an adult male that continued to emerge from the same crevice, 
time after time. By sitting with my head torch off, I was finally able to 
get hands on it and get photos of this stunning species.

Strophurus mcmillani were another gecko I put a lot of work into. 
Unfortunately I only ever got a brief glimpse of one individual. They 
appear to be far more common further east on the Mitchell Plateau.

We were fortunate to have access to several thermal imaging cameras 
on this trip. This technology has revolutionised the process of searching 
for mammals at night. We spent a fair bit of time in an area west of camp 
searching for the elusive brush-tailed rabbit rat. Rohan in particular 
was committed to finding one! Unfortunately the rat eluded us, however 
several golden bandicoots made a suitable alternative. Other notable 
finds included a single male superb dragon, a real highlight for Tim and 
Scotty, as well as black-palmed rock monitors (Varanus glebopalma), 
scaly-tailed possums and black grasswrens.

Unfortunately, after five phenomenal nights in the remote Kimberley it was 
time to head back to Mount Barnett and then further to civilisation. As we 
drove back along the rough track I couldn’t help but think of cane toads 
and the damage they will do to this untouched wilderness. They will soon 
be in the region and it will never be quite how we experienced it again. 
I feel extremely fortunate to have seen the Kimberley just as it was five 
million years ago. 

Our last night was spent in Broome. Simple pleasures like a shower 
and a pub feed were certainly enjoyed by all. There was a last target 
species to be found that night and it involved hitting the mangroves. 
Resetar’s mangrove snake (Myron resetari) was described in 2011 and 
has a restricted distribution centered around Roebuck Bay, WA. Finding 
this unique snake was a fitting end to what was an incredible trip. I’d like 
to thank Tim Faulkner and John Weigel of the Australian Reptile Park. 
Without them this trip would not have been possible. For now I can only 
dream of the day I will return to this incredible region and perhaps even 
find roughie number two!

The number one target of the trip, the iconic Rough-scaled Python! The stunning Fringe-toed Velvet Gecko (Oedura filicipoda).
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The Road to Agumbe  
(Land of the King Cobra) 
Mike Swan

Ahaetulla nasuta.

In the fading light in a palm plantation deep in the Western Ghats of southern 
India, I knelt down before the king……and got off a couple of shots.

King cobra that is.

This single incident was the highlight of my recent photography trip to the 
Western Ghats in southern India and an experience that will stay with me 
forever.

India has always held a fascination for me and when it comes to wildlife it’s 
easy to say (apart from a great ape) that India has it all.

Tiger, leopard, Asiatic lion, elephant, rhinoceros, monkeys and bears are just 
some of the larger mammals on this incredible list of fauna. 

From a herpetological aspect it is also very diverse with many reptile and 
amphibian species. India takes the protection of its wildlife very seriously 
and the appropriate permits need to be in place for anybody contemplating 
handling animals.

My interest in a journey to this fascinating country began years ago through 
my association with well known and much respected herpetologist and 
conservationist Rom Whitaker.

Rom and his family established the Madras Croc Bank Trust-Centre for 
Herpetology in Chennai, the capital of the state of Tamil Nadu.

I was very fortunate to be a guest at the Croc Bank at the beginning of my 
trip. This was only after immigration officials questioned me at the airport 
about my association with this ‘bank’. It took some time to convince them I 
was not a financial consultant but a simple naturalist!

By the mid 20th century, hunting crocodilians was a lucrative enterprise 
throughout the tropics, and by the 1970s, India’s croc populations had been 
exploited to the brink of extinction. Realizing this fact, the Indian government 
protected all three species of Indian crocodilian under the Wild Life Protection 
Act of 1972.

Responding to the needs of that time, Rom and Zai Whitaker established 
the Madras Crocodile Bank Trust in 1976 with the specific goal of securing 
breeding populations of the three species of Indian crocodile: Mugger 
(Crocodylus palustris), saltwater crocodile (Crocodylus porosus) and the 
rarest of all, the gharial (Gavialis gangeticus).

The Croc Bank was originally designed to be a living genetic repository 
of crocodiles for safekeeping, to protect and multiply until such time when 
they could be returned to restock their original wild habitats. This action was 
initially met with tremendous success, but today, release into the wild has 
stopped due to shrinking wilderness areas and the lack of suitable habitat. 

Croc Bank is home to 17 species of crocodilians, three of which are listed by 
the IUCN as critically endangered with a further three listed as threatened.

As the need for the conservation of reptiles grew, the Croc Bank increased its 
repertoire to include turtles, lizards and snakes and it came to be known as 
the Madras Crocodile Bank Trust and Centre for Herpetology in 2003. It now 
successfully breeds several species of threatened chelonians, including two 
listed as critically endangered.

It is far more than a typical zoo and in fact the core operation is as much 
a field based conservation outfit as it is a collection of captive animals for 
safekeeping with two permanent field stations and several projects running 
concurrently.                     

Croc Bank operates two field stations, one being 
a rainforest research station high in the Western 

Ghats near the village of Agumbe. Clinotarsus curtipes. Bungarus caeruleus rescued from well.

The Whitaker family is to be congratulated on a lifetime’s work in establishing 
Croc Bank, setting up numerous conservation programs and educating 
people on the value of wildlife.

Madras Crocodile Bank Trust and Centre for Herpetology is in a beautiful 
setting south of Chennai on the Bay of Bengal. It contains a variety of tropical 
vegetation and during my stay I came into contact with some of the reptiles 
and frogs that occur naturally within the grounds. 

This included the oriental garden gizard (Calotes versicolor) a common 
agamid lizard observed basking during the day. The males become highly 
territorial through the breeding season and discourage intruding males 
by brightening their red heads. This has lead to their common name of 
‘bloodsucker’. Males attract a female by inflating the throat and drawing 
attention to their brilliant colours. 

Among the species observed in night walks were the common vine snake 
(Ahaetulla nasuta), a long slender snake with an extremely pointed head 
and extended snout. Frogs were common and included the painted 
frog, (Uperodon taprobanicus) a narrow-mouthed frog found in Nepal, 
Bangladesh, southern India and Sri Lanka up to an altitude of about 1300 
metres. Also the Indian bullfrog (Hoplobatrachus tigerinus) a species once 
exported in large numbers for the delicacy of ‘frog legs’ and the Asian toad 
(Duttaphrynus melanostictus), probably a complex of more than one true 
toad species that is widely distributed in Southern and Southeast Asia. 

After my very pleasant stay at the Croc Bank it was time to focus on the road 
to Agumbe………land of the king cobra (Ophiophagus hannah).

A flight from Chennai took me to Mangalore on the west coast of India and 
the starting point of a fascinating road trip up into the Western Ghats. Also 
known as Sahyadri, this mountain range runs parallel to the western coast of 
the Indian peninsula. It is a UNESCO World Heritage Site and is one of the 
eight “hottest hot-spots” of biological diversity in the world. It is sometimes 
called the Great Escarpment of India.

The road to Agumbe winds its way up from the humid coast through village 

after village where different religions and lifestyles mingle into a colourful 
display of day to day life in India. Many sections of the road had large 
washouts, a testament to the fury of the Indian monsoon season. 

Bonnet macaques (Macaca radiata) were common along the roadside and 
occasionally small groups of lion-tailed macaques (Macaca silenus) were 
observed. This species of old world monkey is endemic to the Western Ghats 
and is only usually encountered during the dry season. Two Indian rat snakes 
(Ptyas mucosa) crossed the road and my driver went to great lengths to 
avoid running over them. Rat snakes are a common species throughout India 
reaching lengths of 2 m and are a major prey item of king cobras.

After three of the most interesting hours of my life we made it into the village 
of Agumbe, a small settlement of only about 500 people. From there a short 
drive down a dirt track and we arrived at the rainforest research station.

Agumbe Rainforest Research Station (ARRS) is a permanent field station of 
the Madras Crocodile Bank Trust, located on a 4.5 acre site, in the middle of 
Someshwara Wildlife Sanctuary and Agumbe Reserve Forest; approximately 
1.5 km from Agumbe village, in Shimoga District of Karnataka. ARRS was 
founded by Rom Whitaker in 2005, with the financial support of the late 
Doris Norden Chattopadhyaya and the Whitley Fund for Nature with the long 
term mission to study and conserve rainforests through applied ecological 
research, outreach programs and partnerships. ARRS employs a staff of 10. 
The administration and research team comprises four people and there are 
six employees from the local community.

Upon arrival I was introduced to the director of the research station Ajay 
Giri and his assistant Venetia Sharanya. They took me through some 
housekeeping rules and I was informed that a lone male elephant was close 
by and to be very careful of this animal. Also the instructions for coming 
across wild boar are……run!!!

It was the 4th of September and the last few days of the monsoon season. 
One of my concerns before leaving home was that I may be trapped indoors 
for days on end with heavy rainfall. I was told that the monsoon generally 
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finishes very abruptly and this was certainly the case. There was only one 
day of heavy rain where I could not venture outside. 

Agumbe is one of the wettest places in India receiving an annual rainfall of 
7,620 mm (300 in). The driest month is February with an average rainfall of 
1 mm. The wettest month is July with an average rainfall of 2,647 mm. The 
highest recorded rainfall in a single month was 4,508 mm (177.5 in) in August 
1946.

The research station generates its own power through solar cells and 
draws beautiful fresh water from a spring. A small weather station collects 
information that is passed on to one of the universities and then to the Indian 
Weather Bureau.

The two main projects in place at the research station are the telemetry 
tracking of an individual king cobra (named Elvis) and a snake relocation 
service for the surrounding villages and towns. The king cobra tracking 
project is the biggest study of a single snake ever undertaken. This is 
managed by a university graduate leaving very early each morning, travelling 
out to the location of the snake with the implanted transmitter and following 
it all day. Every small detail of behaviour is noted and the day only ends with 
the snake settling down for the night. 

The snake relocation service works closely with local people who encounter 
snakes on their farms and plantations. The service is provided without charge 
and is an alternative for people who may have killed snakes in the past. A 
lot of information is gathered during snake relocations and one of the more 
common species dealt with is the king cobra. I informed Ajay that I would be 
very keen to accompany him on snake relocations.

Eager to take a stroll, I set off with camera in hand down one of the tracks 
along the edge of the rainforest. The weather was overcast and stormy and 
I hadn’t gone far before I came across my first herpetological surprise, a 
Malabar pit viper (Trimeresurus malabaricus). These beautiful snakes are 
commonly observed during the monsoon season and regularly enter the 
research station to sit in the rafters. The other common pit viper in the area 
is the hump-nosed pit viper (Hypnale hypnale). Both species are incredibly 
well camouflaged against a rainforest background. Russell’s viper (Daboia 
russelii) and the saw-scaled viper (Echis carinatus) do not occur in the 

Calotes versicolor. Crocodylus palustris

Duttaphrynus melanostictus

immediate area of Agumbe as it is too wet for these species

I decided to set up a ‘day’ camera and a ‘night’ camera to cover both 
situations adequately. The ‘day ‘camera is a Nikon D3000 with a standard 
lens and also a 300 mm telephoto lens. In this environment, the 300 mm 
telephoto lens was to prove invaluable. The ‘night’ camera is a later model 
Nikon 3200 with twin flashes operated by a wireless Nikon speedlight 
commander unit. It is fitted with a 55 mm macro lens and is ideal for frog 
photography and other close up work.

With rain storms still lingering frogs were commonly observed at night though 
I failed to find any of the local caecilians. A highlight amongst the frogs 
included the Malabar gliding frog (Rhacophorus malabaricus). This beautiful 
species has extensive webbing between the digits and is able to glide 
between foliage. Other frog species commonly observed were the bronze 
frog (Hylarana temporalis), bicolored frog (Clinotarsus curtipes), common 
skittering frog (Euphlyctis cyanophlyctis), Indian bullfrog (Hoplobatrachus 
tigrinus), common Indian tree frog (Polypedates maculatus), yellow bush frog 
(Raochestes luteolus) and Indian toad (Duttaphrynus melanostictus).

Euphlyctis cyanophlyctis

Eutropis carinata

I spent the first few nights working alone with the night camera. It is easy 
for the imagination to run away as leopards are common in the area and it 
seemed every dark shape was the face of a leopard looking at me and licking 
its chops. Leopards are not usually a problem around Agumbe though many 
people are killed by them in India each year. As a reminder of this situation I 
observed numerous, unmistakable fresh leopard scats. 

While the end of the monsoon period is a great time to be in Agumbe it is 
also a time for many leeches to feast on visiting naturalists.

The leeches proved such a problem that they were impossible to keep off 
your skin and in time I could no longer go into the forest for fear of more 
leech bites. The actual bloodletting is not such an issue but the itchiness that 
follows is very hard to deal with.

In the following days the overcast weather eased up and the sun became 
a welcome sight. This presented an opportunity to try and photograph 
some of the diurnal reptiles. Close by in a small palm plantation numerous 
Western Ghats gliding lizards (Draco dussumieri) were observed dashing 
up and down the palm trunks. Draco is a genus of agamid lizards that are 
also known as flying lizards, flying dragons or gliding lizards. Their ribs and 
their connecting membrane may be extended to create “wings” while the 
hindlimbs are flattened and wing-like in cross-section. A flap on the neck 
serves as a horizontal stabilizer. The dewlap of these small lizards is rapidly 
extended a couple of times just before their leap of faith. 

Keeled garden skinks (Eutropis carinata) were commonly sighted basking 
in different locations throughout the grounds. They are a good sized skink 
reaching lengths of 370 mm and quickly retreat if disturbed. 

Drinking water for the research station is drawn from a crystal clear spring in 
the surrounding rainforest. This is a beautiful location to just sit quietly and 
observe the rhythm of nature. A multitude of butterfly species come and go 
and occasionally a checkered keelback (Xenochrophis piscator) would glide 
silently across the surface of the water. Despite the leeches, I spent quite a 
bit of time in this extremely peaceful spot.

Small groups of Hanuman Langurs (Semnopithecus entellus)

would make their way through the camp from time to time and I never 
tired of watching these beautiful monkeys. They are the most widespread 
langur species on the Indian subcontinent and are a group of Old World 
monkeys constituting the entirety of the genus Semnopithecus. Other notable 
mammals observed in the area were gray slender loris (Lydekkerianus 
malabaricus), Malabar giant squirrel (Ratufa indica) and the Indian giant 
flying squirrel (Petaurista philippensis).

I had an arrangement with Ajay where I would leave a note for him explaining 
which track I had chosen to explore so that if a snake call came in he could 
locate me quickly and we could be on our way. I expressed my desire to see 
a king cobra and he assured me they were common and it would not be a 
problem.

The days began to roll by and despite hoping to come across a king cobra 
and photographing plenty of other reptiles, no snake calls came in. I began 
to wonder if I had come to the land of the king cobra and would end up going 
home without seeing one. This thought was unbearable.

Sure enough one morning while engrossed in trying to take a shot of an 
oriental garden lizard, I heard Ajay’s voice telling me a snake call had come 
in. I yelled out ”what species of snake?”

Back came his response………….King cobra!!!!

I didn’t have to be told twice, I grabbed my gear and we were on our way. A 
lot of the snake relocation calls come from down in the lower Ghats so it can 
be a slow, winding drive with treacherous hair-pin bends.

The research station now has a jeep that was donated for the main purpose 
of snake relocations. Prior to obtaining this vehicle, Ajay did the snake 
rescues on his motorbike in all kinds of weather.

We soon arrived at the home where the snake had been reported and I could 
see we were in the right place by the worried looks of the family members. 
In rural India the hay shed is part of the house and not a problem, unless 
you have a king cobra that has taken up residence in it.  Ajay has performed 
many snake removals and relocations and goes through the process in a 
completely professional manner. He explained to the family that the snake 
would be removed as quickly and as smoothly as possible. 

