




estcr-D Austrrliir is lrlcssccl (ves,

b lessed l )  r v i t l r  l r  o r . r nd  l l { )
species ofsrrrkcs (thcre:lrc irround 2f)(X)
species rvorlclu, icle). Ncrr '  spccies ere
discovelccl occasiolt l ly in l lore rcltote
regions, or throLrirh gcnctic lcchniqrrcs
t lu! c.11 disrinslr ish cl i f icrenccs. desprtc
sirrt i l l r  externl l  lppelrenccs Snlkes
occur in just i l l lout cvcry lubir l t  you
cen inragittc: f i r l rD r l l l  tbrcsts in r lre
sotl th \vcsr to sancly, colstel pl.r ins,
lnd f l trrrr Luggcd nroul)t t in r lngcs
ro:rr id spirr i tex dcscrrs. Meuy spcctcs
ere elso f irrrnd in nr:rr inc hrbiters.
sonrc Ir(. fet-r inq Drengrovcs. tnd othcrs
i lhabir ins coml rr 'cfs or sh:r l lo*, inshorc
sarers. Sonrc scl l-sr l i rkcs evcl l  occupy
deep occl lnlc \ \ ' r tcts.

Origin of snakes
Tlre cvolr.rciorr:rrv histoly of sn.lkes

is sri l l  thc sotrrce of sonrc dcblte- As
suekcs hlvc' lots olsrrul l  clcl icrtc bon..

thcy.ue not u'el l  preserved in tbssi l
clcposits,so thc flrv fossils that hlve been
Iocrtcd have qcner;rted consiclerablc
i r r c ( ru \ t .Su l r r r  p . r l r co  t o l og i5 r \  l t ) . t i t r r , l i l )
tlur snakcs evolved lrou ln xquatrc
i lnccscor, such as the plesiosaur of the
clinosrur lsc. This is dr.re prinurily to
rhe discovery of a snake-l ike species
rvith sn1rl l  rr :r i l iDs le'ss in a mariDe fossi l
deposit (the :rptly-nanlcd Padtyndtis
prohlcnatiars). The nrore coDvelttionrl
view is thrt snakes evolved fi.onl a
terrcstrial burrorving lizatrd during cbe
Clrct lceous period lround 1(X) uri l l ion
yelrs aqo.

The success of en elot'rgirte body
fbrnr lc'd to rhe evolution of nnny
species of sni lkes. Thc older eroups of
sr).rkcs, such rs thc pythons and bl ind
snrkes. letairr rc'mnants of the hind
l ir lbs :r ld rhe pelvis. In pythons, t l rc '
hind l iDlb rerlrniurts fonn small 'c loacal
spul-s'which nrr le pydlons use to t ickle
rlld taLntalise feirales rvhen drey lre
nratir lg. Interesrinqly, sonle slakes chose
to colonisc water.Dd their body shapes
evolvcd !o suir an ilqurtic liftstyle, with
r lr terr l  f . lattening ofthe body rnd tai l
to aid in srvinrtrring, nasrl fllps to stop
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Main Black-headed python.
Photo - Jiri Lochman

Left Carpet python scales.
Photo - Michael Pelusey

Below A paddlelike tail helps sea-snakes
propel themselves through the water.
Photo - Ann Stoffie

lvater cnteriDg rhe lungs dr-rring diving
and rn ability to accurately control
buoyancy.

Australian snakes aLe derived frour
two geographic orieins. Most have
evolved froDl ancestors that occurred
on the sLlpercontiDent Gondwana
(an amalglnution of Australia, India,
Antarct icl ,  Afr ica and South America).
These are the bl ind snakes ( in the
family Typhlopidae), pythons (Boidae)

and froDr-fanged veDoDrous specles
includinq sc'r-snakes (the Elapidae).
Around 15 ui l l ion years ago, as
Auscralia drifted torvards Asia, other
nlxke species lvere able to cl'oss the
sea and colonise Australia by rafting or
swinlnling benveen islands, especially
snakes in the Family Colubridae
(including the browl rree snake and
seveml aquatic species).

