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Figure 1. Brick residential dwelling.
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Abstract – A wild adult Varanus varius was observed high on the external brick wall of an occupied 
residential dwelling in a rural landscape in eastern Australia prior to and during a heavy thunderstorm. 
This was a remarkable climbing feat for such a large heavy-bodied animal and illustrates the strong 
arboreal capabilities of V. varius.

 Varanus varius is distributed over much of eastern 
continental Australia and some eastern off-shore islands 
(Cogger, 2000). The species feeds on a wide range of 
arboreal and terrestrial prey, as well as animal carcasses 
(e.g., Metcalfe & Richards, 2009; Metcalfe & Jones, 
2012, and references cited therein). Mature adult V. 
varius are Australia’s largest extant endemic terrestrial 
predators by mass. Despite its large size, the species has 
well-developed climbing abilities. This note describes 
observations of a wild adult V. varius seeking shelter on 
the external brick wall of a house prior to an imminent 
thunderstorm.
 Observations were made at ‘Avocado Heights’, a 
fruit-growing property located near Emerald Beach, New 
South Wales, ca. 26 km north of Coffs Harbour. A brick 
residential dwelling (Fig. 1) with several outbuildings 
are situated atop a concrete platform located in a leveled 
area near the top of a coastal hill that had been cleared of 
native vegetation and surrounded by exotic ornamental 
shrubs, small trees, gardens, and lawns (30° 09ˈ 
53.19ˈˈ S; 153° 09ˈ 31.75ˈˈ E, datum: WGS84, ca. 65 
m elevation). A fruit orchard exists on slopes below the 
buildings. The nearest native vegetation is in Orara East 

State Forest at the top and on western slopes of the ridge 
which adjoins the western and northwestern boundaries 
of the property. Varanus varius has been observed on the 
property for over two decades (Metcalfe & Jones, 2012, 
unpub. dat.), and is usually seen at least once a month 
during the warmer nine months of the year (Jones, pers. 
obs.).



Figure 2. Varanus varius seeking 
shelter from a thunderstorm on the 
brick wall of a residence.
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 Around 1540 h on 11 February 2012, approximately 
five minutes before the onset of a short (ca. 15 minutes 
duration) but intense thunderstorm with heavy rainfall, 
the first author (AAJ) observed an adult V. varius (total 
length ca. 1.2 m) on the brick wall of the residence. It 
had climbed to the top of the three metres high wall and 
along the brickwork between the glass sliding doors and 
the eave. Upon the author’s return with a camera, the 
subject had moved slightly further along the brickwork 
(Fig. 2), where it remained for most of the duration of 
the storm. When checked 2-3 minutes after the storm 
had passed and rainfall had ceased, the V. varius was 
gone. Prior to these observations, it was a hot (maximum 
Ta = ca. 34° C) sunny day, but overcast skies developed 
in the afternoon about 30 minutes before arrival of the 
storm.
 This appears to be the first record of a wild adult 
V. varius seeking refuge on the wall of a house, and 
demonstrates the arboreal tendencies of V. varius as 
well as its ability to overcome its typically shy nature 
when in close proximity to humans. When threatened, V. 
varius typically climbs large eucalypt trees, and usually 
rests at night on large limbs or hangs vertically from tree 
trunks (Metcalfe, pers. obs.). Although not as common 
a behavior, some animals may also seek refuge inside 

hollows of fallen trees, or in rabbit or wombat burrows, 
especially when pursued by humans (Metcalfe, pers. 
obs.). When it is raining, V. varius appear to cease all 
foraging activity and usually climb the nearest large tree 
(Metcalfe, pers. obs.). It is likely that the individual in 
the above observations was caught out whilst foraging 
in a treeless area by the approaching storm, and utilised 
the nearest elevated structure for refuge.
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