We began to dismantle the hay stack until finally down near the bottom I 
could see a large black coloured king cobra.
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Macaca silenus.

Trimeresurus malabaricus. Rhacophorus malabaricus.

Naja naja.

The Western Ghats king cobra undergoes a seasonal colour change being 
very dark during the monsoon season and light brown in the dry season. 
Male king cobras move about in March–April looking for females and 
combatting. They are the only snake that builds a nest. It can be up to 1 m 
high and made from dried leaves. From 16-48 eggs are laid and the young 
hatch from July-August. Juvenile king cobras are rarely observed.

A long bag with a short PVC pipe for an entrance had been positioned earlier 
next to a wall. In no time at all Ajay had manoeuvred the snake into the bag 
and secured it. The family breathed a sigh of relief and it was time to sit 
down and share some tea. These moments are very important to the snake 
relocation team as it provides an opportunity to gather information about local 
snakes and help educate people on the value of snakes.

We ended up relocating three large king cobras that day weighing 4.7 kg, 
5.6 kg and 4.5 kg. The next day we relocated another two, one which had 
pursued a rat snake into a house and one that had swallowed an Indian 
python (Python molurus). 

The highlight of these was one in a palm plantation, late in the day which 
raised the front third of its body off the ground with hood extended. We stared 
each other straight in the eyes. It seemed un-phased by all the commotion 
and allowed me to calmly kneel down and take photographs. A beautiful 
moment in time and an experience that will always stay with me.

Some other interesting snake relocations were the removal of a spectacled 
cobra (Naja naja) which had swallowed an egg in a chicken coop and the 
rescue of a common krait (Bungarus caeruleus) from a deep water-filled well. 
Once again Ajay had it all worked out. While I was wondering how we would 
be lowered into the well, he had tied a basket on the end of a rope, placed 
some small branches in it and hung it next to the snake. The Krait then 
climbed on to the basket and Ajay simply pulled it up.

India is home to what is commonly termed ‘The Big Four’.

spectacled cobra (Naja naja), common krait (Bungarus caeruleus),

Russell’s viper (Daboia russelii) and the saw-scaled viper (Echis carinatus). 
These are the four species of major venomous snakes that cause the deaths 
of around 50,000 people a year. Indian snake antivenoms do not perform 
well and are in need of a complete overhaul.

A documentary film titled ‘Minutes To Die’ highlights this terrible situation. 
Rom Whitaker has been part of a team touring to support the film and raise 
the profile of this overlooked public health crisis.

Towards the end of my stay in Agumbe we were visited by well known 
Indian herpetologist Gerry Martin. He was leading a tour for British university 
students studying zoology. Gerry and his family operate ‘The Gerry Martin 
Project’ from their home near Mysore in Southern India.

I was fortunate to be invited to spend time with Gerry and his family and a car 
was sent to collect me from Agumbe. (I was quick to agree to this offer once 
Gerry told me he had some Western food…..mmmm…corn flakes).

It was a fascinating journey out of the Western Ghats and down onto the 
plains. My driver had his work cut out avoiding all the different animals that 
share the road. This included cows, goats, sheep, horses, buffalo, oxen, 
monkeys, dogs and chickens. There is no place like India, bizarre and exotic.

After a colourful six-hour road journey I arrived at Gerry Martin’s beautiful 
property. Gerry and his family have worked hard to establish a botanic 
gardens setting around a collection of reptiles, invertebrates and other 

animals. It is from this base that Gerry and his family promote conservation 
and education.

Through responsibly managed initiatives The Gerry Martin Project offers a 
range of experiences which put people at the heart of social and ecological 
conservation. By participating in a TGMP program you are not only actively 
contributing with your hands and skills but also enabling them to continue 
to work supporting a longer term initiative of responsible, inclusive and 
progressive conservation.

Gerry is also very concerned about the situation with ineffective antivenoms 
and is currently establishing a venom extracting laboratory in the grounds 
of his property. To generate the funds for this he will be leading some 
specialised tours focussing on different aspects of Indian wildlife. French 
snake biologist Xavier Glaudus is presently a resident with The Gerry Martin 
Project conducting a telemetry study of Russell’s viper in the immediate area. 

I had been in India for three weeks and after enjoying some of the superb 
hospitality from Gerry and his family it was time to head for home. A seven-
hour train journey took me back to Chennai and I was particularly thankful for 
not having to sit on the roof.

I was fortunate to see many reptiles and frogs on my herpetological trip to 
India and it was made all the more pleasant by the wonderful people and 
their gracious hospitality. Each season has its own activity levels for different 
species and its my intention to return to India, perhaps next time at the 
beginning of the monsoon. 

I miss the land of the king cobra already…but I don’t miss the leeches.

The Croc Bank and ARRS both have opportunities for volunteers who can 
get details and apply by writing to: 
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Ptyas mucosa

Ophiophagus hannah.

Operations ARRS operations@agumberainforest.org

The Gerry Martin Project

For the past decade, The Gerry Martin Project has been working concertedly 
at mitigating human-snake conflict. With years of experience in the field, 
having an effect in numerous places around India and now entrenching 
itself in a rural community in South India, TGMP is committed to significantly 
affecting this crisis.  Working on geographic variation in venom, producing 
no-cost venom for the production of antivenom and pioneering ecological 
research on medically significant venomous snakes are just a few ways that 
TGMP is making a positive change in the fight to tackle this neglected tropical 
disease.  TGMP is a self-funded enterprise and relies on expedition, tours 
and volunteers to raise revenue for its work.

Gerry Martin also leads a variety of wildlife tours in india and and can be 
contacted by writing to:   gerry@gerrymartin.in

(about the author)
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In May 2018, we climbed aboard a flight from Sydney to Los Angeles. 
Both working in herpetological departments in professional institutions 
in Australia, we were both excited to see large reptile collections at 
various facilities in the United States and to also find as many native 
species as possible. 

The trip began in Los Angeles, Hollywood to be precise. And on the 
first day we visited Chris Rodriguez and the team at Los Angeles Zoo. 
The reptile house itself was incredible, after it had recently completed a 
substantial multimillion dollar upgrade. We had the opportunity to handle 
species such a Gray’s monitor (Varanus olivaceus) and Gila monster 

Herping In the U.S.A  
Dan Rumsey and Josh Hatton 

Pancake tortoise (Malacochersus tornieri).

(Heloderma suspectum).

We also visited the Turtle Conservancy in Ojai California. Both being 
turtle enthusiasts it was amazing to see such a large collection of the 
world’s most endangered turtle and tortoise species in the one place. The 
Turtle Conservancy is engaged with a number of conservation programs 
across the globe yet at this stage none in Australia. Which is surprising 
considering the state of freshwater turtles in our home country and the 
urgent need for conservation action. 

Not surprising though was that, the first main target species for our trip 
was the southwestern pond turtle (Actinemys pallida). We met with a 

Western diamondback rattlesnake (Crotalus atrox.

Cottonmouth (Agkistrodon piscivorus). American alligator (Alligator mississipiensis

Southwestern pond turtle (Actinemys pallida) 

friend, Robert (Bob) Goodman.  Bob had studied this turtle for over 
15 years and he took us on a day trip to the West Fork San Gabriel 
River, CA. 

We saw a number of turtles that day, but the water temperature was as 
cold as we had experienced back in Australia making the turtles difficult to 
catch. In this case Josh braved the freezing cold conditions and managed 
to get his hands on a single adult male seen below. 

We later spent the night cruising the roads east of San Bernardino and 
after encountering a number of dead-on-road glossy snake (Arizona Southwestern pond turtle (Actinemys pallida) 

The snake we encountered was  
approximately 4 ft long attempting to  

cross the road at around 11 pm. 

elegans) and a few other species such as desert threadsnake (Rena 
humilus) and western banded gecko (Coleonyx variegatus). It was not 
until around 2:30 am we found our first rattler a sidewinder (Crotalus 
cerastes). It was on our last stretch of road before we were to head home 
and a nice find to finish off what was a great day.

After a short stay in San Diego, visiting San Diego Zoo and the San Diego 
Safari Park we began to make the drive across to Arizona. Our friend 
John Cann put us in touch with Bob and Sheri Ashley at the Chiricahua 
Desert Museum on the border of New Mexico and Arizona. 

Bob, Sheri and Gordon Schuett were incredible for the entirety of our 
stay, their facility is amazing and we both could not recommend it enough. 
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Our main target for this part of the trip was of course the Gila monster. 
There had been a sighting only days before at one particular spot which 
became our obsession. It was tough going, the days were warm and 
dry, yet we persisted each morning and night to no avail. Whilst no Gila 
was encountered, instead we did see a number of western diamondback 
rattlesnake (Crotalus atrox), gopher snake (Pituophis catenifer), long-
nosed snake (Rhinocheilus lecontei) and Mojave rattlesnake (Crotalus 
scutulatus) to name a few. 

From Arizona we continued into Texas, to meet with another friend, Don 
Church, to swim for turtles in Texas and Louisiana. On our first night we 
decided to discard the idea of chasing the Texan endemic Graptemys 
species and instead head to Louisiana. Google maps became our friend, 
we managed to find a long bitumen road south of Port Arthur Texas. This 
road was adjacent to a swamp marsh and we made it just as the sun 
came down at approximately 8:30 pm. Immediately the road became 
lined with snakes, enough snakes you could catch a handful at a time 
with the highlight being the highly venomous cottonmouth (Agkistrodon 
piscivorus). 

The next few days we continued our search for turtles in the Comite and 
Bogue Chitto rivers. We also visited Barataria Reserve in New Orleans,  
which was a real highlight as there was wildlife galore. We saw a broad-
banded water snake (Nerodia fusciata), a ribbon snake (Thamnophis 
proximus orarius), an American alligator (Alligator mississipiensis), 
cottonmouths, a black-masked racer (Coluber constrictor lantrunculus) 
and an abundance of other species, in one few kilometres stretch across 
the reserve. This was our last day in Louisiana with Don before we left for 
Florida.

Southwestern pond turtle (Actinemys pallida) 

Well, why else would you go to Florida other to see the large range of 
invasive species that now call Florida home. We counted over 100 green 
iguana (Iguana iguana) at a single freshwater creek line running parallel 
to a local shopping centre. Our first night road cruising the everglades 
was fruitful and we did not have to search long to find our first Burmese 
python. 

Over the next few days we enjoyed our time with friends, but also 
searching the everglades!

It was the last night before our flight back to Los Angeles, so we ventured 
out in search of a giant burm. It was one wonderful night full of herps, 
water snakes by the dozens, ribbon snakes, scarlet kingsnakes but still 
no big burmese python. On our way home for the night we took a wrong 
turn so we decided to continue on this road for one last attempt and like 
it was scripted, up ahead we saw a giant snake crossing the road. A 4.5 
m Burmese python now the rest of the story is one not for printed paper 
(giant snake, three hour car trip, police…….....)!

We arrived back in LA and again met with friend Chris Rodrigues for one 
last night of American herping. I think we managed to top all else, we 
spent the afternoon in a canyon drinking beers, shooting guns at tin cans 
and then ventured into the night really hoping to find a rosy boa (Charina 
trivirgata). The night did not disappoint; conditions were great and in total 
we found over 20 snakes, 7 species including the main target species. 
I (DR) even managed to get run over on the road, attempting to catch a 
glossy snake. Whilst sore, bruised and winded we continued on until the 
early morning, searching for more snakes. 

It was a wonderful highlight for us both in 2018, with plans to return and 
do it all again this year, following the monsoonal rains in August.

Pilbara / Midwest Trip 
Dylan Zdravkovic

Black footed rock wallaby.

December 27, 2018, is the day I left for my journey south. Starting in 
Broome, WA heading down the coast through to Paynes Find. After 
Paynes Find I would head north to start making my way back to Broome. 
The purpose of the trip was to find, observe and photograph some of 
the reptiles found in the Pilbara and Mid West WA. On the trip, I would 
encounter a wide range of animals from death adders right through to 
rock wallabies. In this article, I’ll discuss the difference between the two 
death adders which are found in the Pilbara. As well as, where to find 
certain animals, the difference between snakes and legless lizards, and 
some general facts about the animals and surrounding areas.

My first stop was in Port Hedland. Port Hedland is the second largest 
town in the Pilbara, it’s roughly 1,300 km north of Perth and 600 km 
south of Broome. Port Hedland is known for its large involvement in the 
resource industry, it is the largest iron ore exporting port in Australia and 
one of the largest in the world. Port Hedland also has a wide range of 
reptiles. That night I met up with another reptile enthusiast/photographer, 
Adam Brice. While walking along a creek bed, Adam spotted something 
moving off. It was a little spotted snake (Suta punctata), a small, nocturnal 
snake. The genus Suta is spread throughout Australia and the little 
spotted snake is found throughout the Pilbara right through to Western 
Queensland. The species feeds on small skinks and although they are 
venomous, they are regarded as not dangerous, however I would treat 
a bite with caution as the genus Suta has been known to cause some 

nasty bites. While I was in Port Hedland, I also found a few other reptiles 
such as a Stimson’s python (Antaresia stimsoni), a small python found 
throughout arid Australia and a desert death adder (Acanthophis pyrrhus) 
which is what I was searching for. 

Death adders are viper-like snakes that are found in Australia. Although 
they aren’t a viper at all they are an elapid which is what almost all 
Australian venomous snakes are. The reason why they aren’t a member 
of the viper family is that they are proteroglyphous; which means they 
have fixed, immovable fangs at the front of the upper jaw which is 
called the maxilla. Vipers have foldable, movable fangs which is called 
solenoglyphous, this allows the viper family to have huge fangs. Death 
adders share a lot of other features of vipers though. They are an ambush 
predator and will lie for days on end waiting for their prey. Death adders 
do become active, though they are often spotted on the road at night 
moving to a new spot for an ambush etc. I’ve found the best time to find 
them active is on a hot and humid night, especially when there is an 
afternoon storm on a hot summer’s evening. There are seven species 
in the death adder (Acanthophis) genus but there are two species in the 
Pilbara. These are the desert death adder (A. pyrrhus) and the Pilbara 
death adder (A. wellsi). The easiest way to differentiate between these 
two snakes are the head shape. Also, the prefrontal scales are divided 
with the desert death adder, but I wouldn’t recommend getting that close 
to any snake. I’ve provided some photos in hope they will help with the 
identification of these two species. 

After Port Hedland, I went down to Karijini National Park which is Western 
Australia’s second largest national park. Karijini National Park is situated 
in the Hamersley range roughly 80 km northeast of Tom Price. Karijini is 
the traditional home of the Banyjima, Kurrama and Innawonga Aboriginal 

black footed rock wallaby. centipede eating Desert Death Adder
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Desert death adder (Acanthophis pyrrhus).

people. There’s evidence that shows their occupation actually dates back 
more than 20,000 years ago. It’s also home to a lot of different animals 
and of course my favourite, reptiles. While I was there I got to see a lot 
of the Pilbara death adders (A. wellsi) but also another interesting little 
snake known as a shovel-nosed snake (Brachyurophis). The species 
that I found goes by the name north-western shovel-nosed snake (B. 
approximans). I also found another species of this genus further south in 
Yalgoo called a narrow-banded burrowing snake (B. fasciolatus).

These snakes are quite interesting and quite a lot of people have never 
heard of them. They have a shovel-like nose which aids them in their life 
underground. There isn’t much known about these snakes, unfortunately. 
What is known about these snakes is that they feed mainly on lizard eggs 
and are burrowing snakes. They are only a small snake and rarely bite 
and they are quite common as they come above ground on warm nights. 
The best way to see these snakes is to drive along a quiet road at night 
as they can be spotted crossing the road on warm nights, but keep an 
eye out because a lot of other animals especially snakes cross the road 
at night time. 