Thin compromises
Adopting rn elongate body shape

posed a number ofproblems for snakes
lnd they developed some elegant
solut ions to cope rvith the lack ofbody
rvidth. Most species have only one
lung, the right lung, although often
the tuchea (or rvindpipe) is enlarged
.tnd also functions to exchange airThe
Ittng is long atnd can extend up to two
rhirds ofthe lengfi  ofrhe snrke. Sonre
snakes, such as pythoDs, rctain a ntuch
smaller left lung. Unlike huntans, snakes
l:tck a diaphragrrr, so air is drawn in and
out of the lurrg using lnoverrent of
the rib-cage. Other body organs, such
as the stonlach and liver, are similarly
elongate, while the heart musr be able
to purnp blood to the extrentities of
the body, even when nuch ofthe body
nlay be higher than rlte heart.

l{eproductive organs have also been
compronised. Testes are paired, but are
snlall and flattened until the onser of
breeding, rvhen rhey srvell rvith sperm.
Ferrrale snakes have two ovaries, which
continually forrn ova during their adult
life. If they are not ferrilised, rhen the
ova caD be reabsorbed, and the nutrierlrs
saved for other body functions.

Long bodies require different
\ lrPport \ystcr) l i .  Sonre snakes hrve in
excess of 500 vertebrae. The vertebrac
and ribs are Jinked by nrr.rscles, typically
with each vertebn attached to several
adjoining ones and, in turn, to ribs
and skin. These complex overlappirrg
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Sn.rkcs hlr,c Lrt-cn so srtccessl ir l

r r  Au r t r . r l i . r  L1 (L . r r l . (  , r l -  t l r r r r  , r b i l i t r e r

to cope l i th sersonrt l  f i roci slrorr:rgcs

c.rusccl bv rLouqhrs. f i res lrrd thc klv

r lensit ios t. l f  prcy If  lood is l iur i tccl.

sDlkcs N i l l  rctr-cl t  to i l  sl)cl lcr '  \ i tc srrclr

.rs . l  burlo\\ ' .  Ioq or hol lou l i rrrb to coi l

l r p . r r ( l  \ \ . l r t  T l t u  [ ' , ' J v '  I  I  I  (  r  .  r  I  )  (  '  I  I  '  I  I  I  I \

slolr,ccl .rrrd vlr ious plrts of drc boclv

l lot i  !rsc (such:rs dre stoDuclt i tr tcl

repnrtlrrcrivc or-g:ttts) lrc shut tlorr,It .

uirh tht ' i l  blootl  f lou grc.rt l l ' rccirrccd-

Mc.lst spccics of snrkcs. iuclucl irg

t l r , r . c  r r  t l r ,  t r ' , r p i i . .  r ' uJ r r . c  t l r c r r '

. r ,  t r r  r t r  J t t t r r r s  t l r ,  , , ' , ' l , r '  t r r ' t r t l t '  , , r -

l inter. Soutlr- l  cslcrn clrpcr pvrhous.

lirr inst:rncc. relrL':l! !o lorts or ttcc

l r . , l l o r r .  i r r  M . ru  l l r c l r  l l r c \  I ( r l t . r i r )

reLrr ivcl) '  i r trr trobi lc l trd t lo trot ert

uDti l  ScptcDrbcr. onlv !cr lrp!ccl to

cnlcl l tc !o b.rsk closc r() thcir shcltcr

on ulrrrr t l l r ts.

Serpentine reproduction
\ r ) . , k ( * , l r . p l . r \ , r  r . r r )X r . , ' i r c f  r , ' . l t r .  r i r .

l i rccics. Fcrl i l lcs tvpicrl l l '  r t tr- lct l t t lcs

usinc phcxrntone tr. l i ls, \ 'hich nrir lcs

tbl lou using rhcir strrnq scnse of srnel l .

l l l  \ . r I l t . ,  \ l ' c \ ' i c \ .  r r r . r l e ,  r l t l r r  r , '  u . r r r r

. , c . r ' . .  r . ,  t i . r  . r l c , . , ' l i c  l u .u l t r l {  i r r

cl lbontc rrtcsding disphy's lrr  othcr

spccics. nr.r lcs rr.rv coi l  toncrhcr lround

rhc f i ' rnl lc in r rrt i tss of rvt i thing
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Above Several male carpet plthons coi l
toaether around a female in an effort to

l )o l l lc \  t lo \ \c \ ' (1.  \ \c  l t . l \ ' (  l l t t l (  ' r l
male wtrn ner.

r)o ir)fbrrritiorr on thc rcploductivc photo David pearson/DEc

betuviorrr  of  Dlost  spccics.

