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THE POISONOUS LAND SNAKES OF SIAM. 

BY l\iALCOLl\I A. SMITH, F. z. s. 
WITH PLATE 6. 

[Adapted from a lecture given before the Society on Dec. 19th. 1922.] 

It may be said, and with considerable certainty, that the 
poisonous species of lan(i snakes w}1ich inhabit Siam are now all 
known. 'l'hey are 14 in number, out of a total of about 108 species 

of all kinds which are to be found in the country. 
The sea snakes, abGut 16 species, all of which are poisonous, 

are not discussed in this article. They are extremely common round 
the coasts of Siam, but are seldom known to bite anyone, They 

can be recognized at once from land snakes, by having a broad, 
vertically flattened, paddle-shaped tail, instead of the usual rounded 
one. In addition, the ventral scales are, with most species, extremely 

small or absent, and their powers of l_ocomotion on land feeble in 

consequence. All snakes found at sea are not sea snakes, several 
species of harmless water snakes being common inhabitants of the 

sea coast . 
.Bangkok itself out of a total of 34 species of snakes has 4 

which are poisonous. They are :-'rhe Common Asiatic Cobra., the 
.Banded Krait, Russell's Viper and the Common Green Pit Viper. 

Many attempts have been made to draw up some kind of key 
whereuy poisonous snakes in general can be distinguished from 
harmless ones. None however, are satisfactory, for the reason 

that there are no special characters by which the two groups can be 
distinguished. 'L'o attempt even to decide the point by examining 

the teeth is unreliable unless one is experienced, fm in some species 
( Dol1:ophis, Octtlophis) the poison fangs are so small that it is not 

easy to discover them. In other species, the Vipers in particular, 

the fangs arc very large and can be seen at once. 
'rhe poison fang of .a snake is simply a channelled tooth 

which serves to convey the poison. 'l'he poison is contained 
in a modified :;ali vary gland, situated on the side of the head, and is 

conveyed to the tooth by a duct. It i~ forced there by compression 
of the muscle over the gland, and in some snakes this compression 
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56 DR. MALCOLM SMITH ON 

can be so strong that the poison is squirted out for a distance of 
several feet. The fangs are in the upper jaw, on either side in 
front, and, in the Vipers, are moveable, that is to say they can be 

erected and depressed at will. When depref:sed they are covered 
by a fold of skin and partly hidden from sight. 

Snake's teeth are not set in 8ockets like those of mammals, 

but are merely attached to the bone. They are continually being 
shed and renewed, and most poisonous snakes if examined carefully 
will be found to have two or three fangs on either side in different 

stages of growth, which will eventually mature and replace the. 
fangs that fall out. For this reason it is impossible to deprive a 

snake of its teeth for mot·e than a short time, al'l new ones will 
always grow up again and suce;eed thm;e that are taken out. It is 

often said tllat snake-charmers extract the fangs of their captives 

before exhibiting thelll. This is certainly not true of them all, for I 
have on several occasions exa,miued their ::makes aud ~;een the fangs 

in sittb. These men Lrade probably a good deal upon th~ir know­
ledge that the Cobra i~,; not really a Yiciou~,; snake, that it bite:; more 

in fear than iu anger, and if handled frequently loses that fear. 
They ruu risks it is true, but familiarity breeds contempt, and they 

Jo not always escape. 'l'he snake chanuer who came to Bangkok 
about, teu year~; ago is au instance in point. He wt~s biLten by a 

Hamadryad or King Cobra, and Jied in about (j hours, i'n spite of 
his own rcmedie:; which he assured everyone were infallible. 

1'hc amount of venom which a ~;nu,ke can inject at one bite 

varies according to circutnsLances. If Lhe snake ha:-; not bitten any­

thing for several clays the glands are fully chargeL1. It has been ' 

estimated that an adult Cobra, with its glands full, can inject at one 
bite enough poison to kill ten ordinary people. It follows, that if it 
i~:> called upon to bite a ~:~econd tilUe IJl:fore the glands can· be re­
charged, the dose of venom given ~vill be le8s, and so on with each 
succes::;ive bite. Ia illustration of this, there is the remarkable story 

recorded by Sir Joseph Fayeer of four IUen who allowed th emselves 
to be bitten by an Indian Krait in tho belief that it "·oulcl do thew 
no harm. 'l'hey were bitten at night anJ the snake was goaded on 
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to do so by hi tti ng it with a stick T lt c mau w iJU \\'as first bitten 

died befor e t h e 11ig lt t Wits ou t , t lt e second and Lh ircl cl ierl in t hL· 

course of t he n ext morning, wl1ile the last ma 11 t u be biLLe n, a.ftc r 

b eing seriously ill , recoYered. 

Jt does not n ecessttr il y fo llow, th erefore, thnL bec;wse one is 

biLte u by a poison uw; :make t haL one wi ll die, e1·en i [ uo tre;tLmeut is 

g i,·e tl. It has been stated t hat, as r ega.rds t h e Cobm, SO ll ie 80 per 

cent of t hose bitten do not receive a lethal doHe .. IL has a lso boell 

shewn, for r easons which ca.nnot be clea,rl y explai11ecl, Lltat it 1s 

possible to be biLLe tt by <t poisonous smt k e a nd yet k t1 e no s igns o[ 

} IOlSODlll g . 

T ho fr esh Ve llU llJ, as iL Willes l'rolll the s Jt; tkc , is ' ' s li gh Lly 

Lhick , pa lo, ye iiO\Y is lt Hnid . TL lhi os rea,cl il.v i11 Lu crysLal:-;, nurl iu 

tha t :sta.te, if k ept in scaled IJutt les away fro 111 \ll oisLurc, w ill rdtt in 

its proper t ies fo r ma ny years. 