Little spotted snake (Suta punctata).Midline knob-tailed gecko (Nephrurus vertebralis).

Narrow-banded shovel-nosed snake (Brachyurophis fasciolatus).

Mandu Mandu Gorge.

Stimson_s python (Antaresia stimsoni).

After Karijini, I made my way to Exmouth, which is very well-known for 
fishing. Exmouth is the gateway to the Ningaloo Marine Park which 
consists of coral reefs and migrating whale sharks. It also is home to 
Cape-Range National Park, which is the reason why I personally went 
to Exmouth. It’s home to a lot of species from rock wallabies, snakes, 
geckos and at the right time of year, marine turtles laying eggs. As soon 
as I arrived, I went straight into the national park, where I did the Mandu 
Mandu gorge walk which was a good walk with a breath-taking view at 
the top. It’s home to the black-footed rock wallaby (Petrogale lateralis). 
To spot these wallabies look up on the cliff faces, however, a lot of people 
didn’t see them because they were in the shade trying to escape the 
heat. That night I came across one of the most feared snakes in Australia, 
the brown snake (Pseudonaja).

Like most snakes, this snake is seriously misunderstood. There are reports 
of these snakes chasing and hunting you down to kill you, however, this isn’t 
true at all.  I’ve spent a lot of time around this family especially while growing 
up and have never been chased by these snakes. Brown snakes usually 
always tend to flee when found and occasionally will stand and “fight” when 
they feel they are cornered as they are usually a very nervous snake. There 
are nine species of brown snakes and the one that I found was a western 
brown snake (Pseudonaja mengdeni). As you can see by my photo it’s in 
the typical ‘S’ position. Under the belly, you can see it has pink spots on 
the ventral scales which they use to help scare off predators. Not all brown 
snakes have this, and it varies between each individual. Brown snakes are 
also a swift moving, slender snake that feeds mainly on reptiles and rodents. 

What is known about these snakes is that  
they feed mainly on lizard eggs and are 

burrowing snakes

While out searching, I also saw a lot of legless lizards which a lot of 
people confuse for baby snakes. Many legless lizards look similar to small 
venomous snakes, with some even looking similar to small hatchling-sized 
brown snakes (Pseudonaja). This is a survival technique to prevent other 
larger animals from preying on them, as they are portraying themselves as 
venomous when in fact they are not. One of the easiest ways to determine 
the difference between a snake or a legless lizard is that legless lizards have 
ears whereas snakes do not. Snakes also have a slender, forked tongue 
and legless lizards have a wide fleshy tongue like geckos. Sometimes if 
you look closely you can see little “flaps” where their limbs used to be, but I 
wouldn’t recommend getting close enough to see as it could also be a small 
snake. That is why they can also be named scaly-foot and flap-footed lizards. 
Legless lizards are also very closely related to geckos than any other family. 
Another distinct feature of legless lizards is that they have a very long tail but 
its very common for them to have what is called a “regen” tail which gives 
them the ability to drop their tail to escape from predators. Similarly to their 
relatives, the geckos, they also lick their eyes to keep them clean as they 
don’t have eyelids.

There were a lot of other species I found while on my trip such as knob-tailed 
geckos (Nephrusus) and spiny-tailed geckos (Strophurus). Spiny-tailed 
geckos have the ability to squirt a sticky fluid out of their tails which is an aid 
to help avoid predators. They are commonly found on small to medium-sized 
trees as well as in spinifex and they also like to come onto the road on warm 
nights. A lot of animals come onto the road as it provides a heat source and 
also to cross the road while out searching for food or a mate. Other animals 
can also be attracted to the road due to other wildlife which may have been 
hit by a passing car, so it helps to keep your eyes peeled as you never know 
what wildlife you could come across.

After two weeks of traveling mostly on my own, it was great to finally be 
back in a proper bed and eating home-cooked meals instead of sleeping 
in a swag. I found a wide variety of different reptiles and animals while on 
my trip, however, unfortunately I cannot cover everything. I still have a lot 
of animals yet to see as Western Australia has a lot of different species to 
keep an eye out for so it won’t be my last trip.
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With its dark purple body and vivid red or orange cross-bands that make 
it look like a radioactive tiger snake, the Collett’s snake is one of the 
most striking of Australian elapids. To add to their appeal, they are rarely 
encountered due to their ecology and remote distribution. They inhabit 
a relatively small range in the Mitchell Grass Downs region of inland 
Queensland and live exclusively in black soil habitat. Due to the scarcity of 
rain in the region, the black soil becomes extremely dry, allowing cracks to 
form deep in the ground. This labyrinth of soil cracks enables the Collett’s 
snake to shelter from the extreme heat of summer and bitter cold in winter. 
In the warmer months, they emerge from these cracks to hunt when the 
temperature on the surface is tolerable between dusk and dawn.

Observing one of these snakes in the wild has been one of my dreams 
for many years. In March of 2018, I planned my first attempt with good 
mates and fellow herpers Dan Bromley, Richie Gilbert and Steve Tuckey. 
To increase our chances of success, we each studied as much information 
as we could about the habitat, habits and distribution of this species. We 
also spoke to as many people as we could who had succeeded or failed 
at locating a Collett’s. During these discussions I was surprised to learn 
that some people had visited the area 20 times in search of this snake and 
remained unsuccessful. To make things harder, the region was suffering from 
extreme drought. Our chances of success were extremely slim! 

By February, all of our leave and travel arrangements were locked-in. All we 
could do now was wait and pray for good weather. Two weeks out, a cyclone 
formed in the Gulf and tracked south towards Collett’s country. This was 
the miracle rain we were hoping for. As the deluge continued, we went from 
being concerned about the region being drought stricken, to worrying it would 
be flooded. The region received record rainfall and widespread flooding as 
a result. On the upside, this meant that a lot of the reptiles sheltering in soil 
cracks would be forced to the surface and up onto high ground, in theory, 
making them easier to find. On the downside, if the roads were too flooded 
and we couldn’t access the areas, our trip would be ruined. 

Luckily, just days before the trip, the floodwaters subsided enough for the 
roads to reopen. With conditions improving, we hit the go button on the trip. 

I boarded my flight from Perth, Steve departed from Cairns, Richie headed 
north from the Sunshine Coast and Dan eagerly awaited my arrival in 
Brisbane. The plan was for Dan and I to meet Richie near Barcaldine, while 
Steve would join us in Winton a day later. When I arrived in Brisbane, Dan 
had the Troopy packed and a cold beer waiting for me. What a legend. We 
wasted no time getting on the road as we had a 13-hour drive ahead of us. 

We were an hour north of Tambo, Queensland, when we came across our 
first reptile of the trip. It was a Spencer’s monitor, but it had been run-over 
and killed that morning. It was disappointing, but at the very least, we were 
now in their distribution, with a good chance to find one alive over the coming 
days. As the sun went down and the nocturnal reptile activity commenced, 
we started a group chat to keep in touch and share any interesting finds 
along the way. So far Richie was doing the best with an inland marbled velvet 
gecko, numerous curl snakes and a huge black-headed python, almost 2.5 
metres long. Meanwhile, the best Dan and I could report was a Dwyer’s 
snake and a few Diplodactylid geckoes. All we received from Steve was a 
message saying ‘brown tree snake and a slatey-grey, I can’t wait to get out 
of the tropics’. By 1 am we met Richie at a free camp near Barcaldine and 
crashed out after a big day of driving. 

The following morning, Dan, Richie and myself were in range of two of our 
target species – the blacksoil whipsnake and the speckled brown snake. 
Speckled browns come in three distinct colour forms - a fairly plane tan, a 
nice pinkish-orange and an almost white to cream body with brown saddle-
shaped bands. In our opinion the later was the best looking of them and the 
one we most wanted to find. We split up and scoured the roads all morning, 
but all we managed to find was a road-kill blacksoil whipsnake. At midday the 
plan was to meet up in Longreach and formulate our next move from there. 
On one hand, we were only two hours drive from Winton where we could 
begin stepping up our efforts for a Collett’s. On the other, we couldn’t come to 

The Ruby of the Blacksoil 
Ross McGibbon

An eastern brown snake (Pseudonaja textilis) Winton, QLD. One of the many reptile species utilising piles of old railway 
sleepers for shelter on high ground during the flooding..

An intricately patterned eastern hooded scaly-foot 
(Pygopus schraderi) Winton, QLD .

Dan, capturing some video footage on his phone of the 
defensive behaviour of a Spencer’s monitor.

the region without accepting the invitation to visit Angus Emmott - legendary 
naturalist and co-author of Snakes of Western Queensland – A Field Guide. 
Visiting Angus meant we wouldn’t be able to meet up with Steve until the 
following afternoon and he would have the first night looking for a Collett’s 
to himself. We joked nervously that Steve might find one and head back to 
Cairns before the rest of us even made it to Winton.

After following a mud-map for 200 km of dirt roads, we arrived at Angus’ 
station. On arrival, Angus, his wife Karen and son Fergus made us feel 
welcome with good old-fashioned country-style hospitality. Following some 
afternoon tea and an hour of discussing reptiles, Angus suggested we go and 
poke around some tin on his property while dinner was being prepared. We 

didn’t hesitate, as Steve was already bragging to us via our group chat about 
finding a few Eyrean earless dragons and a Spencer’s monitor. 

We began flipping tin and found a Stimson’s python and a few skinks, but 
Richie’s back was giving him some grief, so Dan and I took over most of 
the lifting. One particular piece of tin was quite big and needed Dan and I at 
either end. As we lifted it, out shot a freckled monitor with stunning purple 
and orange dorsal markings. We dropped the tin and the lizard did what 
most monitors do when alarmed and bolted for the nearest tree. The only 
thing wrong with its plan was the nearest tree was actually Richie’s left leg. 
It settled halfway up his thigh and we all stood there in amazement for a 
second until I yelled out, ‘Grab it Richie!’ Following a quick photo shoot with 
the pretty little monitor, we returned it to its piece of tin and headed back to 
the homestead for a beautiful roast dinner, some wine and a few good yarns 
before retiring to bed.  

The next morning, we bid farewell to Angus, Karen and Fergus and thanked 
them for their hospitality. Before leaving, Angus asked a small favour of us. 
The staff at the local radio station in Longreach had spotted a brown snake 
in their office the day before and were desperate for Angus to come and 

In regions that have been heavily cleared for agriculture, riparian environments provide olive pythons with vital resources 
such as food, water and shelter.

We were extremely happy to encounter this 
charismatic little lizard, because it was a  

new species for both of us
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search for it. Longreach was a long way to go for a snake callout, so Angus 
asked if we wouldn’t mind dropping in on the way through. The possibility 
of it still being there was very low, but we agreed on the off chance it might 
be a speckled brown. On arrival, the staff were extremely pleased to have, 
not one, but three crazy snake-loving blokes to help them search for their 
mystery brown snake. We came up empty handed, despite a thorough 
search, but at the very least we gave them the reassurance they needed to 
continue working. Our next stop was Winton.

We arrived by mid-afternoon and met up with Steve, who was only just 
putting his clothes back on after a quick swim in a creek. As this was the first 
time Richie and Steve had met, we joked about how they were now good 
mates after seeing Steve naked on their first introduction. Meanwhile, the 
conditions were becoming ideal for snakes to be active in the afternoon. Dan 
and I teamed up and left Richie and Steve to get to know each other better, 
fully clothed of course. To cover all bases, Dan and I road-cruised for active 
reptiles crossing or basking on the road, while Richie and Steve searched 
areas of high ground, targeting culverts, timber piles and any other places 

that might be harbouring snakes. By nightfall, a few Eyrean earless dragons 
were all Dan and I had seen, while Richie and Steve had come up empty 
handed, despite a solid effort. 

After sunset, we kept the teams the same and picked a few roads we each 
wanted to work, looking for nocturnal species. We kept in touch throughout 
the night, but there wasn’t a lot of activity to report. By midnight, Richie and 
Steve had turned up the most species, including a bandy-bandy, an eastern 
hooded scaly-foot, a few orange-naped snakes and an eastern brown snake. 
Meanwhile, Dan and I had struck out, only finding a single eastern hooded 
scaly-foot and a few common Gehyra geckos. With the area not really firing, 
we called it off around 2 am and got some rest for the next day. 

I woke just before sunrise to answer the call of nature, grabbed some toilet 
paper and made my way down to a dry creek bed. After finishing, I reached 
down to pull up my pants and to my surprise, there was a De Vis’ banded 
snake laying perfectly still next to my foot. I’ve spotted reptiles having a 
“number one” before, but this was the first time it had happened while 
taking a “number two”. Over breakfast, I informed the guys of my surprise 
encounter. Steve wittingly replied with ‘Hey, maybe that’s why they’re also 

Panoptes monitors, aka yellow-spotted monitors (Varanus panoptes) are among the most successful species monitors in 
Australia. This hatchling was encountered foraging around the back of our campsite near McKinlay, QLD.

Ross, struggling through the mud to reach a Downs’ bearded dragon.

Speckled brown snakes (Pseudonaja guttata) come in three distinct colour forms. Above is the pinkish-orange form found 
near Kynuna, QLD. Evidence of the recent flooding persisted on fences in many low-lying areas.

Spencer’s Monitors (Varanus spenceri) are a handsome species of terrestrial monitor lizard endemic to the black soil plains 
of inland QLD_NT. (Photographed near Kynuna, QLD)

The cheeky Downs’ bearded dragon (Pogona henrylawsoni) that temporarily evaded us near a dam in Winton QLD. Also pictured 
in the shot, the caltrop bush responsible for producing the many cat-head prickles that required removing from my bare feet.

called mud adders, ha ha.’ Following a quick breakfast, we packed up camp 
and recommenced our search for a Collett’s. Dan and I opted to cruise 
the roads again while Steve and Richie decided to part piles of old railway 
sleepers on the high ground, looking for any reptiles still sheltering in them 
after the flooding.

The prime time for snake activity passed by without Dan or I seeing a single 
one. Around 10:30 am we spotted a dam and decided to take a look for 
any speckled browns that might be hunting frogs around the banks. As 
we approached the dam, we noticed a reptile, but it wasn’t a snake. It was 
a Down’s bearded dragon. We were extremely happy to encounter this 
charismatic little lizard, because it was a new species for both of us. As we 
approached, the beardy tried to evade us by darting a few meters across 
the shallows to a small island where it hid in a bush, so I volunteered to go in 
and retrieve it. I removed my boots and entered the muddy water. After a few 
steps, I sunk up to my knees in sticky brown mud and immediately regretted 
my decision. I struggled over to the lizard and removed it from the spikiest 
bush imaginable. I emerged from the dam and attempted to walk a few 
meters over to Dan, only to realise that the ground was covered in cat-head 
prickles. ‘We better get a bloody good shot of this thing,’ I said to Dan, as I 
picked them out of my feet.

Following our encounter with the beardy and an otherwise dismal morning of 
reptile activity on the roads, Dan and I met up with Steve and Richie to help 
them search through more sleeper piles. So far, they had uncovered a few 
different species including a Stimson’s python, a De Vis’ banded snake and a 
yellow-spotted monitor. As we approached the next pile of sleepers I noticed 
the tail of a brown coloured snake slip quietly back into the sleepers. I knew it 
wasn’t a Colletts, but there was a good chance it may be a speckled brown. 
We eagerly parted the pile only to discover it was another eastern brown. 
Even though they were such a common snake, I decided to photograph this The ruby of the black soil – The rare Collett’s snake (Pseudechis colletti) from the black soil plains of Central Western QLD.
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One of the first reptiles encountered on the trip - Inland 
marbled velvet gecko (Oedura cincta) Barcaldine, QLD .

One of the many Stimson’s pythons (Antaresia s. orientalis) 
from Angus’ station near Stonehenge, QLD.

individual beside the sleepers to tell the story of how reptiles were utilising the 
sleepers as a source of shelter, presumably more-so in times of flooding, as it 
was some of the only shelter available on high ground. 

