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PART Il

CAPTIVITY.

Within Australia, Acanthophis are
by far the most sought-after venomous
snake by herpetologists. There are sev-
eral reasons for this, not the least being
the fact that there is no other Australian
snake like them. They are also extremely
easy to keep, being almost impossible to
kill. Although theoretically prone to all the
usual snake ailments, Acanthophis rarely
succumb to them. | have seen Death
Adders (A. antarcticus) get over mite in-
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Copulating Death Adders (A.antarcticus). Male from West Head,
NSW. Female from Glenbrook, NSW

festations that would have killed most other
reptiles. These snakes barely showed any
illeffects. I've seen wild-caught specimens
covered in ticks, again without apparent ill
effect. Once | had a pest strip dripping into
a water bowl in a cage with A. antarcticus
for several months. No snake showed any

ill effects. On another occasion a male
Desert Death Adder had a terrible mouth
infection. It responded well to anti-biotics.
The snake made a 100 per cent recovery.

Some captive Death Adders (A.
antarcticus) appear to become darker
in colour when held in captivity (see Hoser
1985b). There is no known reason for this,
nor has any seasonal correlation been
noted. | have noticed this trend in both
red and grey snakes, The cause may have
something to do with the temperature/s the
snakes are kept at. Colour changes in re-

sponse to captivity are known in several
other species of Australian snake.

Average sloughing rate is about
3.1times per year, (based on 14 snakes |
over a total of 419 months), although fast-
growing and young specimens tend to
have a higher sloughing frequency (Hoser,
1982). Acanthophis usually slough in one
piece, and repeated failure by a captive
snake to do so may indicate a health
problem that needs to be addressed. |
have never observed Acanthophis
soaking prior to sloughing or heard of cap-
tive specimens having difficulty in doing
so. This is except for some minor prob-
lems experienced by Mirtschin, who had
snakes which had piecemeal sloughs. He
thought this was due to excessive dryness
in his cages which tended to lack cover.
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When feeding snakes i group
cages, | often had nnake:} bite and ch
one another, with no aﬁvem@ ﬂmﬂf"tv on
one another {Hoser 18852). Thal ap-
peared o indicate immunity to venom by
thess enakes, . Sleltler (1986} and van
Woarkom {1085 documented a case in-

valving apparent non-mmunity 1o venom.

i Acanthophis frorm unknown
locality; hwo apparenily healthy

were kept successiully in the same shoe-
Box style accommaodation used 1o success.
fully breed most colubrids,

it goes without saying that a wa-
tar bow! should be provided at ail times,

Young specimens and Desert

antarofioys) have been bred mors fre-
guantly than any other Australian elapid.
For dacumented cases see Hay, {1972}
Hoser (1983, 1887}, Hudson (1878,
Johnson {18987, Mirtschin (1976, 1882,
1985, 1991, Bamett and Gow (1882}
Barmett and Gow have boih bred Barkly
Tableland Death Adders many times and
their resuils show litlle differ-
ances to those for cases involw-

snakes died from bites from &
feliow Acanthophis that was part

§ the same litter Although the
cause of death may have baan
ammething other than venam,
this whole ares nesds further in-
vestigation,

Cannibalism jsnt
known in Acanthophis, except
Hor Desert Death Adders, with
‘which it can be 2 maior prob-
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fem, particularly in young spaci-
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ing other A. anfarclicus.

For dogumentation of
breading Desert Death Adders
see Fyfe and Munday (1988).

MNartharn Death

Adders have been bred by Brian
Bamett on a number of coea-
sions. According to Barneif the
avarage litter size for s female

" is about 10. :

mMEeng. 1My Dwn SEperiences,

ome spegimens have far
sironger sannibalistic tendencies than oth-
fers. Gow (18811 and others documented
feannibaiism in young Desert Death
HAdders.
‘an adult mate from Goldsworthy, West-
{ern Australia who on one occasion ate a

fellow male roughly the same size before

regurgitating him dead. They sharad the
same gage iogether and food was not on
offer at the time. On ansther pccasion,
the samea snake aie a shightly smaller fa-
male A anfarclious before ragurgitating

her gead. Again no food had been an of-

far,

in athar words, for Desart Death
Adders at least, ® s advisabla o keen
snakes in separste quarters. 1goes with-
oul saying that all snakes should be
rwatched when fed, to ensure that no two
‘anakes go for the same plene of food.

in ferms of how to house
Acanthophis, they seem to survive and
bread in gl manner of setups.  Brian
Barmeil successfully keeps Acanthophic
in shoe-box style cages. He has bred
Barkly Tableland A. anfarcticus and
Northern Daath Adders {A.
praslongus).

