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Introduction

 Varanus dumerilii was first described by Hermann Schlegel in 1839; however, it would not be found 
in Thailand until over one hundred years later. Geographic distribution maps are often made in error in 
species with significant ranges and confusion concerning names and locations, especially in Thailand, 
where there are rarely exact transliterations. The documented range of Varanus dumerilii in Thailand is 
herein recorded to aid in greater accuracy of future publications.  
 Varanus dumerilii has always been a rather elusive monitor. Due to its cryptic habits and perhaps 
being the most sedentary of the monitors in the Asia-Pacific region, not much has been written about 
it, observations in the wild are infrequent, and little is known about its natural history. Earlier in 2008, 
V. dumerilii was observed in Singapore at night (Yong et al., 2008) and we suggest that this species 
may occasionally be nocturnal. This might also partially explain why it is seen so rarely throughout its 
geographical distribution, even though its presence in the pet trade gives the appearance of a species that is 
more common. Part of the reason for nocturnal behavior may be its prey of choice, crabs, which are much 
more active nocturnally. Specific behavior for crab-feeding from even the youngest of hatchlings along 
with a wide skull adaptation suggest a long evolutionary history of specializing in crabs, resulting in this 
specific feeding behavior becoming instinctive. 

Geographical Distribution

 Based on locality records (Taylor 1963; Nabhitabhata et al., 2000; Lauprasert and Thirakupt, 2001; 
Nabhitabhata and Chan-ard, 2005; this paper), the geographical distribution of V. dumerilii in Thailand 
extends northward up the length of peninsular Thailand and along the Thai-Burmese border to a point 
in northern Kanchanaburi province. The northern known limit of its range in the Tenasserim region of 
Myanmar is reported as Tavoy (Mertens, 1942). The range is by no means continuous and is dependent 
upon suitable habitat. 
 Varanus dumerilii is often associated with mangrove forest habitats (Boulenger, 1912; Smith , 1935; 
Nutphand, 1989;  Eidenmüller, 2007), but this record shows them in an inland evergreen forest away from 
the shore.  Bennett (1998, 2004), Bennett and Liat (1995) and Cox et al. (1998) each comment that they are 
to be found in inland evergreen forests as well as in mangrove forests. Their presence in inland evergreen 
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Figure 1. Distribution map of Varanus dumerilii in Thailand and neighboring Myanmar, by recorded 
locality data.  Locality information based on Nabhitabhata et al. (2000), Lauprasert & Thirakupt (2001), 
Nabhitabhata & Chan-ard (2005), Mertens (1942), and Taylor (1963), Smith (1935), Boulenger (1912) 
and specimen recorded in this paper are recorded with black dots, probable distribution is represented in 
yellow. 
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forests is further confirmed by numerous published localities inside mainland/non-peninsular Thailand 
along the border with Myanmar (Nabhitabhata et al., 2000; Nabhitabhata and Chan-ard, 2005). Varanus 
dumerilii is also occasionally found in secondary forests. Lauprasert and Thirakupt (2001) reported finding 
V. dumerilii in rubber and coffee plantations within tropical rainforests in southern Thailand. No matter 
what habitat V. dumerilii is found in, it never appears far from water.

Instinctive Behavior

 Uwe Krebs (1979) suggested that the broad skull in adult and juvenile V. dumerilii is well adapted 
to feeding on crabs. A specialized feeding behavior also described involved removal of the pincers and 
often the legs of larger crabs, especially those that could cause damage with their pincers. Through 
experimentation with hatchlings, crabs (Uca sp.) elicited the most aggressive feeding response over all 
other prey items, which included insects, shrimp, lizards, rodents, eggs, and frogs. Even the hatchlings 
violently shake their prey and break off the pincers of their crab prey before continuing to consume them 
(pers. obs.), which indicates a long lineage of this specialization resulting in an instinctive behavior. This 
along with the broad skull shape suggests that it has evolved both instinctual behavior and morphological 
adaptations to more efficiently handle their specialized prey. 
 The practice of dismembering crabs starting with the pincers becomes more refined and efficient with 
practice as V. dumerilii ages (pers. obs.). Large crabs are quickly dispatched by first violently shaking the 
prey then systematically breaking off the claws, followed by breaking off the legs, and finally crushing the 
carapace into pieces so it can be swallowed.  The claws are broken off just as Krebs (1979) describes, by 
violently levering them, using the ground as a base. Although many other prey items are opportunistically 
accepted by adults, crabs (Somanniathelphusaare spp. and other crab genera) remain the favorite prey 
item in captivity, eliciting the strongest feeding response.
 Varanus rudicollis is also known to eat crabs (Losos & Greene, 1988 and pers. ob.); however, they will 
not take crabs as large, proportionately, as will V. dumerilii. Experimentation with captive V. rudicollis 
(Cota, unpubl. obs.) showed that they will take crabs as prey items only if they can easily be swallowed 
whole. Varanus salvator and V. bengalensis will also eat crabs; however, of all the Varanus spp. in Thailand 
observed in captivity and in the case of V. salvator in captivity and the field, only V. dumerilii dismembers 
and crushes the carapace of larger crabs that cannot be swallowed whole (Cota, unpubl. obs.).

