
King Cobra Ophiophagus hannah
The awesome size and appearance of the king cobra, also known as the
Hamadryad, has inspired many stories about the largest of  the world’s
venomous snakes. Surrounded by myths
and stories the king cobra is both feared
and venerated in many parts of south east
Asia
King cobras are usually found in forests,
often near stream and mangrove
swamps, and on tea and coffee
plantations. They prefer habitats with
heavy rainfall and dense undergrowth.
Apart from the ground, king cobras
readily climb shrubs and low trees.
Growing to about 5.5m in length,
different species of king cobras exhibit
variations in coloration, scalation and
body sizes. Colours range from gray,
black, dark olive green or yellowish-brown, usually with white or brownish
cross bands. As their generic name (ophis ,snake ;phagein, to eat ) indicates they
are snake eaters , predominantly eating non venomous snakes (even small
pythons) , sometimes venomous snakes like kraits and are also  known to
kill and eat monitor lizards.
The king cobra is the only snake known to make a nest. The nest consists of
an untidy heap of leaves, twigs and other vegetation which the female scrapes
together with her coils. Laying about 24 eggs the female guards the nest for
70 days until the eggs hatch and hatchlings measuring 29-42 cm emerge.
The king cobra has the undeserved reputation of  being quick to attack. In
truth, it is mostly reluctant to display aggression unless provoked or harmed.
Under attack, the king cobra, raises its forebody to a height of approximately
one-third of its body length-the worlds largest individual would have
extended about 1.8 metres !- flattens its head into a long narrow hood , and
methodically strikes downward at its foe.
King cobra venom is much less toxic than spectacled cobra venom, but it
can inject huge quantities at one time. The enormous venom glands contain
enough venom to kill even an elephant. The only antivenom serum for its
bite is made in Thailand. Fortunately bites are very rare since this snake avoids
contact with humans. In the past 20 years, only four deaths from king cobra
bite have been reported in South India.

Distribution : India- the Western Ghats (Karnataka,
Goa, Kerala, Tamil Nadu), Uttar Pradesh (Terai),
Bihar, Orissa, West Bengal, and the Northeast (to
Arunachal Pradesh) as well as the Andaman Islands.
Also Bangladesh, Bhutan, Nepal all the way to the
Philippines.
Vernacular names : Tamil Krishna nagam, Karunagam;
Malayalam Krishna sarpam; Kannada Kalinga havu,
Nagin, Kalinagin; Karen Gni thaw; Oriya Ahi raj;
Bengali Sankha chur, Sha-khamuti; Assamese Fetty sap.

Message in a bottle
Let us now slip into the group of islands
in the Bay of Bengal, another home of
the beautiful king. With its lush forests,
the Andaman Islands are a perfect habitat
for the snakes and Croc Bank researchers
in their wanderings have often come
across them in the thick jungles .
In the early 80’s, for the first time the
earliest hours of the feared and elusive
king was captured on film. On hearing
that a  nest had been discovered in
Karmatang, Middle Andaman Island,
Rom Whitaker of Croc Bank and Rajesh
Bedi a photographer, rushed to the site
trekking 12 kms through steamy rain
forest ,  monsoon-swollen streams ,
stopping only to pull out leeches off their
legs.  Finding the nest unguarded, they
feared that they might have been too late
but on lifitng a layer of leaves found a clutch
of  eggs ready to hatch. They watched the
nest ,  hidden for two days and
photographed the brood, until 15 baby
cobras emerged from the nest and slipped
off into the jungle.
At ANET, the Croc Banks research base
in the islands located in Wandoor, South
Andaman Island, king cobra sightings are
quite common. Manish Chandi, one of
our researchers, has seen the species on
six occasions in and around the base.
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  Do let us know what you think of the
newsletter.  Write to us at
mcbtindia@vsnl.net (sub: pit stop mail).
We’ll reply!                                    -Eds