On the way back to the cars we discussed the obvious lack of reptile activity 
in this area despite weather conditions being ideal. We agreed that the area 
wasn’t producing enough to warrant persisting any longer in this location. 
It appeared that this region was too affected by the recent flooding and the 
reptiles were either still bunkered down, displaced, or simply hadn’t returned 
to their normal habits yet. We went with our gut feelings and moved on to 
our next location a few hours drive northwest. About an hour and a half out 
of Winton, Dan and I noticed a few road-killed speckled browns lying over a 
distance of about 15 km, and they were the nice pinkish-orange colour form 
too. ‘Lets G.P.S these locations and we’ll hit this area tomorrow,’ said Dan.

We arrived at our next spot just before sunset. Within minutes, we were 
driving around more Eyrean earless dragons than we could count. A few 
more kilometres and we were able to add a few centralian blue-tongues 
and another Down’s bearded dragon to our tally. It appeared that the area 
had received the perfect amount of rain to stimulate the wildlife. With the 
temperature still hovering around 30 °C that evening, we had a feeling we 
were in for a good night of herping. Our predictions proved correct and we 
turned up a diverse range of reptile species over the course of the night, 
including several Stimson’s and black-headed pythons, an unbanded shovel-
nosed snake, a few eastern hooded scaly-foot lizards, a big olive python 
and numerous curl snakes, one of which was a monster at around 85 cm. 
Unfortunately, the illusive Collett’s snake didn’t show itself, but the area was 
clearly firing and the weather predictions were just as good over the next few 
days. This boosted our confidence that we might find one yet. 

As the temperature dropped, the reptile activity diminished, so we called 
it quits around 1 am. We needed to find a place to camp for the night and 
followed a random dirt road for a few kilometers to a river and set up camp 
on the bank. Still on a high from a solid night of herping, we drank a few 
beers before bed. It was almost 2 am when we noticed the headlights of a 
vehicle coming down the road towards us. Rather than continue on past, the 
car angled towards us and stopped, lighting up our camp with its headlights. 
After a few minutes the driver still hadn’t exited the vehicle and I started to 
imagine a scene from Wolf Creek unfolding. We couldn’t just sit there like 
deer in the headlights all night, so Dan and Richie offered to investigate. 
Following a brief chat with the driver, the car slowly drove away. Richie 
and Dan returned to their seats and informed Steve and I that it was just 
a drunk farmer coming home from the pub. Apparently, we were camping 
on his property, but he agreed to let us stay after Dan told him we were 
wildlife photographers and would be gone in the morning.

The next morning, I jumped in the car with Richie. Steve hopped in with 
Dan. We each chose a direction and began our morning reptile run. It 
wasn’t long before Richie got my adrenaline going by yelling out ‘SNAKE’. 
It was a blacksoil whipsnake, but by the time we pulled over it was long 
gone. In black soil habitat you have to be quick, otherwise they are off the 
road and down a crack in the soil before you have a chance to pull over. 
We slowed down a little so we wouldn’t overshoot any more snakes. A 
few kilometres farther and a long dark shape appeared on the road. At 
around 1.5 m long, it was unmistakably a large elapid. We exited the car 
and rushed over to it only to realise it was another eastern brown.

The remainder of the morning didn’t produce any more new species for 
Richie and I, so we headed to a nearby pub to meet up with Dan and 

Steve for lunch. Over a beer, Dan filled us in on their eventful morning. 
Shortly after leaving us they spotted a yellow-bellied sheath-tailed bat 
caught in a barbed wire fence. They sacrificed an entire morning of 
herping to track down a wildlife carer for the bat, as well as convince the 
nurse at the local medical centre to let them have a syringe so they could 
rehydrate the poor thing. She kept denying them because they ‘might use 
it for drugs’. I made a joke about her suspecting that about Steve, but Dan 
is a pretty wholesome looking guy. 

Apart from offering a good place for lunch and a beer in the heat of the day, 
the pub also offered air-conditioned rooms. We booked a couple for the night, 
which ensured we wouldn’t have anymore Wolf Creek scenarios at two in 
the morning. Over lunch, we planned out the remainder of the afternoon. 
Richie and Steve were keen to herp north towards Julia Creek, while Dan 
and I opted to check out Combo Waterhole, the billabong that Australian poet 
Banjo Paterson refers to in the famous Australian ballad Waltzing Matilda. 

The ‘Collett’s crew’ from left - Richie, Dan, Steve, Ross.

On the way to the waterhole, we noticed a monitor lizard crossing the road. 
‘Yes, it’s a Spencer’s,’ yelled Dan. The Spencer’s monitor was our target 
species of monitor lizard for the trip and this was the first live individual either 
of us had seen in the wild. We pulled over and got out for a closer look. As 
we approached, the monitor took off across a paddock and settled behind 
a small bush. When we caught up, it tried a different approach. This time, it 
stood up high on all four legs, hissed loudly and whipped at us with its tail. 
After capturing some footage of its impressive defensive behaviour on my 
phone, I left Dan to keep an eye on it while I retrieved our cameras from 
the car. 

When I returned, Dan was on his hands and knees filming it on his 
phone. He looked up at me and said ‘Hey Rossco’. He then leaned over 
to one side, angling his butt towards the lizard. Right on cue, the monitor 
tail-whipped Dan across the butt, to which Dan replied, ‘Yeah baby’. The 
timing was flawless and it had me in fits of laughter every time I thought 
about it throughout the remainder of the day. After photographing the 
Spencer’s we continued on to Combo Waterhole and soaked up a bit of 
iconic Aussie history. 

On the drive back that afternoon, we patrolled the area of road where we 
had taken the GPS coordinates of the road-killed speckled browns the 
day before. Twenty minutes into our search Dan hit the brakes for our first 
snake, it was the pinkish-orange form of speckled brown, but we overshot 
it. Within seconds, it was off the road and into the grass. We slowed down 
and focused intently on the road ahead. It was a warm afternoon, so we 
needed to be alert if we were going to get to one before they got off the 
road. A few minutes later we were on to another speckled brown. To our 
amazement, it was the stunning pale-cream and banded form we most 
wanted to photograph. I got to it as fast as I could, but it was quick to get off 
the road. I frantically tried to track where it went but the grass was too thick 
and there were too many soil cracks for it to escape into. I cursed all the way 
back to the car and then some. 

Only minutes later, speckled brown number three was in sight and this 
one wasn’t as fast to get off the road. On closer inspection it unfortunately 
turned out to be the least pretty colour form (plane tan). As we had already 
found three in a short time, we gambled that we’d find a better-looking one 
to photograph and moved on. Twenty minutes passed and I was beginning 

to worry we wouldn’t find anymore. Suddenly, Dan slammed on the brakes 
for speckled number four. It was a nice pinkish-orange one and this time I 
got to it before it could escape into the grass. For safety reasons (and not 
to lose it) we repositioned it away from the road and took a series of shots. 
I included part of a nearby fence in the background that was still covered 
in flood debris in order to tell the story of the recent flooding. Following a 
successful photo shoot we headed back to the rooms to meet back up with 
Richie and Steve. They hadn’t had any luck and were a little bummed that 
we found a Spencer’s and the speckled snakes without them. To ease their 
minds, we promised to take them back to the spot the next morning. For now, 
the sun wasn’t far from setting and it was time to recommence our search for 
a Collett’s. 

The temperature was hovering around 30 °C and ideal for reptile activity. Our 
afternoon began almost identical to the day before with us dodging a myriad 
of Eyrean earless dragons that were soaking up the last of the warmth in the 
road. As the sun dipped below the horizon, our headlights picked up part of a 
snake with vivid bands along its body, foraging among the grass on the side 
of the road. We all got really excited it was a Collett’s until the snake revealed 
itself to be a black-headed python. We pushed on and it wasn’t long before 
Steve got our adrenaline going again by yelling out ‘Snake!’ Excitement 
levels went through the roof as we realised our eyes weren’t playing tricks  
on us. It was exactly what we had come all this way for – the Collett’s snake.

We poured out of the car and rushed over for a closer look. After years of 
hoping to see one in the wild, months of planning, and a lot of hard work 
and effort over the course of the trip, we were finally able to appreciate how 
amazing these snakes are in their natural environment. To make things even 
better, this individual was in great condition and was as vibrantly-patterned 
as they come. We each had smiles from ear to ear and celebrated our 
achievement with lots of high fives. We observed the snake for as long as 
possible until it headed towards the long grass at edge of the road.

Due to the amount of road-trains regularly barrelling down the road we 
repositioned the snake a safe distance from the road to photograph it. I 
asked the guys if I could go first because I wanted to attempt to capture the 
remaining colour in the sky. The snake started out being quite defensive, with 
a temperament similar to what you would expect from the closely related 
mulga or spotted black snake. As it got darker, it wasn’t able to see us very 
well and, to our surprise, completely relaxed and began to sit perfectly still. I 
took this rare opportunity to attempt a long-exposure shot. With the shutter 
speed slowed down, I succeeded in capturing the colours of the sky on dusk, 
illustrating the time of day when we had encountered it.

After capturing some good photos of our prized Collett’s, we returned it to 
where we had found it and said goodbye to a species we may never be 
lucky enough to see in the wild again. After the encounter was over, the 
feelings of anticipation that had fuelled such a big effort to find this species 
were replaced by a sense of pure accomplishment; the kind you can only 
experience when you have found a species as rare and beautiful as this.  
The Collett’s snake is truly the Ruby of the Blacksoil.
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200 species in 21 Days! 
Max Jackson

A large Yakka Skink our the front of his burrow in the Brigalow Belt.

Photographing a Frill-necked Dragon our near Mareeba.

A Stimson’s Python feeding on an unsuspecting  
bird 5m up a tree

Lachlan (left) and Max (right) of Australian Wildlife Encounters.

A Narrow-banded Shovel-nosed Snake amongst the red sand dunes.

Although a Queensland-based company, Australian Wildlife Encounters 
specialises in offering personalised wildlife orientated tours across the 
country. Our company kicked off with a bang in 2016 when we got our first 
tour booking from a pair of American herpetologists who hit us with the 
daunting, but exciting task of finding 200 herp species in a 21-day tour! 
Challenge accepted.

With such a high task ahead of us I created a tour that maximised the 
variety of habitats we could travel through in such a short time. Beginning 
in Brisbane; we would head west into the Brigalow Belt, through the 
Channel Country to the sandy Red Centre. We would then head north 
and cross the Barkly Tablelands on our way to Far North Queensland 

before we travel back down the coast and finish up in South East 
Queensland. 

Some common Brisbane locals got the ball rolling immediately as we 
were able to tick off species such as eastern water dragon, carpet python, 
garden skink and Brisbane River turtle within the first day. By the time 
we started heading west we were already sitting at 18 species and well 
on track for our target number. The endangered Yakka skink and golden-
tailed gecko were high on the target list for this region so we set to work 
on trying to find these guys first. Thankfully we had a splurge of luck when 
I literally tripped over a fallen log that a large Yakka was sheltering under. 
However, the luck didn’t continue when night fell and we began searching 
for that iconic Strophurus taenicauda.

With a very reliable spot in mind, I expected the golden-tailed gecko to be 
a very quick and easy tick. After two hours of searching their prime habitat 
(Acacia and Cypress Pine Woodland) we had increased our species 
count to 29, but still no golden-tail! Starting to feel the pressure, I was 
ecstatic when we finally found one of these stunning geckos perched on 
a small shrub. There was only one problem…  it had no gold on its tail! 
Having seen hundreds of this species over the past few years I thought I 
had seen the extent of their variability, but I had never heard of one that 
was lacking the gold colouration completely! Still, a tick was a tick and 
we setup our swags after the first full day of the tour with a final count of 

At this stage I didn’t think we were going to pull it off … 36 species with only three nights left.

31 (a Peron’s tree frog in the shower provided an easy additional species 
before bed).

I had predicted the Brigalow Belt region to be extremely successful, 
however a cold snap and a “Super Moon” meant that the two nights we 
spent there were fairly unproductive, so we continued west and entered 
the Channel Country. This region proved to be equally challenging. 
However, a prickly knob-tailed gecko, an eastern brown snake, a Down’s 
bearded dragon and a large Spencer’s monitor were pretty exciting ticks 
for the guests and helped increase our total count to 59 by the end of our 
5th day. We were also lucky enough to spot a Stimson’s python predating 
a sleeping bird 5 m up a tree! With the forecast showing storms in the red 

centre we decided to head across the border into Northern Territory (NT) 
early in the hopes of experiencing some better conditions. 

Unfortunately, our journey across the Plenty Hwy did not go as planned. 
Only halfway across the infamous 800 km of dirt road between 
Queensland (Qld) and the NT, we experienced a third flat tyre. We only 
had two spares. The remainder of the journey to Alice Springs was 
painfully slow as we had to stop every 10 km to pump air into the tyres. 
The guests however, took full advantage of the frequent stops along the 
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A Western Brown Snake found south of Alice Springs

A sub-adult Perentie in the escarpment country of central Australia. A Southern Phasmid Gecko (S. jeanae) found amongst the spinifex

way. While I fiddled around with air compressors they went off among 
the spinifex and found an abundance of military dragons, central netted 
dragons and a variety of Ctenotus species. By the time we finally rolled 
into Alice the guests were surprisingly still in high spirits having hit a total 
of 65 species in the first week. Despite the elements being against us, we 
were on track.

Our luck changed when we hit the red sand dunes south of Alice. 
Although we only turned up roadkill thorny devils (one of the top targets 
for the guests), we were fortunate to experience the beauty of desert 
storms and the abundance of creatures that appear in their wake. 
Ringed brown snakes, shovel-nosed snakes, knob-tailed geckos, desert 
spadefoots, gwardars and even a couple of smelly blind snakes made 
our first proper night in the NT a roaring success. The following four days/
nights continued in a similar fashion, even finding a nocturnal perentie 
strolling through a rocky gorge at 10 o’clock at night. By the time we 
headed north to cross the Barkly Tablelands we had managed to get to 
112 species and 10 days left to find the remaining 88.

We were also lucky enough to spot  
a Stimson’s python predating a sleeping  

bird 5m up a tree!

Once again the weather was against us in Western Qld, but we did 
manage to find Storr’s monitors, ridge-tailed monitors, phasmid geckos, 
Worrell’s turtles and a few new skink species as we crossed the top half 
of the state on our way to the tropics. Definitely on the business end of 
the trip now I started to feel the pressure. We had three nights to spend in 
the Atherton Tablelands before heading back down the coast and still had 
73 species to tick off. It was time to go frogging! 

Thirteen species across Mixophyes, Cophixalus, Austrochaperina and 
Litoria all greeted us on the first night in the tropics as well as leaf-
tailed geckos and a large 4 m scrub python. The following days we 
woke early and slept late, finding Boyd’s forest dragons, spotted tree 
monitors, prickly forest skinks, common tree snakes and a number of 
Carlia, Saproscincus and Lampropholis skinks amongst the leaf litter. 
Crocs, sea turtles, keelbacks, slatey grey snakes, file snakes and blind 
snakes were all helping us get our numbers up so by the time we left 
Far North Queensland and started heading down the coast we were 
sitting at 164 species.

At this stage I didn’t think we were going to pull it off … 36 species with 
only three nights left. I had a difficult task ahead of me. Thankfully these 
fellas were determined to reach their goal and willing to put in the hard 
hours. The drive down the Queensland coast took three days and two 
nights, with stops at Paluma Range, Eungella National Park, Bulburin 
State Forest and essentially every little walking track we could find along 
the way. We arrived on the Sunshine Coast the day before they were 
due to fly out with a species count of 188. I had less than 24 hours to find 
them an additional 12 herp species to finish the target species list.