: Mins were kepi in modified fish-
itanks ‘and. display cases with hardened
Lclay substrate, with "underground” cables
‘as the primary heating source. . Leaves
‘acted as cover for the snakes. Thess
Heaves bacame opt‘om? overtheyemrs as
lihey really weren'{ nacessary. i was able
Lo take batler photos of the snakes in thek
{eages when thers wersn't leaves (6 ob-
‘soure the view.

Captive A praglongus {indo-
nesian specimens) | saw held by Tom
[Crutchfisld in 1923 i the Unitad Siales
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My own expenences reiated o

Death Addars seem o show a strong pref-
asrence for lzards over mice. Qnes
Acanthophis are large encugh, mice are
the recommended food, aithough they will
also sirvive adeguately on alternatives
such as hatohling chicks. There are var-
ous ways 1o “rick-feed” Acanthophis o
convert them to rmice.

| used to use chopped up bils of
tizard Hed (with oolton) o a freshly-killed
mougse and fad as a single ump to the
snake Thefood item would be jiggled in
front ofthe snake with tongs and the snake

would take i, eating the lizard part first, with

the connacted mouse being swallowed at

© e same time. 1 used to chop up my liz-

ards g4y they were oo precious to waste
ongat a iime on the snakes,

Othars” have had success sim-
ply rubhing fzard over the mouse fo “seant’
it. § had no success with this method

Although  Acanthophkis  will
readily eat frogs (see Shine, (1980) for a
detaiied analysis of what wild Death Adders

il gat), these are not recommaended due
to the heavy parasife burden camried by
thess animals.

- Although | never had. parasite
problems with my Acanfhopiis, Taronga
Zod it Sydney reported Ascarid {blood
parasite) problams with some of its Dasernt
Baath Adders

. On (m{imm@!vi rare Qocoasions
that Acanthiophis have had o be force
or “‘assistad, thiz has not posed any prob-
s

SREEDING IN CABTIATY..

~ Death Adders {(Acanthophis

Sexing adult snakes is
easy The male has a distinclly
farger and thicker tall. This is easlly no-
ticed when males and females are put
side by side, or by anyone who regularly
observes Acanthophis. Males offen:
siough thelr hemipenes (Stettler, 18851
Immature spacimens are savei;m%'
harder io sex, especially in Desert Death
Adders. Howsver all Acanthophis can be
readily sexad by probing {which i3 ax-
plained in most snhake-keeping books)

Fairly standard snake husbandry
technigues will ensure success. Both
sexes MUST be cooled over the winter:
prior to planned mating. My initlal fallures
in attempting to breed Death Adders (A
antarcticusy were solely as a result of
my faflure to cool my males. Onee | staried
doing this, | couldn't help but breed Death
Adders.

Males mate in similar stere-
otyped fashion to mos! other snakes (see
Hoser, 1983 for details of Death Adder
mating behavieur and Carpentsr and
Ferguson, 1877, for delails of sterectyped
sexual behaviour in reptites),

I summary, the male snake wili
mount the femade and align his body over |
that of the female. The male will rub his!
chin aver the female and fiatten his body |
in & bl fo cover the female’s {usually
larger) hody, The male will attempt to iR
the female’s tail 1o expose her vent wilh
his own tall Inresponse, the female may
rapidly twitch har own tail and eit a@r@biig&a
{if recestive) or if unreceplive either flss
the male and/or sit on her tailivent region |
g0 that the male cannot suslly COpLﬁaIe.
During copulation, the male sneke will
have caudo-cephalic twhiches, in particy
lar around the neck, lower hody and iail
The orisntation of the snakes becomss
lpss important during the course  of so-
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tual copulation. As the female snake
|moves about, the male will attempt to keep
his body in the original orientation. This is
probably due to the fact that this is the most
comfortable mating position for the snake.
Successful copulation tends to last for a
few hours, but appears to range from a
few minutes to several hours and possi-
bly even days.