Nocturnal Observation

 In October 2006, a survey of the herpetofauna of Khao Nan National Park, Nakhon Si Thammarat 
Province, Thailand, was conducted by the Thailand Natural History Museum, National Science Museum. 
During this survey, a remote location was chosen in a limestone valley within the National Park, which 
consisted of cliffs to the sides of the valley.  The valley floor consisted of numerous streams broken up 
by higher jagged limestone formations.  Canopy was at ca. 80% coverage.  During the survey, a great 
number of crabs were seen crawling about, especially near the water. On 23 October 2006 at ca. 19:30 h. 
a 97 cm male V. dumerilii was captured. This animal was at the edge of the water on an unusually smooth 
and flat rocky surface. It was startled by the presence of the survey team and quickly moved in front of us, 
perpendicular to the direction of the survey team’s movement. Restrained by the anterior 1/3 of the tail, 
the monitor immediately started to thrash about violently. When restrained by holding the neck and pelvic 
region, it became calm, nearly to the point of feigning death.
 This is the second nocturnal activity record of V. dumerilii in the field, the other record being Yong et 
al. (2008). In the short time the specimen from Nakhon Si Thammarat was in captivity, most of its activity 
was within the first few hours of darkness, even though the specimen was not disturbed during the day. 
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Figure 3. V. dumerilii was found on the canyon floor covered in primary forest, jagged limestone outcrops 
and streams flowing through the low areas. Photograph by Michael Cota.

Figure 2. Limestone canyon where V. dumerilii was found at night. Photograph by Michael Cota.
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Figure 4. Male V. dumerilii captured while active during the night. 
Photograph by Tanya Chan-ard.

156

Nocturnal activity, if it does occur commonly, might partially explain why this species is not seen often 
in its natural habitat. Shyness may also explain why it may be seldom seen in its natural habitat (Bennett 
and Liat, 1995).  Barbour (1921) wrote about the Dyaks in Sarawak reporting V. heteropholis (synonym 
of V. dumerilii) living in the trees and never coming down, possibly taking refuge in holes high up in the 
trees. Barbour (1921) also described V. heteropholis (V. dumerilii) as a very rare species. It was so rarely 
seen in the past within Thailand that Boulenger (1912) does not mention its presence in Siam (Thailand) 
and Smith (1935) stated it was yet to be found in Siam (Thailand), even though both had recorded it in 
the adjacent Tenasserim region of Burma (Myanmar), showing a disjointed geographical distribution. 
However, the frequency of this species in the American and Japanese pet trades suggests that it might be 
more common throughout its geographical distribution than the few wild observations suggest.
 Although there are now two published accounts for V. dumerilii, nocturnal behavior should not occur 
in any Varanus sp. The visual cells of the retina have poor visual acuity in low light, because they are 
made up of cone receptors (Röll & Horn, 1999) that only are capable of good day vision, which is typical 
in diurnal lizards. The only diurnal lizard currently known to have both rods, receptor cells for low light 
conditions, and cones, cell receptors for daytime conditions, is Tiliqua rugosa (Braekevelt, 1989, cited in 
Röll & Horn, 1999). The only platynotans that are nocturnally active are the Heloderma spp. The eyes of 
Heloderma spp. show a modification of the cone which allows them to see better in nocturnal conditions 
and shows a transition of receptor cells from cones to rods (Walls, 1934, cited by Röll & Horn, 1999). 
In Varanus, the existence of rod receptor cells or even modified cone receptors as in Heloderma spp. are 
unknown, so when V. dumerilii is nocturnally active, it is suspected that it does so nearly or completely 
blind. One reason why V. dumerilii would be nocturnally active would be in search of its favorite prey 
item, crabs, which are more active nocturnally in tropical Asia because of the intense day time heat and 
higher night time relative humidity. This observation showed nocturnal activity in an area rich with crabs 
and the observation from Yong et al., 2008 reported a specimen actively foraging.
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