An evening in the Sunshine Coast Hinterland turned up a Stephen’s 
banded snake, a bandy bandy, dwarf-crowned snake, three new 
Mixophyes, rainforest dragons, rough-scaled snakes and cascade 

tree frogs. Only three species left! We were all on such a high that 
despite it being past midnight I took them to one last location where I 
knew we would be able to find 3 species of endangered acid frog (L. 
olongburensis, L. freycineti & C. tinnula). Both the Litoria we found 
immediately, but despite hearing the wallum froglets everywhere, we just 
couldn’t get eyes on one. At 2 am we called it. They had to leave for their 
flight at 10 am and we just couldn’t push it anymore. I took the guests 
back to my place that night as it was nearby and they could have a well-
earned shower in preparation for their flight. 

I barely got any sleep as I wracked my brain for one more species that 
they hadn’t seen. I remembered with a start that I had seen an elf skink 
(Eroticoscincus graciloides) in my garden a couple of months ago. An 
endemic skink had never seemed so exciting! While the guests packed 
their bags, showered and ate breakfast, I rummaged through every corner 
of my garden, flipping every pebble and looking under every palm frond. 
I finally found that beautiful iridescent lizard! After a yell that would have 
woke my neighbours, the two American herpetologists ran outside to see 
their 200th species of Australian reptile/amphibian just hours before they 
were due to leave. We had done it!

After dropping them at the airport I checked my emails to find another two 
tour bookings had come through… I couldn’t wait!

Max Jackson, Australian Wildlife Encounters

A golden-tailed Gecko ... without the golden tail.
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Macro Exhibition
Featuring some of the macro photographs  

of beautiful reptilians and amphibians

For this edition of the magazine we decided to run a 
competition featuring some of the macro photographs 
of beautiful reptilians and amphibians…and we’re 
glad we did! Thank you to everyone who submitted 
images, we were blown away with the quality. 
The concept was a huge success with a record number 
of entries. Unfortunately there was only room for  
16 images, as we felt to do them justice they would 
need to be a decent size, meaning not all could be 
included. Reptiles seem to lend themselves to macro 
photography, and it is a concept we will be featuring 
more in upcoming editions of the Red Bellied Courier. 
Congratulations to all those selected!

1. Griffiths - Central Netted Dragon -  Ctenophorus nuchalis. 

2.  Griffiths - Diamond Python Hatching – Morelia spilota spilota. 

3. Jack Nakhoul - Central bearded dragon (Pogona vitticeps). 

4. Griffiths - Dwarf Tree Frog – Litoria fallax. 

5. Ken Griffiths - Juvenile Saltwater Crocodile (Crocodylus porosus). 

6. Ken Griffiths - Juvenile Saltwater Crocodile (Crocodylus porosus). 

7. Sebastian Hoefer - Oriental vine snake (Ahaetulla prasina). 

8. Griffiths - Diamond Python Sloughing – Morelia spilota spilota. 

9. Weigner - Centralian knob-tailed gecko (Nephrurus amyae). 

10. Sebastian Hoefer - Web-footed gecko (Pachydactylus rangei). 

11. Jesse Campbell - Boyds Forest Dragon (Hypsilurus boydii) 

12. Luke Boyds - Forest dragon-Hypsilurus boydii. 

13.  SebastianHoefer - The tail of the white-lipped island pit viper  

(Trimeresurus insularis).

14.  Sebastian Hoefer- Giant Namib ground gecko  

(Chondrodactylus angulifer namibensis).

15. Griffiths - Southern Bell Frog – Litoria raniformis. 

16. Griffiths_Giant Barred Frog (Mixophyes iteratus).

1.
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2. 3.

4.
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Ken Griffiths - Juvenile saltwater crocodile (Crocodylus porosus)(1)

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.
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11. 12.



80 81

13. 14.

16.

15.
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Artist Profile  
Danielle Burford 

In September 2018 Aussie Ark ran a crowd funding campaign to raise 
funds for the endangered Manning River turtle. While trawling through the 
internet searching for art and artists with images of turtles I stumbled across 
a striking piece of art titled “River Turtle”. 

The artist had a contemporary twist on traditional aboriginal art which we 
all found captivating. Upon exploring more of her work, we discovered that 
the artist, Danielle Burford had a whole portfolio featuring reptiles. Her style 
was intriguing, and captivating, and everyone I showed them to seemed to 
be captivated by a different painting to everyone else.  

Not only is Danielle  talented, she’s also a wonderful person, willing to 
support projects like the Manning River turtle project. In fact, we were blown 
over when she offered us the original artwork of “River Turtle” to help raise 
money for the project. 

We asked Danielle if she’d share with us her story, and how her art evolved 
to the unique style she is known for today… 

“I’ve been producing art for most of my life and painting professionally 
for the past ten years. My art reflects everything that is Australian, from 
animals and trees to the red dirt and sky, using traditional colours and 
involving a range of tones to create depth.

Nature has always been a huge presence in my life. Born in Warrawong 
but growing up in regional NSW the bush was my backyard. Spending 
most of my childhood days in the remote region of Bourke exploring 
the bush and have fond memories of fishing and catching frogs with my 
younger brother on the banks of the beautiful Darling River.

I am a Wiradjuri woman who paints this amazing land as I see it. I grew up 
in central NSW, in the remote regions of Bourke, Warren and Trangie. My 
grandparents were very well known and respected in the central western 
region of country NSW. 

My knowledge of my culture has been passed down to me by my many 
family members.

My art is typically my culture and through it I am grounded and connected 
to who I am and where I’m from…by this creative process I am me.

Working in layers beginning with researching my topic, learning all there is 
to know about food, habitat, breeding habits etc.

The creation of a background is formed on this information and depicts 
its environment; the ocean, a river or the bark from a tree. A tattoo like 
image of the subject is set out on canvas, and finally the addition of detail, 
focusing on the animals’ anatomy. My works are Contemporary Indigenous 
Art – a mixture of Wiradjuri style, that consists of X-ray views of animals, 
skeletal structures, organs, genitalia and diet – infused with the conception 
of modern day, non traditional colours, constructed and formulated to depict 
our ancient old patterns of Australia.

I mostly paint with Matisse Acrylics on canvas. I find them easy to apply 
and love the rich, creamy consistency when mixed with water. Also, I think 
it’s wonderful that they have brought out colours named after Australia e.g. 
Australian Blue Gum.

Another favourite medium is Ochre bound with egg whites; I really enjoy 
its earthy tone and textures. I do also use other mediums in my works that 
imitate interesting textures, such as: beach sand, which when painted gives 
the look of velvet: and toilet paper, for bark or tree textures.

Bluetongue Skin.

Turtles.

It brings me great joy to know that people often walk away from my works 
with a different perspective and knowledge that they may not have known 
before and that every time my paintings are viewed, many find something 
new.

At the beginning of my Art Career I studied Visual Arts at Coffs Harbour to 
enhance my style but am self-taught in my designs.

I continue to develop my own art style and produce works that are 
exhibited regionally and internationally.

Coffs Harbour has been home for the past 15 years and enjoy exploring 
my environment that is Coastal life.”
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Leather Back Turtle.

Warralang.Goanna Skin

Leaves by the Water Hole.
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Doctasaurus’s Eco tunes are written and performed by Doctasaurus for 
kids entertainment, education and enjoyment. They strive to inspire all 
children everywhere to be alert for signs of negativity and destructive 
impacts around the world.

Doctasaurus is extremely concerned about what all children of today are faced 
with in their future, and what children of the future will have to endure as a 
result of our current living conditions.

He writes his Eco-Tunes with a different message to the kids in each song. He 
sings with the passion of an active conservationist, the lessons of a teacher, the 
directness of a scientist and the wit of an entertainer.

Doctasaurus has been a teacher of guitar for many years. He is also an active 
environmental conservationist who, for over the past 14 years has studied and 

Living as a black snake 
Scott Bevins

Living as a Black Snake

Doctasaurus

Dirty Ponds Words & Music by Scott Bevins
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rehabilitated native Australian wildlife and holds a Honours degree in Biological 
Science, majoring in Conservation Biology. He has worked on numerous 
forest experiments at the Hawkesbury Institute for the Environment based on 
Western Sydney University’s campus.

Doctasaurus intends to reach as many children on Earth as possible with the 
aim of preparing them for some of the most important issues in their future – 
conserving the Natural World.

Please share these wonderful, colourful catchy songs with your children 
and enjoy what Doctasaurus has to sing about in his own unique style of 
children’s music”.

Please attend future AHS meetings to pick up your own free Doctasaurus CD!
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We love to create art that usually depicts SOMETHING with scales. Growing 
up as kids in Atlanta, Georgia, USA  allowed my wife, Judy, and I to have 
plenty of creeks, ponds and lakes to play in and in which to go critter hunting. 
We also lived on a 110 acre community lake from 1993 to 2015. During 
that period we caught plenty of snakes and turtles and really enjoyed all the 
benefits that lake life offered.  

I have always been infatuated with animals that are covered in scales. I also 
like amphibians, but for me the main attraction has ALWAYS been those 
awesome reptilian scales and the patterns that are on them. I will start our 
show and tell with this guitar pick project. I first drew this copperhead line art 
and then transferred the image over to one of my sculpting programs in the 
computer. Once I had the image set at the right thickness it was ready to be 
routed out of bubinga wood or some other woods that are strong and dense. 
Wooden guitar picks have to be strong enough not to break when folks are 
vigorously strumming away. 

Scaly Artwork 
Tom Maier & Judy Maier

The next project that depicts one of my most 
favorite animals on the planet is this Sea Turtle 
Box for guitar picks. At least that is what I stash in 
my turtle box! The wood is, I believe, bubinga and 
it is dense and heavy. I routed the top shell and 
base out of wood and finely sanded both pieces. 
Then I hand rubbed it with lemon oil.

While we are talking about sea turtles I want to show off my wife’s talent 
at sculpting. She carved this young loggerhead sea turtle pendant out 
of wax and then cast in sterling silver. It is approximately 1.5 inches in 
length. Judy and I visited the Savannah, Georgia Science Museum back 
years ago and we were able to go behind the scenes and see how the 
Caretta Project staff were managing young and old turtles that were at 
the center that day. So this jewelry pendant is a fairly accurate miniature 
sculpture of a year old loggerhead.

All Images Copyright © Tom & Judy Maier 2019.

Here is a gold “ocean themed” bracelet that Judy created. Other creatures of   
the deep that I have been working on as jewelry pieces are this mermaid ring 
and a mermaid pendant. I sculpted the mermaids in my 3D program, ZBrush. 
We then had the 3D models 3D printed in wax. We cast the wax models in 
either silver or gold. 

The mermaid pendant is just under 2 inches tall. We are currently modifying 
this design and should have the new and improved model finished soon!

Judy and I designed this koi fish wall sculpture and cast the finished pieces in 
plaster and also cast some in lightweight composites. We then dry brushed 
the wall sculptures to resemble weathered bronze, silver and copper.

My very first guitar that I ever made and carved was this “Koicaster” and you 
can see that I used the same fish designs from the wall sculpture. I painted 
the poplar wood guitar body with alkyd resins and we cast the bullfrog control 
knobs in silver. The guitar is lightweight and plays great! 

The frog knob design was 3D scanned from my original frog sculpture and 
sized down in ZBrush. We cast the four bullfrogs in sterling silver.

All Images Copyright © Tom & Judy Maier 2019.

Here I am with a lightweight dragonfly wall sculpture that we drybrush in acrylics.

Here is my timber rattler Telecaster guitar. It was my first “ME” guitar because 
I have always been fascinated with snakes since I was a kid. My niece, 
Chelsea Maier, now owns this guitar and I know this is certainly a “ME” guitar 
for her. I guess this infatuation with scales and the critters that wear them 
kind of runs in our family! The body of the guitar is cut out of Georgia red oak 
and the birdseye maple, bolt-on neck is manufactured by Warmoth, Inc. This 
entire design was drawn and sculpted in the computer. I then routed the body 
on my ShopBot router. After that I sanded and then hand rubbed the body 
with alkyd resins. The serpent was painted with the same alkyd resin. The 
guitar is routed thin which makes it comfortable to play.

The rattlesnake was rendered as line art in Photoshop. ZBrush guitar body with 
3D snake embedded. The routed guitar body is made out of red oak wood. 
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Routing the guitar body out on a ShopBot router. 

All Images Copyright © Tom & Judy Maier 2019.

This last set of pictures shows something old and something new at least 
from the standpoint of how the pieces were designed. The Dragon is all done 
the old fashioned way. NO computer involved. Judy and I sculpted him out of 
Sculpey Clay and then covered him with silicone to make a mold so we could 
reproduce him as cast plaster and composite figurines. The version you see 
here is cast out of white cement and then hand rubbed with brown alkyd 
resin. He measures about 20 inches in length and weighs approximately 35 
pounds.  So he is just about the size of a house cat but WAY better because 
there is no loose hair or litter box to deal with!

This copperhead bracelet is now the new way for me to design and sculpt in 
the computer. I can even have this whole bracelet 3D printed in close-to-this 
color as a wearable prototype. Of course, the idea is to eventually have this 
bracelet design ready to cast in silver or maybe even copper since it IS a 
copperhead:)

Entire design was sculpted in Zbrush and the design was also used for the 
guitar pick that I routed out of wood.

M I K A Y L A  D U R R A N T 

R O M U L U S  W H I T A K E R  

B O A  S H I R T
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Back in 2007 when I was a veterinary student at the University of 
Sydney, I undertook a farm placement in far north western NSW. The 
placement was chosen purposely so I could go on a herping adventure, 
with many field guides consulted in order to get the best chance to see 
as much herpetofauna as possible. It did not disappoint. It was late 
September and as soon as I hit the red sand west of Bourke, there were 
large numbers of lizards out and about. There were literally hundreds 
of bearded dragons (Pogona vitticeps) basking on the side of the road. 
It was then that I dreamt up a study to get normal baseline bloods for 
bearded dragons so veterinarians would have something to compare 
to when encountering sick dragons in the clinic. It would be almost 11 
years until this study would actually begin.

Chasing Dragons 
Jonathan Howard

The central bearded dragon (Pogona vitticeps) is the most popular pet 
reptile throughout the world. During my final year externships in Europe 
I discovered how popular they were, with exotics vets inundated with 
sick pet bearded dragons and with very little knowledge of their natural 
habitat and husbandry requirements. In the United States it is believed 
that there are more bearded dragons in captivity than there are dogs. 
Despite their popularity in captivity very little research has been done 
from a veterinary aspect.

In mid-2017 the opportunity came up to start this study. In the previous 
11 years since dreaming up the study there had been publications on 
the blood profile of bearded dragons but they were either too small in 

Beardie emerging from brumation.

Beardie emerging from brumation. Blood sampling.

Blood sampling..

sample size or referenced captive populations in countries very far away 
from their natural range. After obtaining the necessary scientific and 
ethics licences the study was underway.

The plan is to capture 120 free ranging Pogona vitticeps and obtain 
blood samples. This species of dragon’s natural distribution is the centre 
of Australia ranging from western NSW, up through South Australia and 
NT and back down through western Queensland. The population to 
be sampled is from north western NSW, the same area in which I had 
seen so many dragons all those years ago. This area encompasses 
approximately 120,000 square kilometres with the limits of my field site 
being Bourke in the east, Cobar and Broken Hill to the south, with the 
South Australia and Queensland state borders in the west and north.

The study requires several trips over three years with each trip lasting 
for approximately a week at different times of the year. We loaded up 
a trusty “Unbreakable Hilux” with the necessary equipment for drawing 
blood samples as well as separating and storing them until returning to 
the laboratory in Newcastle. All dragons need to be captured by hand 
so we utilise the dragon’s behaviour of basking on the edge of roads to 
our advantage. As all members of the team are keen “herpers” each trip 
isn’t just a scientific project but a week-long herping trip. Each morning 
we get on the road at 8 am to start cruising on the lookout for any 
herpetofauna.