Prior to mating,
males will tend to go off
their food and pace their
cages. |If this behaviour
isn't displayed, then the
male probably won't want
toc mate. On rare occa-
sions, males will mate
shortly after feeding. Fe-
males on the other hand
will feed normally during
the mating season and
early pregnancy. They will
even eat while copulating!

My own
Acanthophis didn't seem to

e
=

done when she crawls off, dragging the
male along behind her by his still-joined
hemipenis.

Mating behaviour is most likely
during times of outside temperature and
air-pressure changes. In a captive situa-
tion, itis best to plan matings around these

his female hadn't mated for 12 months‘
before giving birth. Gow and Barnett
(1992) quote a “gestation” period for Barkly
Adders of, 142, 147 and 161 days in three
cases. The figures quoted by Gow and
Barnett tend towards the shorter end of
the spectrum for successful matings in
Acanthophis (those “gestations” at the
short end of the spectrum
are also the most com-
monly quoted).

For my own
breedings, the successful
matings (that resulted in
young being born) were
deduced to have taken
place some 6-9 months
earlier, (there were either
no other matings or possi-
bilities in all cases). As-
suming that young Death
Adders develop in a simi-
lar manner in all cases,
sperm storage is indicated
in Acanthophis by the ex-
periences of Hay and my-

object to being photo-
graphed while mating. On
one occasion (8th May
1981), two mating Death
Adders (A. antarcticus) were free-handled
by thieves (while connected), had ciga-
rettes ashed on them and yet they still con-
tinued to mate without attempting to break

up!

Although males of all species of
Acanthophis will mate other species of
Acanthophis, they do tend
to prefer mating their own
species and will do so if of-
fered a choice (in a captive

Everted hemipenis of Death Adder (A.antarcticus) following
breaking up of copulation. When shrunken, this organ rests

inside the base of the snake's tail.

conditions. Although Acanthophis that are
housed together will mate readily, sepa-
ration of sexes strongly increases the
eagerness of males to mate.

Not all matings will result in preg-
nancies. Acanthophis will mate at any time
of year, although most activity seems to

20 new-born captive-bred Death Adders (A.antarcticus). All

situation).

Extremely highly
sexed males will attempt to
mount other males if no fe-
males are present in the
same cage. This even ap-
plies with Acanthophis of dif-
|ferent species.

It is not rare for a
male Acanthophis to run
down condition fairly sharply
when mating over a period
extending up to two months.
|Overfed males tend not to
be as sexually active as
leaner (not necessarily thin)
males. This situation also
occurs for other types of reptile. In spite of
a warning to readers to watch the condi-
[tion of males when mating, | have never
had a male run itself down beyond the
point of recovery.

Copulation usually appears to be
terminated by the female. This is usually
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parents from Sidnet region (NSW)

be concentrated around Autumn and
Spring, which is also when most success-
ful matings also occur.

Although it is thought that at least
some Acanthophis have some sperm stor-
age capabilities, no investigation of this has
yet been done. InHay’s (Hay, 1972) case,

self. Further research into
sperm storage capabilities
of Acanthophis is required.

| am unaware of records of cap-
tive breeding of Acanthophis outside of
Australia, but see no difficulties in such
taking place. Most Acanthophis (all spe-
cies) breed only every second year. This
is genetically pre-determined and contrary
to popular belief is not influenced by food
intake or general condition of the female
prior to a given breeding
season. Occasional indi-
viduals (females) are
able to breed every year,
and will do so in captivity.

Following suc-
cessful mating in Autumn
or Spring, all Acanthophis
give birth in Summer and
early Autumn (Late Janu-
ary to early May).

For A. antarc-
ticus The numbers of
young born are known to
range up to 33.

¥ Based on dis-
sections of museum
specimens, Shine found
the average litter size for
the species of 8. Other
documented litters include the following:-
24,19, 10, 24, 11, 18,17, 27, 24, 16, 33,
22, 25, 16, 14, 20, 23 (Mirtschin, 1985),
27,7,7, 1, (Hoser, 1987), and 20, (Hay
1972). |

In my case where 27 young|
were born, 12 were still-born and a fur-
|
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Mating sequence for a pairof captive Death Adders
(A.antarcticus). Male (red snake) commences by
mounting female and aligns body with hers. This be-
comes less important later during mating. Female at-
tempts to break off by crawling away and dragging
male away with her by his hemipenis.