Sonrt '  specics hy cggs. l) ,vthons.

for cxernplc. coi l  rr-orrrrd thcir cggs

lnc{ keep thclr.r t ;r  st;rblc tcnrlrc] l tr l rc

unri l  thcv hrtclr.  Othcr s1'rccics. sr,rch ls

nl:rny of drc cl lpicl  snekes lnd :r l l  sea-

snekes. gir,e tr ir th !o l ivc voLlr)q thi lr :uc

i lclcpcncienr rt  bi l th.

Venom-just modified saliva!
Thc verronr glencls possc'ssc'cl ['r1,

s()nlc qrolrps of sDikcs ile relerecl rcr

!hc \. l l iv i l ry gl lnds ofothcr vcltebl i l !u\.

Vcrtorls lu'c a conrple\ nrixture of

cnzvrnes. The,v s,ork ort thc body of

prcy in rn;rny difllrent rvrys. incluclittg

intefti'rinqrvith lcr',,'c-pulse rrlnsnrission,
'rr,hich ceuses the helrt lucl luugp to firil.

Othcrs cllnrlgc bkrod vessels. le.tclirtla

kr hlcnror r hlgirrq. irncl odrcn prcvent

bloocl lionr ckrrring- Venorrt hls :ttt

i rrrporcrmt rolc irr  i rnnrobi l ising ple,v

rrpiclll,. so 11119 1l1g totcr)ti:ll nreill ciulDot

inflict clenr:rgc o11 !he slrrkc o gct

irNr)'.

A  w r , , r r d . r l y  r r r c  u l -  r ' c r ru t r t  i s  t i r r

plotection. Wlrcn pcople ere birten

bv srr:rkes. ic is .rLrrost al\,iL)'s becrusc

drc snlke f lcls thrcltenc'cl  i lnd. lcts to

clcfi'lcl itsclf. The bcst rva,v ro avoicl

being tr i t tcn is to lcavc' snlkcs l lonc

Ncr,cr '  .r lccrlpt ro ki l l  rhcrl  urrr l  givc

thcrn iprcc so t l lc\ 'aiur cscl lpc

Frog huntel extlaordinaire
Tiscr sn:rkcs r l t '  f icqLrclt  i r)hi lbi t . ln!\

, , i r t r . ' t ! . t t r r ' r l - \ \ ' , l r r l l l \ . r r r ( l  t r . r t .  r r r , t r r  i t l

r l rc south-*,cst. uhcrt thct :rrc'  lble

to oirluin firrgs. onc oi chcir prctirre'cl

tbods. Thcv ci ln hunt cttcct ivclv

cltrr ing coolcl t inrcs oi thc r 'ci tr  i trrcl

.r t  lo\!  l l ight-t inlc rcnpcrl turcs. but

coDsr'qucntlv ir lc ot icrr sccn blskirrg rrr

rvrrru LrP in rhc rnor-rt ir tq. Wltclc cigcr-

sl). lkcs occLlt l* l t  f i rrnr \ \ \ ' : rDrps. thcv

nrust lclv on othcl prcy ()rr ( larclc:r

Isi lncl.  ncl l  l lockinghlrt t ,  t iqcr '  sr)rkcs

ti ' t -r l  rnriulv or spir,v-tui lcci gccko\ lnd

intrrrclr.rced lroust '  rrr icc .rrrcl  ott l \ '  rc ' . tch

it  snr.t l l  sizc. I :r  ct>ntlesr. on nelrrbl
( l l l rr lc lsl :rrcl .  lc lult  t igc: snlkcs ere

nor.rr ishcd oD : l l  i rb! lrcl . l r) t  cl ict of

scrt i l r l l  chicks l t trcl  g:t>\,  to strbsrlnt i :r l

lcngrlrs in cxccss oi ortc rtrclrc.

Camouflaged patience
I)cl th :rt l r lcrs lrc inclcdiblc r l i tstcrs

of a DoLltlilgc lncl lrc rerclY sr't-rt urrless

, t r ' " t t l { . t  t , , . t J .  f l t . v  l l U  r r l , ' t r , ' l l l e t '  r r r
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