Even though the study is purely looking at blood values of bearded 
dragons, various biometric data needs to be collected. Weights, length, 
sex, basking temperature and air temperature are recorded. After the 
first trip information spread via social media about the study and soon 
there were requests from veterinarians, amateur herpetologist and 
scientists for additional data to be collected. This includes viral testing 
for other veterinary studies, basking surface temperature, humidity and 
UV index. All these extra readings don’t take too much extra time while 
out in the field but will also benefit the captive husbandry of bearded 
dragons once the data is analysed.

One of the essential biometric data to be collected is body weight. For 
my study it is important to determine the volume of blood I can safely 
draw from each bearded dragon. The safe amount of blood taken from 
a reptile is 1 percent of the animal’s body weight. This means that for 
a 300-gram dragon I can safely take 3 mL of blood. This is taken from 

a large vein on the underside of the dragon’s tail. When looking at the 
weight and condition of wild dragons it is easy to see that their captive 
equivalents are significantly overweight and in poor muscle condition by 
comparison. The largest dragon we have sampled so far weighed 486 g 
with the average male dragon weighing 359 g and the average female 
dragon weighing 266 g. This is a stark contrast to captive specimens 
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which often weigh at well over 500 g.

In addition, we have started observing behaviour and diet. Before 
drawing blood from each dragon, it is vital to perform a thorough 
physical examination of the animal to ensure it is in good health. This 
includes opening the mouth to look for any disease. In doing so we 
have started to get a good idea of the dragons’ diet. In spring when 
there is new vegetative growth, we have observed the dragons eating 
herbaceous plants that are growing on the road edges where puddles 
of water have collected. These plants includes Salvia verbenaca, 
Wahlenbergia species, Hibiscus krichauffianus and Abutilon species. 
The animals seem to be interested mainly in the easily digestible leaves 
and flowers. When moving to drier areas within our field site, dragons 
are found to be eating drier, harder stemmed plants as herbaceous 
vegetation is not readily available. Interestingly, near Tibooburra, a 
dragon was observed to feed on hay that had blown off the back of a 
hay runner truck.

The main insect portion of the diet which we see beardies eating 
consist of subterranean termites. These termites are susceptible to 
desiccating once they are above the ground, so they only emerge in 
the early morning and in the late afternoon when not threatened by the 

Gravid female. Gravid female.

XXXXXXXXX

midday heat. Out west the farmers say that if you see dragons basking 
on fence posts it means that rain is imminent. On several occasions as 
storm fronts were blowing through, we have seen increased numbers 
of dragons out basking. The increase in humidity lures termites above 
the ground where dragons can gorge and then bask to aid in digesting 
their high protein and fat food source. This somewhat explains the old 
farmers stories.

In regards to the food preference, we have already noted a difference 
between seasons as well as sex. In spring, males had mainly vegetation 
in their mouths with only a small proportion of termites or other insect 
material. Females on the other hand were found with equal amounts 
of termites and vegetation. This is somewhat explained by the need for 
more protein and fat in order to develop follicles and eggs. Late basking 
gravid females have almost exclusively had termites within their mouths. 
By the end of summer, with no herbaceous vegetation around, we have 
only observed them feeding off termites.

As written above, food availability somewhat determines bearded 
dragons’ basking habits. Bearded dragons are a sun worshiping 
species and we find their basking habits follow a very predictable 
pattern depending on the time of year. Bearded dragons have a defined 
morning and afternoon basking pattern. Amongst the team we started 
calling these times “Beardie O’clock”. In spring, the morning basking 
period generally starts between 9:30 am extending to about 12:30 pm. 
The afternoon basking session starts around 3 pm extending to 6 pm 
with generally only gravid females found in the late evening soaking up 

the latent ground heat. Once the extreme heat of summer arrives, the 
basking sessions become shorter and are held earlier in the morning 
and later in the evening. Beardie O’clock then starts as early as 8:30 am 
and extends no later than 11 am with the evening session starting after 
3:30 pm extending until 6:30 pm. Overall, the timing of basking sessions 

Reproductive activity appears to slow down 
significantly in areas lacking rainfall and 

therefore food supply.

Tail wounds from male combatSeparating blood in Hungerford Pub.

XXXXXXXXX

often depends on geographical aspect of the roads, with north-east 
facing roads having earlier beardie activity than east facing roads.

The basking pattern of bearded dragons is related to thermoregulation. 
While they do like heat, they will definitely take refuge during the hottest 
part of the day. The midday basking out in the open is reserved for other 
species of dragons such as central netted (Ctenophorus nuchalis) and 
painted dragons (Ctenophorus pictus) which are found in the same 
habitat. Bearded dragons found basking in the middle of the day or 
when extremely hot were often under partial cover.

The basking temperature of each dragon is measured, with the average 
temperature of all groups of dragons between 36 to 37 degrees Celsius. 
This data is collected at a point in time when the dragons are actively 
warming, so it potentially underestimates the temperature at which 
the dragon is at its preferred optimal body temperature (POBT). The 
maximum temperatures at which we have observed these dragons 
basking at is 43 to 45 degrees Celsius and is a better guide at which to 
replicate as a hotspot in captivity. The basking surface temperature of 
the body is taken with an infrared non-contact thermometer. This was 
chosen as it is something readily available to reptile keepers to measure 
the body temperature of their own beardies. Due to the heliothermic 
nature (gaining heat from basking in the sun) of beardies, measuring 
their temperature from their dorsal surface is most appropriate.  Gravid 
females, particularly in the afternoon and early evening, switch to 
thigmothermy (gaining conductive heat by basking on the warmed 
substrate). In those females, when we measured the temperatures of 
their ventral surface they were significantly higher than the temperature 
on their dorsal surface.

During our spring field trips we have noticed a behaviour we have 
termed “social basking”. As spring is breeding season, most of the 
males had tail and facial wounds from combat. On several occasions 
we found males basking and watching over females that were less 
than three metres away. The males bask on a high point in order to 
guard against other males, while their females bask on the ground 
under cover. Males in these situations were always highly visible but, if 
possible, shaded to prevent excess heat and calorie expenditure.

When capturing dragons, we find the basking temperature determines 

the likelihood of running for cover or staying motionless relying on 
camouflage to escape detection. Dragons below 39 degrees have a 
tendency to run while those above this temperature are more likely 
to stay still. We have no real explanation for this observation but it is 
possible that at a lower temperature the animal knows its metabolic 
activity is slower and chooses to flee knowing that capture is more likely.

We have recently been measuring UV levels at the basking spot of each 
dragon we come across. We are using a Solarmeter 6.5 to measure the 
UV Index. This small, expensive piece of technology allows us to get 
some information about how much UV radiation we should be providing 
our pets in a captive situation. The UV index was created as a scale to 
help humans determine the amount of harmful UV being radiated by the 
sun. UVB is required for dragons and other diurnal lizards to produce 
vitamin D3, an essential vitamin for calcium absorption. During morning 
basking sessions, the measured UVI readings lie between 4 and 7.5 
UVI and should be replicated at the basking spot in the captive situation.

Having captured about 130 dragons so far, we are starting to get a good 
idea of their basking location preferences. They prefer to have a raised 
basking site which gives them an open view of incoming predators. 
We have found them basking in the middle of roads, on top of shrubs 
in low lying areas, raised banks and rocks on the edge of the road, 
2 to 3 metres up on sparsely foliated trees and even on top of a star 
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picket. We have also noted their preference of an escape hide or burrow 
related to their basking site. They rarely bask above their burrows. This 
is in contrast to species such as Ctenophorus nuchalis which often 
bask directly on top of their burrow. A beardie’s burrow is usually 2 to 15 
metres away from their basking location. When we first exit the vehicle, 
beardies will often crouch down flat and once they believe they have 
been detected they make a run for their hide. They will not enter the 
burrow if they remain in sight of the predator. After investigating a few 
of these burrows, we realised that this is due to their caves being only 
50-60 centimetres deep with a single entrance. They are effectively 
trapped once they enter their burrow. A hand can easily be placed into a 
burrow in order to pull the dragon out, which makes capture easy for our 
purposes. Obviously, this undertaking requires caution due to numerous 
species of venomous snakes occupying similar looking burrows.

With regards to reproduction, we are only seeing gravid females during 
spring and early summer. 

Eastwards around Bourke, where we were seeing storms, all the 
females were gravid or showing signs of egg laying. In the spring of 
2018, as we moved 300 km west towards Wanaaring, the season was 
delayed with very little dragon basking and reproductive activity due to 
the drought. In Mid to late summer we have observed the reproductive 
activity to cease. This confirms the findings of other studies on wild 
bearded dragon’s reproductive activity. From mid-summer we were 
starting to see hatchling dragons under fallen debris and clinging to 
branches of waist high shrubs.

In 2018 we conducted two spring field trips hoping to get a large number 
of animals after an earlier mid-summer trip where the unseasonal heat 
had resulted in dragons going to ground and therefore poor numbers for 
the study. The first of the spring trips was at the end of September with 
the weather still being cool. Day-time temperatures were 24 degrees 
Celsius with night-time temperatures still in the single digits. During this 
time we managed to observe several dragons brumating or emerging from 
brumation. The dragons that were actively brumating were found in deeper 
burrows and under larger insulated logs half buried within the sand. Body 
temperatures of these dragons ranged from 9 to 13 degrees Celsius.

With a few more field trips before the end of the study there is always 
more data and observation to record. We are always surprised to note 
different behaviours depending on the season or even the individual 
weather pattern for the time. Despite bearded dragons being the most 
popular reptile pet around the world, there is so much more to learn 
about this stunning animal. I hope my research can contribute to our 
knowledge of this species, so that we can provide not only basic care 
and welfare for bearded dragons but advanced husbandry allowing 
them to thrive as best as possible in the captive setting.

Plant material in mouth.

Termites in mouth.
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Finding the Right Wetland 
Recipe for the Green and  
Golden Bell Frog 
Chad T. Beranek

An example of an adult green and golden bell frog.

chadbera@gmail.com 
facebook.com/gumnutnaturalist/ 

It is getting close to finishing my third and final field work season of my PhD. 
In a few weeks’ time I will have completed 84 weekly surveys on eleven 
restored wetlands on Kooragang Island for the threatened green and golden 
bell frog (Litoria aurea), for my PhD project titled “The Restoration Ecology of 
the Green and Golden Bell Frog”. It’s amazing to reflect that in my first field 
season, I only encountered about 150 unique frogs. Fast-forward to season 
three, and in the last few months I have encountered +1,100…

Since the declines of this species in the 1970s, scientists have been 
searching for a means to bring this frog back to its former glory. Each 
experiment and each failed attempt has brought us a step closer to figuring 
out mitigation strategies. There has been three primary concerns for this frog; 
(1) habitat removal, (2) predation of tadpoles by the invasive fish the plague 
minnow (Gambusia holbrooki), and the most impactful concern (3) the 
amphibian chytrid fungus (Batachochytrium dendrobatidis). To solve problem 

An example of what we need to do to collect data on the bell frogs… wade out into swamps at night!

1, we need to make habitat. To solve problem 2, when making habitat, we 
need to make habitat that excludes the plague minnow. Finally to solve 
problem 3, we need to make a habitat that passively manages chytrid levels. 
Each of these problems shape how we can formulate a habitat restoration 
project tailored to the bell frog, to form the perfect habitat recipe.

With much research over the years, we have found that the bell frog 
performs best in a habitat mosaic, that is, a habitat that has many different 
aspects to it. They need a variety of plant species to offer shelter and calling 
sites. They need wetlands of different depths, salinities and temperatures. 
They need some permanent wetlands for when there is drought, but also 
some ephemeral wetlands for when there is rain. In addition, they need many 
wetlands that are all in close proximity. These factors together allow the 
best breeding habitat for the bell frog and provide the first ingredients for the 
perfect recipe.

Once, the habitat is made the best it can be to promote breeding of the bell 
frog, we can then integrate solutions for the other issues, starting with the 
noxious fish… The only way we know the plague minnow can move into 
wetlands is through overland movement of water (e.g. floods). Therefore, 
all we had to do was build an earthen wall around the wetlands to prevent 
overland flow of water! A relatively simple ingredient to add.

Lastly, to manage chytrid levels we hypothesised that including wetlands that 
dried and wetlands that are permanent but have elevated salinity, this 

would be enough to reduce chytrid infection and increase survival rate of 
the bell frog. This is because firstly, chytrid is not able to survive without 
water, and secondly, chytrid does not survive well in water with elevated 
salinity. We also know that bell frog tadpoles are able to survive and grow 
in salinity levels of up to about 30 % the salinity of seawater! This is a 
slightly more complex list of ingredients to add, but thankfully it works well 
with the ecology of the bell frogs.

Adding all this into the mix to create the best habitat for the bell frogs, we 
created the wetlands which formed the major study sites of my PhD. So how 
did they go? Phenomenally well! In the first season I recorded 10 separate 
instances of breeding occurring within the newly created wetlands, with the 
second season recording a slightly higher value (11). The average bell frog 
clutch size is around 5,000 eggs, which means in season one, 50,000 eggs 
were injected into the wetlands, and 55,000 in season two. As a result the 
population has increased dramatically, and the bell frog is now by far the 
most common frog species on this site to encounter. This is what it would 
have been pre-European settlement! 

From here, we want to optimise the wetlands even further, and hopefully 
create wetlands with the same recipe in other bell frog sites in Australia to 
enhance their numbers. The next step much further into the future will be to 
combine a wetland creation project with a reintroduction project, to establish 
bell frogs back into areas they have gone locally extinct in, but that will be a 
story for another day.
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Surveying for the Peppered Tree Frog, we rediscovered the Endangered  
Booroolong Frog on the Northern Tablelands of NSW.

Missing frog rediscovered on the New England 
Tablelands of NSW after more than 40 years 
Dr Jodi Rowley & Timothy Cutajar 

Booroolong Frog (Litoria booroolongensis) from the newly discovered population on the New England Tablelands of  
New South Wales, Australia. Image: Jodi Rowley Australian Museum

Map showing the newly discovered population of Booroolong frogs (Litoria booroolongensis). Blue patches represent the 
historical range of the Booroolong frog, the red square the newly discovered extant population of L. booroolongensis on the 
New England Tablelands of New South Wales and the orange square the location of other known extant populations in the 
northern part of the range of L. booroolongensis. The boundary of the New England Tablelands according to the Interim 
Biogeographic Regionalisation of Australia (IBRA) Version 5.1 (Environment Australia, 2000) is shown in pale blue.  
Image: Environment Australia Environment Australia.

Once common and widespread, the Booroolong frog (Litoria 
booroongensis) has disappeared from much of its range across eastern 
Australia and is now listed as Endangered. The last time the species 
was reported from the New England Tablelands of northern NSW was 
over 40 years ago. However, during surveys in search of another missing 
frog, the peppered tree frog (Litoria piperata), we have now rediscovered 
Booroolong frogs on the New England Tablelands! Our discovery  
is great news for the Booroolong frog and provides hope for rediscovering 
other missing frog species.

Historically, the Booroolong frog, a medium-sized, stream-breeding frog 
species, occurred from around 200 to 1300 m elevation along the Great 
Dividing Range from extreme northern NSW to northern Victoria. The 
species declined considerably in the 1980s, probably a result of infection 
by the amphibian chytrid fungus (Batrachochytrium dendrobatidis), habitat 
modification, stream flow alteration, and predation by introduced fish.

Female Booroolong frog (Litoria booroolongensis) from the newly discovered population on the New England Tablelands  
of New South Wales, Australia. Image: Jodi Rowley Australian Museum.