Bottom Left: Death Adder (A.antarcticus) from West
Head, NSW, giving birth.




ther 84

derilised ova were produced, Had
i those ova  also been ferliised the toial
fitter would have heen 33 In the s
Mirtschin ltter of 24, there were also ‘13
urfertilized ova, Had they been successiul
feriifisad, ihe liter would have been 37. In
t cﬁ.met‘ words i Is iikely that a large A

Lantarciious could conceivably give birth 1o

over forly yoxmg: although a btter of that size

has yel lo be redorded..  This makes A"

antarciicus potentially pna of thﬂ& mwa. prc:,s—_
lifle elapids,

For Barkly Adders, fitters of 19, dg,

22, 18, 18 are known. (Bamett and Gow, -

1892)

Didcumerted lilfers for two Qﬁeseﬁ
Death Adders were 13 and 11, (Fyie - and
Munday, 1882}

; A comming problem noted by many
| breeders has been the high suriber of gl
born and deformeéd young and unfertiised
ova {all types of Acanthophis). While itig
uncertain if these problems are restricted to
capiive bresdings or also found inwild speci-
mens, my own belief is that such probably
. also oocurs alleast o some extent in thewild,

I 1878, Américan herpstologist
Ron Sayers removed a read-killed Death
Adder from West Head Road,  inside were g
number of asary iy develodad young.

Sayers alse noted unfertilised dva Sof eggs),

Formany years i bred large number
of - Cunninghat’s. Bkinks
cunningfars) i vety nafurat surrsundings.

had regurring prohlgms ol some females give _' :
ing birth to large nimbers. of stllbory young. - :

(Egemia -

Mirtachin has postulated that
deformities and stillborns may result
from the females being kept at unsuit-
able temperatures during pregnancy
{too hot). Firm data i3 not yet avall
able however

Prior to givihg binth, fernales
become restless and will move about
the cage mors than Usual. They will

TusUally, but not always, stop feeding

ptior to giving birf. Females have

C-hesy foticed appegring o burow
“inder leaves or logs to form a sort of

‘nast’ prioe to giving Birth. Thay also
tend to lis in an apen dircliar are, ak
though this habit appears to be dig-
Hnetly 'moere noticesbles in some fe-

Cmales than others, The posture is pra-

sumably. & responss o being gravid
{pregriantyandthe snake simply seek-

ing the most comfoitable position.

Soms.Acanthophis give the appear-

Cance that they: are: aboui o explode
Thay

with young befare giving birth.
swellto such a degree that the skin

“belwean the scales betomes cleary ™
visible:
of young s fewer, this dosin't neces- .

in tases where: the number
sarily- soeur.

. Birthugsually. occurs {in

T sputhern Ausiralia) following passage

of 5 cold front when weather lends to

“hessasonaly Sodler, more humid and
“often wal Thig also applies to spack-

mens kept indoors, which are SUPDOS-
scﬁy d:varced fmm suth ci‘mat;f, ac-

?5*

Awﬁéﬁophzs and many other
c i reptiles do, when

{074z} 760444

Currently m_*’_} Diaplay: -

bo&z cmsﬁr cmrS
Péuszmny moré - Gal

E5 ‘%i%m*eimm fsﬁﬂem, Q%@ﬁ%sﬁb

OPEN 7 Qawaweamﬁam Bpm

W have an alligatorand daimen, - .
rhinctey ros guana, T8 albino b m@%@ ;}ymms a;’ad

R ti}ciay

kept Indoors, seam
b react to outside
- weather pallerns, in
i with thelr wild
oounierpatts, aven
when in completely
sealed and tempera-
cturg-controlied
rooms: Clearly these
‘snakes are sengitive
fo-even the slightest
of weather changes.

