
Introduction

I obtained my first woma 
in 1990.  I had read about them in 
books and seen a pair at Joe Bredl’s 
reptile park at Renmark in South 
Australia, but at this time there were 
very few in captivity and I really didn’t 
have any idea what to expect. When 
my new charge finally arrived, it 
turned out to be a one metre female 
from the Tennant creek area of the 
Tanami desert. She was a beautiful 
snake with small black eye patches 
giving the appearance of a clown face, 
browny-orange stripes on a pale yel-
low background and a bright orange 
belly. The most surprising aspect of 
this snake was its lovely tempera-
ment and the relaxed way it accepted 
captivity. Since then, I have suffered 
from “woma syndrome”, a disease 
that leads to the excessive collection 
of woma pythons and which has now 
affected my wife Diane worse than 
me. Today we would have over 50 
womas and at some times of the year 
this number exceeds 150. We are not 
alone in experiencing this condition 
as we know many others that have 

fallen prey to the “I can’t get enough 
womas” malady. 

In the Wild

Womas are found over much of 
arid Australia and are usually associ-
ated with sand and spinifex, although 
they sometimes can be found in 
scrubby or rocky areas. The majority 
of captive specimens originally came 
from around Alice Springs or the Tan-
ami desert in the Northern Territory. 
More recently specimens have been 
collected from the coastal region of 
the Great Sandy Desert along Eighty 
Mile Beach and the southern margin 
of the Kimberley and exported to 
the east coast for the reptile trade.

The best way to find womas is by 
night driving through prime habitat 
on a warm evening, especially if it has 
rained recently. They are a terrestrial 
snake and not good climbers. I have 
kept womas on deep sand which was 
wet and then allowed to dry so that 
it formed a firm substrate. Under 
these conditions, you can study the 

way 
womas 
dig their burrows 
which is done by driving the 
tough tip of their nose (rostral scale) 
into the sand a number of times and 
then, by holding the head and neck 
sideways, scooping the loose sand 
backwards and out of the hole. In this 
way they can quite quickly excavate a 
burrow deep enough to hide in.

Unlike carpet pythons, womas do 
not have heat sensitive pits on their 
heads. This is no doubt a reflection 
of their burrowing habit and perhaps 
their taste for reptile prey. The well 
known scientist, Dr Rick Shine, did a 
study of the gut contents of a large 
number of Australian snakes using 
field caught and museum specimens. 
Whereas he determined only 14% of 
a carpet python’s diet was reptilian 
he found that it was 48% for woma 
pythons.

Although all womas are grouped 
under the one species and little has 
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been done to split them into differ-
ent taxons such as subspecies, like 
the carpet pythons and Stimsons 
pythons they can differ markedly 
in appearance across their range. A 
typical Tanami woma is a relatively 
small animal struggling to weigh more 
than 3 kilo and reach more than 1.5 
metres in length. All the WA womas 
I have seen are similar to the Tanami 
womas except that they are often 
a bit darker and have a yellow belly, 
rather than the orange belly fre-
quently found on the Tanami womas.

As you travel further south 
through central Australia, the womas 
tend to grow in size. Once into SA, 
they become quite large and some-
times equal in stature to a big black-
headed python. I’ve seen specimens 
from the Moomba area which were 
a size that could only be described 
as massive with heads the size of a 
man’s hand. These SA womas tend 
to lack the distinctive banding seen 
in other womas as they grow older 
and larger. However, they can exhibit 
lovely pale yellow hues and grey/fawn 
markings for those with an eye for 
natural beauty.

In contrast to the SA womas, as 
you travel west from Alice Springs 
along the MacDonnell Ranges and 
then out into the desert country, 
the womas become gradually darker 
with highly contrasted banding. While 
they tend to be a bit larger than the 

Tanami/WA womas, they are a much 
smaller snake than those from SA. 
Another population has been de-
scribed from the south-west of West-
ern Australia much of which has been 
cleared for cropping. Judging from 
photographs, this form looks similar 
to the Uluru womas and may now be 
extinct, as it has not been seen for 
many years.

Our favourite womas are the Tan-
ami womas from the Tennant Creek 
area and animals from the Uluru area 
of the MacDonnell Ranges. We have 
been focusing on developing the best 
of the very different traits from both 
areas – the golden background with 
thin orangey bands and bright orange 
bellies of the Tanamis and the bold 
even dark orange and charcoal bands 
of the Ulurus with mottled orange 
and black bellies.

Wildlife Laws

The relationship between the 
various State wildlife laws and woma 
pythons is worth mentioning for 
those interested in keeping them. 
Fifteen years ago, womas were very 
rare in captivity and the security of 
their status in the wild was even in 
doubt. Consequently, the wildlife 
authorities variously restricted their 
keeping. With the growing interest in 
our reptile fauna has come a realisa-
tion that womas are really quite com-
mon over many parts of their range. 

Also, the efforts of dedicated reptile 
breeders have demonstrated that 
they are a hardy species in captivity 
and relatively easy to breed.

Today, in South Australia womas 
require no more than a basic Keep 
and Sell licence. In other states, there 
are a range of restrictions which vary 
from the requirement for a specialist 
licence to keep any at all through to 
a restriction on the number you can 
keep without a specialist permit and 
proof of your expertise etc. While 
I understand the origin of these 
restrictions, given the knowledge we 
have today they are almost laugh-
able. Compared to a captive bred 
woma python, there is no python 
that accepts captivity better, is more 
hardy (when given daily warmth) and 
easier to feed. Certainly, they require 
less expertise than most Childrens 
or Stimsons pythons and are more 
relaxed than the majority of carpet 
pythons. I guess it’s just a matter of 
time until the authorities catch up 
with the latest information and are 
satisfied that they are in fact an ideal 
captive animal.

Behaviour in Captivity

In my experience, the behaviour 
of captive womas is unique amongst 
pythons. Their antics can be quite 
amusing and so they are great fun to 
watch. When a woma is hungry and 
it thinks it is going to be fed, they get 

Fluorescent Tube

Water Bowl

Basking Lamp

Slate Basking
Site

Vent

Thermostat 

Plastic Hide
Box

Substrate