Booroolong Frog Litoria booroolongensis. Image: Jodi Rowley. Australian Museum.

Booroolong Frog Litoria booroolongensis. Image: Jodi Rowley. Australian Museum.

Booroolong Frog Litoria booroolongensis. Image: Jodi Rowley. Australian Museum.

The Booroolong frog was once one of the most common frogs seen 
along streams on the New England Tablelands, but the last record of the 
species from the Tablelands was in 1975. Since then, no Booroolong 
frogs have been reported from this vast area, despite many surveys.  
That is, until recently!

In October 2017, we were surveying streams in the New England 
Tablelands in search of another missing frog species- the peppered tree 
frog (Litoria piperata).  
The peppered tree frog was only known from the New England 
Tablelands and hasn’t been seen at all since the 1970s. Surveying along 
a stream at night, documenting all the frog species we saw or heard, we 
came across a handful of brown frogs sitting on rocks in the middle of a 
stream. It was a species of frog that neither of us had ever seen on the 
Tablelands, but it was unmistakable. With large eyes, a rounded snout 
and skin with tiny bumps, we had discovered a population of Boorooolong 
frogs- the first sighting of the species on the New England Tablelands in 
42 years! The newly discovered population is over 130 km north of the 
nearest known populations of the species near Tamworth.

Dr Jodi Rowley, Curator, Amphibian & Reptile Conservation Biology, 
AMRI & UNSW &Timothy Cutajar, Honours student & Research Assistant, 
AMRI & UNSW.

More information:

●  Rowley, J.J.L. & Cutajar, T.P. (2018) Rediscovery of the Booroolong 
Frog Litoria booroolongensis on the Australian New England Tablelands 
after more than 40 years. Herpetological Review. 49: 620-621.

We thank the New England Tablelands community for their support of 
our search for the peppered tree frog, and to Northern Tablelands (Glen 
Innes) NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service office all the landholders 
for allowing us to survey their properties. We thank David Coote and 
David Hunter from the New South Wales Office of Environment and 
Heritage, and all at the Northern Tablelands (Glen Innes) NSW National 
Parks and Wildlife Service office. The rediscovery of the Booroolong Frog 
on the New England Tablelands was made possible by the New South 
Wales Government through its Environmental Trust.
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Update: 
Freshwater crocodile survey 2018 
Tracy Sonneman

Windjana Gorge National Park where the Lennard river is reduced to small isolated pools by the end of the dry season 
(Photo: Ruchira Somaweera).

Processing includes morphological measurement, scute marking and collecting a sample of DNA from each individual. 
(Photo: Max Jackson).

The annual freshwater crocodile survey undertaken by the Department 
of Biodiversity, Conservation and Attractions (DBCA) at Windjana Gorge 
National Park saw its fifth year in 2018. Along with Bunuba rangers, who 
jointly manage this reserve with DBCA, there were volunteers donating 
their time and expertise without which this survey couldn’t happen. As 
with all field-based research, we are at the mercy of Mother Nature which 
means the situation is rarely the same from year to year. As reported 
previously, 2017 saw a larger and deeper pool of water than 2016 due 

in part to late rains.  This made catching the crocodiles difficult as more 
water meant more places to hide and evade the nets.  In 2018 the water 
volume was lower however, but there were other challenges faced by the 
field team.  

As part of the research DBCA and Bunuba rangers undertake three 
spotlighting surveys each year.  The count from Windjana Gorge in 
September 2018 was the lowest recorded in recent years.  With only 
46 individuals spotlighted, compared to over 180 in previous years, we 

knew the density of crocodiles within the pool would be low.  This was 
evident when we only captured one or two individuals on each net pull, 
or sometimes even none.  The situation appeared to be the same for the 
other species regularly caught during this survey.  There were no sawfish 
and only one turtle caught in 2018 which is notably different to preceding 
years. 

As the cane toads had not yet reached Windjana Gorge, our hypothesis 
was that higher rainfall during the 2016/17 and 2017/18 wet seasons had 
enabled greater movement within the landscape. The last high rainfall 

wet season was 2011/12 and interestingly spotlighting following this 
wet season resulted in less than 50 animals counted during spotlighting 
surveys. As rainfall diminished over the following years, spotlighting 
numbers increased until a peak in 2016. The pattern of low rainfall 
and high crocodile numbers followed by increased rainfall and lower 
numbers was repeated over the eight years of which we have undertaken 
spotlighting.

Despite only catching 19 crocodiles we still had a variety of sizes with 
the largest being 2.2 m in length and the smallest only 0.47 m.  Weights 
ranged from less than  
a kilogram to 37 kg and we did record more juvenile crocodiles in the 
2018 survey than preceding years.

As reported previously, 2017 saw a larger 
and deeper pool of water than 2016 due 

in part to late rains.

We were then able to use the regular nets to capture crocodiles in the two outer pools (Photo: Ruchira Somaweera).The use of silt nets enables the division of the water body into three discrete sections. (Photo: Ruchira Somaweera).

It’s a team effort to undertake this survey each year and we never quite know what we’re in for.  What will mother nature 
throw at us in 2019? (Photo: Max Jackson).

Ingenuity

With a water body consisting of uneven surfaces and depths of up to four 
metres it is hard to maximise the area for which we get good coverage 
within the water body when dragging the net.  Therefore, we tried a new 
method in 2018 in the hopes it would increase the capture rate from our 
efforts.  In previous years, we only divided the pool in half and attempted 
to catch crocodiles in both sections using nets.  However, at its deepest 
point we are unable to get the net to reach the bottom and thus it is 
assumed many crocodiles hide in the depths to evade the net.  By using 

two silt nets were able to divide the pool into three distinct sections, 
isolating the deepest portion of the pool.  As the middle portion was the 
deepest and we did not have a net with adequate depth to touch the 
bottom, we implemented different techniques in this section compared to 
the two outer, shallower sections.

The survey involves sampling two discrete pools along the Lennard river to 
investigate site fidelity. Despite uniquely marking more than 100 individuals 
over the 5 years, we have only had a small number of recaptures.  This 
may reflect the low portion of the population that we have been able to 
capture, or it may be an indication that there is low site fidelity amongst 
the Lennard River freshwater crocodiles. One of the recaptures from 2018 
was originally marked at the main pool in 2017 but this time it was caught 
in the secondary pool, over four kilometres upstream. In this time, he had 
grown 10 cm but almost doubled in weight from 3 kg to 6.5 kg.  Another, 
more interesting recapture was only recorded due to the fickleness of 
Mother Nature which forced us to survey a new location.  Following a low 
rainfall wet season our regular second survey site was completely dry and 
we decided to survey a new location nearby instead.  A very small body of 
water was located on a tributary of the Lennard River and we successfully 
caught a couple of individuals. Unbeknown to us this would prove to be a 
fruitful exercise as we later caught one of these individuals in the main pool 
at Windjana Gorge National Park. That’s up to 20 km it had to move along 
the creek and river systems to end up in the national park.

Thankfully the cane toads have taken slightly longer to arrive than 
initially anticipated and this has enabled us to form a better picture of 
the seasonal changes that occur within the Lennard River freshwater 
crocodile population. However, the cane toads are marching on and will 
soon arrive in Windjana Gorge National Park and the more we can learn 
from their impact, the more able we are to draw upon current and yet to 
be developed management methods to best conserve the freshwater 
crocodile populations in the West Kimberley.
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Visiting the world’s most snakebite 
- afflicted regions   
Timothy N. W. Jackson

A plated lizard (Broadleysaurus major). Although superficially similar to large skinks, the plated lizards are part of a family 
that is endemic to Africa.

I was a fairly cautious kid. Still, like many Australian herpers I grew up 
catching and working with elapids, feeling secure in the knowledge that if 
an accident did happen I could apply first-aid, get myself to hospital, and 
be “cured” with effective antivenom. It wasn’t until I moved to Asia that 
my perspective started to shift. In 2002 I was in Singapore, assisting in 
the maintenance of a research collection of venomous snakes. We had 
many species pass through the collection and always made sure we have 
appropriate antivenom available…. that is until we got the tiger keelbacks. 
Rhabdophis tigrinus, the tiger keelback or Yamakagashi, is rear-fanged, 
but unlike most other non-front-fanged species, they’ve been responsible 
for several human fatalities. There is an “anti-Yamakagashi” antivenom 
made in Japan, but we were unable to acquire any. I was 18 years old and 
handling snakes without a safety net for the first time. Solution? Don’t get 
bitten. This, and a harrowing encounter with a Burmese Russell’s viper in 
Malaysia (Burmese in Malaysia, that means no antivenom) that same year 
sparked a realisation in me – it was possible to be bitten by a dangerously 
venomous snake and have no recourse to effective medicine….or medical 
treatment in general. Slowly it dawned on me that this was a situation faced 
by millions of people in the developing world every day of their lives as they 
went out to work in snake-infested environments. 

Almost 20 years later, I’m part of a small (but growing!) international 
collaborative network of venom researchers trying to do something about 
this chronic medical deficit. In 2018, my work for the Australian Venom 
Research Unit (AVRU) took me to India and Kenya. As detailed in Andrew’s 
article, India and sub-Saharan Africa are two of the world’s most afflicted 
regions, with a staggering combined total of 80,000 snakebite fatalities 
each year. What are we doing about this crisis? It’s a complex problem, but 
one of the most direct ways to address the shortage of effective antivenoms 
is to ensure that these products are manufactured in the first place. The 
production of high-quality antivenom depends on the collection of high-
quality venom, so we are collaborating with local venom producers to help 
them meet the gold standards of their fledgling industry.

In Tamil Nadu State, southeastern India, Romulus Whitaker has been 
working with the Irula people for more than 40 years. The Irula are a tribe 

of hunter-gatherers with expert knowledge of local flora and fauna. In 
the 1950s and ‘60s, they applied this expertise to capturing snakes for 
the skin trade. This practice was outlawed in 1972 and, anxious that the 
Irula’s wealth of traditional knowledge not go to waste, Rom suggested 
they continue catching snakes – no longer harvesting skins, but instead 
harvesting venom for use in antivenom production. Thus, the Irula Snake 
Catchers’ Co-operative was formed, with their base of operation becoming 
Rom’s Chennai Snake Park (now the Madras Crocodile Bank). The Irula 
have been collecting venoms under Rom’s supervision ever since and 
several years ago AVRU got involved through the unit’s head, David 
Williams. Together, we are securing funding to upgrade the Irula’s collection 
facilities and acting as technical consultants. In September 2018, I made 
my first visit, which ended up being a whirlwind tour of southern India as 
Rom graciously gave up his time to show me another of his long-term 
projects, the Agumbe Rainforest Research Station (ARRS), and I was also 
invited to give a lecture on the evolution of venom and venom systems at 
the Indian Institute of Science in Bangalore. 

I had an amazing time herping in Agumbe and have far too many 
stories and photos to share in this brief article! One of the ARRS’ major 
undertakings is king cobra (Ophiophagus hannah) research and relocation 
– the area around Agumbe is infested with these most regal of snakes. 
Despite their imposing size and venom yields, king cobras rarely pose a 
threat to humans (other than those silly enough to handle them) and can 

The Irula have been collecting venoms  
under Rom’s supervision ever since and 

several years ago AVRU got involved through 
the unit’s head, David Williams.

Ajay Giri and the Agumbe Rainforest Research Station insert a pit tag under the skin of a king cobra removed from private 
property. The tag will allow them to identify the snake if it is caught again.

Agama mwanzae - These brightly coloured dragons are common on rocks in the Masai Mara_Photo by Genevieve Jackson.

A vine snake (Ahaetulla nasuta) in the rainforest near Agumbe. This common species is always nice to see – it’s characteristic 
forward-facing eyes give it binocular vision and make it a very accurate striker, though it’s dangerous onl.
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Doing its bit to keep down snakebite numbers, this secretary bird is on the prowl for a snake-shaped snack. Photo by 
Genevieve Jackson

This tree agama jumped onto the elephant’s head as the giant mammal destroyed the Acacia the lizard was basking in. 
Photo by Genevieve Jackson.

More frightening to most readers than a snake, lions in fact account for far fewer human fatalities in Africa than our scaly 
friends. Photo by Genevieve Jackson.

justifiably be seen as guardians of the local community, since they regularly 
feed upon far more dangerous species of snake. One of the highlights of 
my visit was accompanying ARRS’ king cobra guru, Ajay Giri, on a number 
of relocations. King cobras frequently end up in people’s backyards (and 
occasionally inside their houses!) and Ajay is one of a number of snake 
catchers in the area who assist people by moving the snakes along. Unlike 
other snake catchers, however, Ajay does not charge for his services, and 
instead sees them as an opportunity to engage with the local community 
and educate them about their spectacular neighbours. On one such 
occasion, we were called to a house to deal with a king cobra eating a 
spectacled cobra right next to the cow shed! The spectacled cobra (Naja 
naja) bites far more people than its larger cousin, so this was a perfect 
opportunity for Ajay to extol the virtues of his favourite species of snake. 
Remarkably, by the time the king had swallowed its large meal (a process 
which took over an hour), Ajay had convinced the home owners to let the 

four-metre elapid slither slowly away into the bushes at the base of their 
garden – no one wanted to see the snake regurgitate its hard-won meal! 
This was a far cry from the “only good snake is a dead snake” attitude one 
encounters so frequently in Australia, and this in a country which suffers 
some 46,000 snakebite fatalities each year, in comparison to our two or 
three! We have as much to learn from India as India does from us. 

In Kenya, AVRU is undertaking a similar collaboration with Royjan Taylor 
of Bio-Ken Snake Farm, in the beautiful coastal region of Kilifi. As with 
the Irula, we are helping Royjan update his venom collection methods 
and undertaking laboratory analyses of the venoms to give antivenom 
manufacturers assurance of the purity, completeness (no toxins missing) 
and representativeness (similarity to the venoms the medicines are 
designed to neutralise) of these products. In November 2018, I made 
my first visit to Bio-Ken and delivered a talk at the 11th International Bio-
Ken Snakebite Seminar. Again I had an amazing experience on this trip, 

A Malabar pit viper (Trimeresurus malabaricus) in the rainforest near Agumbe. This species, commonly seen during 
the wet season, is venomous like all pit vipers, but bites to humans are rare and unlikely to be life-threatening.

no herping this time but we did squeeze in a sneaky safari, so I don’t 
have much to complain about! Regardless, we did see luck into quite 
a few incidental herp sightings, including an Agama on the head of an 
elephant (see photo). Much like Rom in India, Royjan is a local hero in 
his community and rightly so. In collecting venoms, often from species 
for which there is no effective antivenom (e.g. Egyptian cobras, Naja 
haje, which are far more widespread than their name suggests) Royjan is 
putting his life on the line daily. For a venom researcher like myself who 
has largely given up his youthful habit of actually handling my research 
subjects because of the danger involved, this is humbling. In addition, 
Bio-Ken operates the James Ashe Antivenom Trust (named for Bio-Ken’s 
founder and Royjan’s mentor), which maintains the only stocks of genuinely 
effective antivenom available in the local area – a repository of medicine 
which saves dozens of lives every year.

Our collaborations with both the Irula and Bio-Ken are in their early 
stages and I look forward to several more trips to India and Kenya over 
the next couple of years. Visiting countries suffering enormously from 
the burden of snakebite envenoming always puts things in perspective 
– we might get a lot of publicity for our “dangerous” snakes here in 
Australia, but the reality is that they simply do not rank amongst the 
world’s most dangerous species (unless you’re unlucky enough to be 
born a lab mouse). We snake loving herpers have a responsibility to 
educate people about the animals we find so fascinating, so that snakes 
and humans have a chance of living alongside one another in relative 
harmony. We are also at the frontline of spreading awareness about 
snakebite in the developing world – if we don’t talk about it, who will? 
In addition, venom researchers from the international community have 
a responsibility to help developing countries garner the expertise and 
resources required to address this problem. It’s early days, but we are 
making headway.