AR, A

| and assimed %haf zt waa 2 ra*‘m; @#aamot
to o with saptiviy stww Whist subise
suently doing’ miwmm Haldword o F?

cunsingham habiatnesr Oberon, NSW, dur
ing tha birthing season ate ﬁuﬂ“mw’ﬁ\uiuﬂ 0y
| nbficed daad yauny: @%Mi’)@ﬁs‘ ara Humbar
,mmcatad b= m!x:fias =
feThat bwas atler
asins

af rock o mmagsv Thi
problem inwild spes
to notice such - was in il sigaificant:
der nofmal tirtamstanses othar pradators
such.as ants or birds would rapidly sliminate.
such things. S

3

.u&ilﬁg
: Jxrth i

aném“cz‘mus of mire

"-we:zk zb% mzm.zi&s & qavs birth 1o, 27
O
Urateatwhich thissnake gave bith was -
Tawly typ cal; but the numi:mt of affe
HL: was hig mr than average, indi- -
y jongstihan-averags

Fram what | can gathu the

W ig”}*‘

&1 young were passed
fivel minutes will the rést
slag-horn 8t relatively even intervals

P

i the 245 miniites BRer fhat

wDodumented: gize ol new-

ries. New-born Sydney Death

Adders ranged downwards from 189 mm
{tetal length) averaging just over 180 mm
{Hoser breedings) Other Sydney
preedings have yielded similar-aized
young. Hudson (1870} guoted s range
of 93-132 mm for ten new-born A
aptarcticus from South Australia, Al
though the figures quoled were “fotal
fength” they may have in fact been
“snout-vent”, based on thelr apparant
size,

Barkly Adders range down
from 245 mm, averaging somewhars in
the vicinity of 235 mm {(Bamett and Gow,
1692}

For A, pyirhus, Gow recorded
an average lofal length of 182 186 mm
for his 13 new-borns. Fyfe and Munday
cited a rangs of 127-150 mm for 1.

For A. praelongus, nothing is
recorded, although i is presumed
hatehling sizes would vary in line with
sizes of the adults, in other words com-
parable o thoss sizes guoted above,

Feeding in young usually com-
mances after the first slough, Itis after
this point that canaibalism in young A
gyrrhis can become 2 nroblem and
should be guardsd against by separa-
tion of all voung from one anocther

Shine {(1881) found that in the
wild, male Acanthophis mature at about
24 months, whils females mature at
about 42 months. This was based on
Museum dissections of various species
{all lumped togaether). Local populations
may vary siightly on this basic pattem
Captive Acanthophis tend to mature
muah earlier, the exact rale dependent
on fesding and temperature of the young
snake. itis comman to have both saxes
maiure within 24 moenths in a caplive
anvironmeant.

_ As ‘snaxes, Acanthophis lend
themsalves to being Kept and brad in
large numbers. Hopefully In the fulure
they will be more commonly ssen in

' captivity.

A NOTE ON BNAKEBITE

" As a potentially dangerous
snake, Gare should always be exercised
when  keeping - and  handling
Acanthophis. Having said this, many
keepars of these snakes go for many
vears without incident. Common sense

it-always work fo avert ascidenis.

- Nan-Australian keepers may be well ad-

vised to sesk out and obtain & vial of
Anti-venom as a sefely precaution inthe
unlikaly event of a seripus bite, A fur
therwarmning is that Anti-venoms {oblain-
able from the Commonwsalth Serum
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vies, Poplar Road, Parkville,
Kelbourne, Vie 3062, Avstralia) hava a
limitad “shelf ife” se must be periodi-
cally replaced,

CONSERVATION

As already mentioned, the
biggest cause . of decline for
- Acanthophis inl Australia s habilat de-
struction,

stock

mals. Death Adders (4. ardarctious)

have been exlirpated from wids tracis

of New South Wales and inland

Gueensiand where they wafe once

sommon. - O litersture shows that

Death Adders (4 anfarclicus) wera
widespread and commen throughout-

inland Queensland v an arsd known

as the Brigalow. Following rmass dlsar
ing sewd Introductionof Prickly Pealin.-
inignd

the southemn two thirds of
Gusenstand, Death Adders appear o

have bacome axtinet in &l butafaw

isoiated pockets. Thepo “‘.upai calise

of exiinclion wae-livesiogic overgraz.
ingposslblyaided by further Jand:

olearing. and-feral an s sm:f’f as

oats. A similarpicturs has hanbered

to a lesserdegres inother parts of Aus-
tralia. Continued overgrazing of many

arid sreas will not help popllations of

Desert Doeath A{icﬁers

cmdm::g *zmd araas, Fheq may el npz?

