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MOREIIA AMETHISTINA (Australian Scrub Python). MALE-
MALE COMBAT. There is considerable diversity among snake
species in terms of whether or not males engage in physical combat
during the breeding season; and if they do, whether or not the combat
bouts involve biting as well as "wresding" (Shine 1994. Copeia
1994:326-346). Australian pythoN of the genus Mdrelia are of
particular interest because they include the only recorded case of
intaspecific variation in the occunenc€ ofmale-male combat. Mates
display vigorous combat in some populations of M. spilota,b\tnot
in others (Shine and Fitzgerald 1995. Oecologia 103:49G498).
Because the same phenomenon migit occur in other Mo.elra, we
need records of snake behavior {iom tkoughour the range of atl
species. Combat has been reported in captive specimens of M.
anethistirc (Ross and Marzec 1990. The Reproductive Biotogy of
Pythons and Boas. Institute for Heryetological Research, Starford,
Catifomia. 270 pp.), but without derail. Khorzov er al 0995. Russian
J. Herpetol. 2:69-70) noted thar males of the Indonesian substrrcies
(M. a. anethistiw) may bite each other and cause s€vere injury.
Scars on adult male M. ahethistina in the field in norrhem
QueeNland have been interpreted as evidence of male-male combat
(Anonymous 1993. Chondro 1r11-12).

One of us (LS) obser.,,ed and photographed combat between two
large scrub pythons one mordng (1015 h) in early July 1997, in
tropical Queensland (on the outskirts of the rown of cordonvale,
near the Mulgave River). S crub pythons (M. a. ki,tghou i) regularty
inlabit the ceilings of a farmhouse and adjacent shed, esp€cially
during winaer Alerted by the sound of items falling from the rafrers
of the shed, LS found two large (ca. 4.5 m) scrub pythons
intertwined, having fallen from rhe rafters above. The snakes
w{esded with each other for ca. 30 min., moving out of the shed
and across the adjacent garden area. The posture adopted was similar
to that depicted in photographs of male M rpilrra in combat Gee
Shine and Fitzgerald, op. ciri and creer 1998. The Biology and
Evolution ofAustralian Snakes. Swrey-Beatty, Sydney, New Sourh
Wales. 358 pp.)i the posterior bodies were entwined and the heads
of both snakes raised up ro 1 m above ahe ground. One snake
repeatedly bit the forebody of rhe other animal, leaving deep
lace{ations. The snakes were very similar in size; we infer that boih
were males. One of the snal€s eventually moved away into thick
bush; the other (wirh open wounds from the bites it had rcceived)
climbed to the roof of the house, and then to the rafters of rhe shed
where the bout had cornrnenced. Another scrub python (4 m long.
without scars, and thus inferred to be female) was coiled among
(hese rafters thmughout the combat episode.

This appears to b€ the first reporr of male-male combat in free-
ranging s€rub pythons. Our observations suggest rhat combaa tates
the same form in these giant snates as in other large python species,
in.clttditng odEler MorcIia (for a revieq see Shine 1994, op. cit.).
Howeler. our repon aiso provides anorher exampte ofa puzzling
phenomenon first reported for populations ol M. spilota ftom
northeastem New South Wales (Shine and Fitzgerald, ap. cta): the
co-oc€urrcnce ofmale-male combat and large mating aggregations
within single taxa. Scrub pythons gather in considerable nunbers
in open areas during the winter mating season in northeastem
Queensland, and male,rnale tolerance rather than aggression has
been rcpor&d under these circumst nces (see page ?2 in Shine l99l .
Australian Snakes. Reed Books, Sydney, New South Wales. 223
pp. for a photograph of multiple snalces in close proximit,. The
fact that males tolerate each other sometimes, bur battle vigorously
at othe. times, suggests that the reproducrive "tactics" of male
py&ons may be more flexible than has hifterto be€n assumed.
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