114 115

CHRIS TO SUPPLY 
CONTENT



116 117

In the time it took you to read this sentence, someone somewhere in the 
world was bitten by a snake. Maybe they saw a tail silently disappearing into 
the grass as they looked down or perhaps there were just two tell-tale marks 
and a growing sense of unease. Either way, another bite has just occurred. 
Continents away a woman is awoken by the sound of her child crying. They’ve 
been bitten in their sleep. Every six seconds there’s another bite. Six seconds 
and the clock is reset. Ten times a minute. 360 times an hour. 8,640 times 
a day. In a year, it’s estimated that more than 3 million people are bitten by 
snakes. To put that into context, it’s as if everyone in South Australia was bitten 
by a snake each year. Twice. 

In Australia, we don’t think about snakebite all that much. I mean maybe you 
do… Though given you’re reading the Red Bellied Courier, there’s a better 
than average chance there’s a snake in a display cabinet somewhere nearby. 
For the rest of us, snakebite isn’t really on the radar. And why would it be? 
Despite Australia being home to some of the world’s most venomous snakes, 
we don’t really come into contact with them all that often. And if we do, or we’re 
one of the 400 odd Australians bitten by snakes each year, we know that we’ve 
got access to free, safe and effective antivenoms in our hospitals. The rest of 
the world however is not so fortunate. 

Of the estimated 3 million bites each year, 125,000 snakebites will be fatal. 
India and Africa are the hardest hit. An estimated 46,000 people in India and 
32,000 people in Africa die each year from snakebite. A further 400,000 people 
around the world will survive only to be left with permanent disfigurements or 
disability. These numbers dwarf those of other neglected tropical disease and 
led the late Kofi Annan to call snakebite “the biggest global health crisis you’ve 
never heard of”. 

While these figures paint a fairly grim picture, the good news is that snakebite 
is by no means an insurmountable problem. Countries with an active, 
government subsidised antivenom program, like Australia, Costa Rica and 
Brazil, have all seen a significant decrease in the burden of snakebite. Their 
success and that of others tells us that tackling snakebite on a global scale 
is simply a matter of resources. So, here’s what our team at the Australian 
Venom Research Unit (AVRU - University of Melbourne; avru.org) is doing to 
tackle the issue.

Raising awareness

One of the first steps in addressing the global problem of snakebite 
is by letting people know that it’s actually a problem. In collaboration 
with the Lillian Lincoln Foundation and others, including the Australian 
Herpetological Society, we’ve been holding screenings of the 
documentary film Minutes to Die (minutestodie.com) in cities around the 
world. From Melbourne and Sydney to New Orleans, New York and the 

Tackling Snakebite:  
From Australia to the World 
Andrew Watt

UK. We’ve also got a screening planned in Port Moresby (Papua New 
Guinea) in late February. 

The film takes viewers across five continents to the homes and hospital beds 
of snakebite victims, to labs where scientists are developing new, improved 
and cost-effective treatments, to a pivotal meeting of public health officials at 
the World Health Organization. Highlighting the limitations of rural medical 
infrastructure, the economic challenges of antivenom, and the financial 
devastation to the families of snakebite victims—who are mostly agricultural 

A crowd of almost 200 attended what many regarded as the best event of its kind.

Left to Right. AHS President Chris Williams, Rom Whitaker, 
David Wiliams, and Royjan Taylor

Memorabilia auctioned on the night included these signed 
t-shirts donated by Venom Brewing.

workers and children—the film makes clear that this health issue is also 
very much an issue of poverty, inequity, and social justice.

For our Melbourne and Sydney screenings we also hosted a panel 
discussion featuring Dr David Williams (AVRU head), Royjan Taylor 
(Director of Bio-Ken Snake Farm in Watamu, Kenya) and renowned 
herper Romulus Whitaker (Founder of the Madras Snake Park and 
Crocodile Bank). These screenings were a wonderful opportunity to 
raise awareness of the impact of snakebite and help highlight the great 
work being done by Royjan, Rom and others around the world. It was 

Papua New Guinea Health Centres.

Distributing antivenom to health centres in rural  
Papua New Guinea

Distributing antivenom to health centres in rural  
Papua New Guinea

Papua New Guinea (PNG) has one of the highest 
localised snakebite rates in the world. In some 
parts, mortality rates from snakebite are three 

times higher than those from other diseases such 
as malaria or tuberculosis.

also a great chance to meet people from the herping community and 
discuss ways in which we can work together to protect people from 
snakebite while also protecting snakes as we continue to encroach on 
their habitats. Behind the scenes, we utilised our time with Rom and 
Royjan to further our collaborative vision. These discussions led AVRU’s 
Dr Timothy Jackson to visit Rom in India and Royjan in Kenya late last 
year to kick things off, something you can read about in Tim’s article 
later in the publication. 

For those unable to attend the screenings, the film is set to be released 
online later in 2019.

Working with the World Health Organization

In 2017, following a concerted advocacy campaign led by AVRU’s head, 
Dr David Williams, and the Global Snakebite Initiative, the World Health 
Organization (WHO) made the landmark decision to list snakebite envenoming 
as a Neglected Tropical Disease. This recognition by WHO has sent a powerful 
message to governments, donors and the wider public that a coordinated 
effort is required to tackle snakebite on a global level. As Chair of the WHO 
Snakebite Envenoming Working Group, Dr David Williams has been tasked 
with leading an international team of expert clinicians and researchers to 
develop a strategy capable of reducing deaths and disabilities from snakebite 
by 50% in the next 11 years. That’s no small task. 

The workplan will focus on improving the quality, safety and affordability of 
antivenoms and improving access to these life-saving medicines across 
the regions where snakebite is endemic. There will also be a major focus 
on educating health care workers and communities on how best to prevent, 
diagnose and treat snakebite in their areas. One of the challenges of such 
educational programs is ensuring that local customs and beliefs are taken 
into consideration during program development. Medical interventions which 
incorporate aspects of, rather than run counter to, existing traditions have 
a higher uptake and success rate. However, they also require more local 
knowledge meaning working alongside communities is a priority. 

In Melbourne, the AVRU team is busy preparing the lab to position ourselves 
as a potential site for the official WHO Collaborating Centre for Snakebite 
Envenoming. Confirmation on the final selection will occur later in 2019, but 
whatever happens we look forward to working alongside the WHO and the 
international snakebite community to tackle snakebite worldwide.

Addressing the problem of snakebite in Papua New Guinea

Our team has been working to treat and prevent snakebite in PNG since 
2004 through an ongoing partnership between the University of Melbourne, 
the University of Papua New Guinea and Port Moresby General Hospital. 
Our snakebite clinic at Port Moresby General Hospital treats between 350-
400 cases of snakebite each year. The clinic was established to save lives; 
however, it also provides an opportunity to train clinicians and nursing staff for 

snakebite management. The high number of envenoming cases that present 
to the clinic also provides a unique environment for us to study the clinical 
syndromes of envenoming. This ongoing work helps to improve the treatment 
of snakebite patients in Papua New Guinea and Australia due to the overlap in 
venomous species between our two countries. We also operate the Charles 
Campbell Toxinology Centre (CCTC) research laboratory and serpentarium at 
the University of Papua New Guinea. At CCTC, we conduct research projects 
on venom, snake biogeography, epidemiological and provide the clinic with 
blood analysis support. 

In March 2018, we launched the PNG Snakebite Partnership, a collaborative 
partnership with the National Department of Health (PNG) the Australian 
Government, Seqirus Pty Ltd, and the Charles Campbell Toxinology Centre 
at the University of PNG. Over the next three years, our collaborative team 
will distribute over 600 vials of antivenom (generously donated by Seqirus) 
every year to health centres across PNG. This is more than triple the amount 
of antivenom previously available across the country. This work will enable us 
to collect vital data on the number of snakebites occurring in different parts of 
the country while also assessing the clinical presentation and treatment plan 
for each presenting patient. This data will be used to ensure that health centres 
around the country have the appropriate antivenoms and clinical training to suit 
their specific needs. 

As of January 2019, more than 400 vials of antivenom have been delivered to 
40 health centres across PNG (see map). 

As of January 2019, more than 400 vials of antivenom have been distributed 
across 40 health centres across Papua New Guinea. 
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As a writer, you have the occasional stroke of good luck. This happened 
to me when I was researching Venom (my book about the development 
of a specific taipan antivenom) and decided to contact a man by the 
name of Roy Mackay.

Roy, I knew, had been a key player on the Australian reptile scene in the late 
1940s. He had gone on expeditions to the far north long before anybody 
knew much about taipans, and certainly before an antivenom was available. 
In fact, his desire was to collect specimens to help with the development of 
that antivenom – a truly selfless endeavour. He had travelled with his best 
friend, a man whose name has become a part of herpetological mythology, 
synonymous with tragedy and heroism: Kevin Budden.

The problem was, as a writer of history, I knew how hard it was to retrieve 
stories now many decades old. And this is where I had my stroke of good 
luck, all thanks to the intelligence, professionalism and scientific exactitude of 
Roy, a man who passed away in February.

Remembering Roy Mackay 
Brendan James Murray

When I telephoned Roy at his home in Queensland, I found him to be 
talkative, friendly and genuinely curious about my project. He answered my 
questions with patience. We discussed taipans for some time, then I got to 
the point: I wanted to know how much he remembered about the expedition 
he had gone on with Budden and Neville Goddard in 1949.

He didn’t miss a beat. “I kept a diary of the entire trip. Let me find it, and I’ll 
make photocopies for you.”

Sure enough, a thick, yellow envelope arrived from Paluma shortly 

XXXXXXXX

afterwards. It was everything I had hoped for, and more. Roy’s writing – all in 
a beautiful, sloping cursive – was a window into another time, and meticulous 
to the point of including details ranging from train platforms (No. 10 Central 
station) to what they ate (scrambled goanna eggs at one point). It was the 
type of material writers dream about.

A typical entry, which gives a hint of the great adventures these young 
men enjoyed: We arrived at South Brisbane station at 2:43pm. I rang Mr 
Wassell and he came to the station to pick us up about 15 minutes later 
in an x army Hillman utility which he has used for travelling around Cape 
York. He took us to the museum… we were introduced to Mr Vernon, a 
taxidermist whom I met in Sydney a couple of years ago. The museum 
has one pickled specimen of a taipan about 8 ft long, collected at 
Colosseum, Nth Queensland…”

Such entries reveal the level of professionalism Roy brought to his natural 
history work from a young age, and maintained throughout his life.

Roy was born in 1928, and grew up in Newtown, New South Wales. He 
credited his passion for wildlife to the loving influence of his mother. “She 
really did support me in a whole lot of ways,” he told me. “She gave me my 
first natural history book – Pycraft’s Animal Kingdom – which I still have.”

More than that, when they moved into a large manse on Wellington Street, 
she allowed her son an entire room dedicated to keeping wildlife, and 
particularly reptiles. It was from here that Roy started the Australian Reptile 
Club, a humble meeting of likeminded people that eventually blossomed into 
the Australian Herpetological Society.

“I had ideas with some other friends that I might get a society going.” I always 
found Roy’s voice to be gentle, kind. “A sort of club… We had a lounge room 
with a billiard table. There must have been about fifteen or twenty of us who 
met there every month.”

Far from being an amateur, Roy worked full time in the late ‘40s as a 
taxidermist at the Australian Museum. He met his future wife, Margaret, at 
the Royal Australian Zoological Society in Sydney. An ornithologist introduced 
them: they had a shared passion for birds.

It was around that time that taipan hysteria was gathering momentum in 
Queensland. Lurid headlines splashed the nation’s pages: Another death. 
No known antidote. Roy decided to lead an expedition to Coen in search of 
Oxyuranus scutellatus.

When I asked him what he, Kevin and Neville knew about taipans, he 
laughed. “Hardly a thing.”

“Was Margaret worried about you? Were your parents?”

XXXXXXXX XXXXXXXX XXXXXXXXXX

“No,” Roy answered. “Not in my case. [They] knew I was very careful and I 
had not had any bite from a snake. In fact, afterwards, the only [venomous] 
snake I was bitten by was a death adder up in New Guinea.”

Since in Venom I intended to write extensively about Indigenous Australians 
(especially George Rosendale), I asked Roy what his memories were of the First 
Australians. His answers were fascinating and, again, an insight into a past that 
could so easily have been forgotten if it wasn’t for men like Roy Mackay.

“I got on quite well with them,” he recalled. “But at that stage they really were 
scared of snakes. One time, they came around our camp on horses because 
they were looking after the cattle on a station there. They had something in a 
bag. I can’t remember what particular snake it was [his journal later revealed 
it to be a red-naped snake] but they dropped it in front of me and certainly 
stepped well back.”

I asked Roy if the Indigenous cattlemen were aware of taipans.

“They were. But they couldn’t exactly point to an area and say ‘That’s where 
they are.’”

Were the cattlemen afraid?

“Oh, yes.” His voice became sombre. “They were frightened stiff.”

Despite weeks of herping, the three young naturalists never caught a taipan, 
though one narrowly escaped Roy and Neville in long grass near a termite 
mound. Shortly before they were due to depart, some Indigenous women led 
them to a dry riverbed where a taipan was living, but that search, too, proved 
disappointing.

“We went up and down the banks and kept our eyes open for a few hours,” 
he remembered.

It was after they returned that Kevin Budden went to Cairns alone, and was 
there killed by a taipan. It’s a tragedy that haunted Roy for the rest of his life, 
though he did eventually come to terms with what occurred.

“He was a very, very nice young bloke.” It was a declaration Roy repeated 
again and again throughout our conversations. “Very very keen on the 
reptiles… That’s why he stayed in Cairns after the trip… He was a very, 
very nice bloke.”

When I asked Roy what he thought of Hal Cogger’s assertion that coastal 
taipans are the deadliest snake in Australia, he agreed. “Definitely. Because 
of their swiftness. Even though brown snakes are very fast, the taipan can 
still beat that for speed.”

Just as Roy’s mother positively influenced his career, so Roy was to 
become a major influence on the lives of his two sons, Duncan and David. 
Duncan became an academic specialising in plant-insect interactions; David 
worked in botanical art and illustration before himself completing a PhD and 
commencing research in pollination ecology.

In 1964 Roy moved his family to Papua New Guinea (then the Australian 
Territory of Papua and Protectorate of New Guinea) after being asked to 
establish a museum and gallery at Port Moresby. He journeyed around 
much of the country on foot, collecting specimens and making enormous 
contributions to knowledge of the local herpetofauna. He also founded the 
New Guinea Bird Society.

Eventually, the family moved to the Baiyer River Sanctuary and Zoo in the 
Western Highlands Province; Roy was officer in charge at the sanctuary, 
while Margaret (a vet nurse who had worked at Taronga in the early days) 
was charged with overseeing the diet and welfare of the captive animals.

In 1987 Roy and Margaret Mackay returned to Australia, settling in Paluma, 
where they would live out the rest of their lives. Far from putting up his feet, 
Roy continued as a volunteer at the Museum of Tropical Queensland in 
Townsville, educating people about wildlife as well as specimen preparation 
and taxidermy.

I feel greatly honoured to have known Roy Mackay, and to have been able to 
share some of his story. Men like him stand for me as role models; though I 
am not a herpetologist, I will eternally respect Roy for his approach to life, his 
dedication to his passion and his treatment of both the natural world and his 
fellow human beings.

At the end of one of our interviews, I asked him a question that I always pose: 
If there’s one thing you would desperately want me to put in the book, what 
would it be?

Roy laughed, but his words were genuine in their kindness: “Don’t kill snakes”.