dizastar for many as yetinbarmed:
oopiations of Northern Death:Addery
{A praglorigus): Thisse snakes appar:
ently digsappeared from the Mt Molloy
llodwing in-

arga.of norih Queensiand fo
VASION BY maaﬂ«,

el ber%wn Mmdé@bmm\

Deathy Adders (A - anfaraficysyand

other riafive’ rephlss o0 Soutlt Ales
trafia's. Yorke Peninsula, fullowing the’
laying of & sifychnine based polson-fo

sontrbl & - plague ol Infrotuted: Eurgs
pemi mice (s muswm;s} s pres
surtrech thiat We: snakes had disd From

U sécor 3daiy soisoniy @;f&ac a’xae_dmg o

ﬂ?’?i‘i?"(ﬁ mﬁe&nm :

: H’Arai cats amzﬁ fm«:m ar&
R 10 prey o Mipe numbers of ne-

-tveteptiles HoludingAcaniiophis; Bt
along with road-kils.and. Urbanisation,
these thigals ars ot usually

it e, mpm of thesa. - gmmiemg
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Apantiophis don't appear fo &
ne compatible Ws%hgny form. of five--
or ovargrazing, even by feral gni-

Cabout to ba killed  While
Coeplable o rin ousr e Sﬁake an @ high-
Cway, & person may e jailed for rescuing
ihe same. Recently in
~South Wales National Parks and Wildlife
“Bervios (NPWE), threatened to charge and
el & Miss Marilyn Mérchant after she res-

Caﬁ@ Teacé,g {ﬁm‘a wawws}"

“dermany people

~gled:- 7 : Rk
L' Wilite (Fioser 1983), or the Seaqust,

v ranardsd
a8 o c:asf::n Awnm{:«péﬁzs !z is thought

sithar tolerable for given populations or, in
the: nase of urbanisation, only highly local-
imad. Australia stll] has less than 20 mition
peopls In an area comparable in size o the
United States, which has about 265 millien.
Further investigation of the adverse effects
of feral mammals on all Australian reptiles
s required.  Herpelologist Brian Bush be-
fieves declings in A, anfarclicus numbers
of e mainland of south-west Western Aus-
iredio sre @ rebull of feral cat and fox preda-
tinn. - He notes therelative abundance of A,
anfarcticus on some offshore islands that
ek feral pests.

Witdlife laws in this nouniry are

" greatly dameging any efforts to conserve

Acanthophis in the shord, medivm and long
tore:  Taking specimens from the wild s
panned, even if the snak‘@ 'n guestion s
is legally ac-

Sydney, the New

ciued g Disfmond Python (Morsfia spilofa)

wrossing the  main Pacific Highway during

a.bushiire in sarly 1993, 8he was only et
off the hook because a member of paria-
ment intervensd and pulied the depariment
inte line,

in another z:ése, NPWS  actualty

< proddciited a licensed snake-keeper for
Threeding Death Adders (A anfarciices),
Yol see the problem was that NPWS re-
: fuaeﬁ s&vem{ wriftah. ragbasts to issue a

Farinbain shakes  When the
sﬂak&s wisté born, the kez:,;;er dufy notn’ ed

HPWE of Bis fiew shakes. He was pro-
'm‘& tethbnder thee ’eemw of his general soi-
“entifie i
s homb@ where theey Had 10 be refained,
A inese e bam anakes were gxcess lo
“the - Rumber e was icensed o hold, ha

st move By repliles: from

was Hal pmsecmm} and fined $?,€3€39‘

_-Thefine was overturned on appeal
forah higher court, But'il cost the keeper
82,0000
{1981} nbted iHrge-Soale morality 0l
. Uﬁﬁ"{'{ui\t’ﬂfﬁ

lzgal soststo o s, making him
The cout doduments had
stated the NEWS charge of
1@@3: s bresd Death: Adders.”. No weon-
imAustralia dor't dare st
_iﬁmtﬁ: oy keep snakes e} :‘agt vaiy

avell worss ‘éﬂ""

é’ihther examp @&3 mF ldiecy

f aimong wildids, Q‘fsmais and faws in this

colftiy can bé: seen-in the book Smug-
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