Eaten by a snake



NEWS

What to do in case of snakebite?
1. Keep calm. Don’t panic! Even venomous snakebite is rarely
fatal.
2. Keep the whole body especially the bitten limb as still as
possible and, in case of  neurotoxic bites ONLY (cobra, krait),
apply a long stretchy bandage (crepe or elastic) around the whole
of  the bitten limb, starting at the fingers or toes, right up to the
arm pit or groin. Not too tight, just as tight as for a sprained
ankle. This will slow down the spread of the venom without
interfering with the blood flow to the limb.
3. Get to a hospital or primary health center which has antivenom
serum, without delay and with little exertion as possible. (Ideally
carry on a stretcher or ride in vehicle)
DO NOT:
Try first aid measures like “cut and suction”
Tie tight compression bands (tourniquets)
Waste precious time on other remedies; none have been proven
to work.

How is venom injected?
Venom is produced by a
pair of large almond or
pear shaped  glands. The
fangs of the snake, which
are simply a modified
tooth, work together with
other structures to
complete a venom-delivery
system like a syringe and a
needle.

What is venom?  Venom is a highly toxic secretion produced in
special oral glands closely related to salivary glands of
vertebrates. Hence, venom can be considered modified saliva.
Where are venomous snakes found?  Venomous snakes inhabit
all continents except Antartica.
How many snakes are venomous?  19 % of all snake species
are venomous. India has some of  the world’s most venomous
snakes.
The Big Four-  the cobra, the common krait, the Russell’s viper
and the saw scaled viper- are responsible for most of the serious
bites.

What are the kinds of venom?   Venom is of  two
types-neurotoxic and haemotoxic. The vipers have
haemotoxic venom that damages blood vessel walls
and disturb the normal blood clotting , while the
cobra and the krait venom is neurotoxic and can
block conduction of  the nerve impulses from nerves
to muscles causing progressive paralysis.
-Symptoms of viper bite - severe pain at the site of
the bite, rapid swelling of the bitten limb and if
serious, non-clotting of blood, leaking of blood
vessels, shock and kidney failure.

-Symptoms of neurotoxic bite- drooping eyelids,
double vision and difficulty in swallowing.

Antivenom in the treatment of snakebite
Antivenom is the most effective treatment for
serious snake bite. It involves “milking” snakes
(massaging the venom glands gently) to extract
venom which is then processed and made into
antivenom.
The Irula Snake Catchers Industrial Co operative
Society,  located in the Croc Bank premises are
licensed snake catchers who extract  venom from
the big four and supply to labs for preparation of
antivenom .

Venomous facts

Happenings at the Croc
Bank
The last couple of months have
seen much activity in the Croc
Bank. Forty muggers (Crocodylus
paluster) were sent from the
Bank to Bangladesh for
reintroduction into the wild
there. The entire operation of
catching the crocodiles and packing them into
boxes was carried out like a military exercise.
Finally, all the muggers were loaded into a plane
and the Bangladesh authorities confirmed their
safe arrival and release into the areas selected.

New arrivals at the Croc Bank, included a baby
rock python (Python molurus), eight hatchlings of
the Indian soft shell turtles (Aspideretes gangeticus)
and 22 hatchlings of the endangered painted
roofed turtles (Kachuga kachuga). All the young
ones are doing fine.

One of our rock pythons underwent a surgery
to remove a growth on its neck. The operation
carried out by the doctors in the Madras
Veterinary College, Vepery, took over an hour
with many curious students and doctors trooping
in to have a look at the procedure. The python
was brought back to the Croc Bank on the same
day where it is recovering well.

King cobra leaves temple
Sep 8, 2005 Kaula Lampur: The king cobra which drew
thousands of people to the Sri Maha Mariamman temple in
Puchong over the past two days has left the place of  worship.
Temple chairman G. Velu said that at 7.15pm yesterday, the king
cobra slithered out of the glass enclosure set up to prevent
devotees from venturing near the snake. 
Velu said, since Monday when the story of  the five-metre long
albino-like king cobra coiling itself around the statue of the
deity Amman on the main altar appeared in the newspapers, an
estimated 30,000 people had visited the temple, some bearing
offerings of  milk and eggs. 


