
EHE KEEPING or LARGE PYTHONS
REALlTlES AND RESPONSlBlLlTlES

Melissa Kaplan.

In 1993 large pythons were the subiect of many a
news story last due to the fact that there were at
least two deaths directly attributable to them. Tragi-
cally, the deaths would not have happened had the

owners of these snakes kept them safely, and respon-
sibly, contained. The following article, by David Chis-

zar, Hobart M. Smith, Albert Petkus and Joseph
Dougherty, was published in the Bulletin of the (hi-
cago Herpetological Society, and represents the first
clear, and accurate, account of the death that occur-
red July 1993

A Fatal Attack on a Teenage Boy by a Captive
Burmese Python (Python molurus bivittatus)
in Colorado.

’The recent Colorado case of a human death caused

by a Burmese python (Python molurus bivittatus; 20
July 1993) resulted in considerable sensational media

coverage as well as widely varying estimates ofthe
snake 's length andweight. In the interest of scientific
accuracy, we sought and received the cooperation of
the Commerce (ity Police Department in acquiring de-
tailed information regarding both the Victim and the
snake so that correct data could be placed on record.

’The Victim was a 15-year-old male, 152 cm [5 '] tall,
weighing43 kg [95lbl.While in bed, nakedexcept for
briefs, he was bitten on the right instep, with maxi/la-

ry and palatine-pterygoid tooth marks clearly visible

on the dorsal surface of the foot and dentary tooth
marks clearly visible on the plantarsurface. Numerous
tooth impressions were present on the fingers of both
hands, but only on their palmar surfaces, indicatiny

_
that the hands had tried to pry open the snake 's ı'aws
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from around the instep. The fingers and the foot bled
profusely. Autopsyphotographs revealed scleral ecchy-
motic hemorrhage, and venous congestion in the cere-
brum (petechial and ecchymotichemorrhage both pre-
sent), all being signs of agonal breathing consistent
with a diagnosis of suffocation as a cause ofdeath. No
attempt was made during autopsy to distinguish be-

tween suffocation and circulatoryarrest (Hardy, 1993)
as causes of death; however, in subsequent correspon-
dence the pathologist hypothesized that circulatory ar-
rest wouldmore likely be the cause of death of smal-
ler prey, whereas suffocation would be more likely
with larger victims. Although blood was present on the
Victim's face, hands arms and legs, there was no blood
present on the neck or on the middle of the torso, sug-
gesting that the snake 's coils had been wrapped
around this area. Bruisingof the Victim's skin, consis-
tent with this hypothesis, was visible in the photo-
graphs. There was no evidence that the snake had at-
tempted to swallowany part of the Victim.

’The snake was 336 cm [11 '2"] total length, and
weighed 24 kg [5.3le. Incidentally, almost all esti-
mates of the snake 's weight presentedby the media

were above 27 kg and ranged as high as 54 kg. The
only accurate weight had been recorded by Officer
Steven Paxton soon after the fatality, but few news
writers quotedhim, preferring to use the larger, exa-
ggeratednumbers. Circumference at the thickest part
of the body was 38cm [ 15"]. The snake had not been
fed for 10 days prior to taking the measurements re-
ported here (19 September 1993) and the most re-
cent meal had already been digested and passed.
Thus, the digestive system was probably empty. We

did not probe the snake 's cloaca, but the short tail
and diminutive pelvic spurs strongly suggest that it is
a female. This animal had been raisedsince batching
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