The p oisonom; snake:; o[ ~i<t ll1 , hy l'CelSIJII or tl ,eir J"t• i;JLiouship 

Lu une a nother , lllay IJe Lli vi ded in to 4 groupH. ' l'!te,.;e a~·e :-

Cob ms uml Coml f:lnakes 

K raiLs 

V ipers 

5 
) 

,) 

li 

specJCs. 

HlJ l:ClL:S. 

Hpecie:-;. 

~ea Snakes 16 spcc tcs. 

The .following key, nse(l in conj unction wi th th e 1 1<-scri pLion , 

shou ld lJe sufticient to identi f~ · the species fonml in ~iau1. I L is HoL 

fi'amed to wo rk in any other country. To con11t the n u mber o l' 

sc;tles aero~s tlH~ body accnmtely requires a litt le practice, but can be 

easi ly lc.trnocl. I ll ustrations of the most C0111JJIOll specie, here 

m entioned lw.Ye a.lreacly appeared in t his Journa l (Vol. l , No. I & 2). 

Naja naja (Tho Common Asiat ic Cobra). 

Siamo~;e. J J~l (Ngn bno). 
~ 

Colou ra.tlon somewha t variab le. Young specim L~ ll s usnn.ll y 

haYe Lhe u pper parts bla.ck, whil st adu Its a re cltt rk bro\\·n. Yell ow­

ish -brown or oliYe specimens, howenr, haYe been met with , chi efly in 

t he north of Si;tm. 'l,he spectacle mar k upon the hood is seldo m 

seen i.n t his country , t h e usual p<1ttern being <t single pale nil g. In 
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KEY TO THE SPECIES. 

I. HEAD SHIELDS LAllGE; NU I.OREAL SCAJ.E; :\0 PIT ll\ SIDE OF FACH:. 

A. Vertebntls not enlarged; subcauchtls pairecll. 

25-31 scales across hood, 19- 21 across body 

19-21 scales across hood, 15 across body 

13 settles across body; subcn,udals 21-32. Ligut 
brown above, with smal l black spots, 
belly in life reel 

13 scales aoross body ; snbcaudab 34-53. Blackish­
blne above with pnJe longitudinal lines; bead , 
t~til and lower parts reel ... 

13 scales n,cross body; subcaudrtls 15-33. D>trk 
brown above with longitudinal stren.ks, bell y 
white or yellow , tail red 

n. Vertebml scn.les euln.rged. 

-Scn.les in 15 rows; subcfl.uclals single. AnnuhtLe 
bln.ck n.ncl yellow 

Scn.les in 15 rows; subcn.mhtls single. Bln.ck abo1·e 
with white cross bn.ncls; !Jelly white or yellowitih 

Scales in 13 rows; subcn.uclals single n.nd double. 
Black n.bove, head and t"il yellow or omngc. 

Naja naja 2. 

Naja lw 1vnah 2. 

Callophis ?IWC!llicrps. 

Dulioph is bit•i rgatus. 

Doliophis intcstinalis. 

BnH(Jarus fascia Ins. 

.. Bungcwus candiclus. 

. . Bungants flaviceps. 

II. TOP OF HEAD WITH S~!ALL SCALES, OH WITH A PI'L' Jl\ THE SlDE 

OF THE FACE BETWJmN EY" AND NOSTRIL. 

A. No pit; top of hertel with smn.ll scales, scales in 
29-31rows 

B. A pit in the side of the f<tce. 

a. Top of hmtcl with large settles 

b. Top of head with smn.ll scJLieti . 

Bmtles in 19- 23 rows; ventrals 150- 175; colonr 

Fipera msselli siauteltsis. 

~lncistrodun rhudus/oma. 

green. 7'rimcresurus grwnineus. 
BenJes in 25-27 rows; ventmls 160- 1H2; eoluur 

purplish-brown 'l'rimeresu nt.s )l111pllreomaculatns. 
:::!cales in 21-25 row~; yentmls 127- l•H; colour 

green witb white or yellow bam1s. 
Colour brown with black spots 

- ------

'1'rin~eres1trns 1cagleri . 
'l'rimeresurus 11/onficolo. 

some examples this is well marked , in others it is almost enti rely 

absent, or limited to the skin between the scales. Some young Rpeei~ 

mens have in ttddition, indistinct palo rings round the anterior parL 
of the body. 

The hnou of the Cobra is a fold of skin Rupported hy a series 
1 of elongated ribs, which are moveable aud controlled by muscles. 

---------
1 Exeept in lhija lumnc~h \Yhere the tmterim· one>; a1·e HSll<tlly single. 

2 Bette1· known to readen; of this Jom·ual a~ Naia t1"ip11d-iwns and .N. 
/Junga.r·us. The 1mmes now used, however, have been ;;he\Yn to hnxe p1·iority 
in nomenclatnl'e, and must l'epln.ce those previously npplied. 
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When the snake is excited the hood is expanded, In moYing about 

in the ordinary way, io search of food, or when the ~;nake is dead, 

the ribs are folded clown along the ~;ides of the bocly and the hood iR 

hardly vit-ible. 

'l'he Common Cobra has a wide distL·ibution over most of 

twpical Asia, anJ is ertnally at home in the jungle, tlu3 padi-field or 

the vicinity of towns. It may attain a length · of '1900 nnn. , but 

average specimens seldom exceed 1500 mrn. 

Naja hannah ('rhe King Cobra or Hamadryad). 
I ' 

Hi!tmese. "l~ ms (Cbong ang) 01' s IV\1 ~u (Nt,:Ll h!tO dong). 
'11 

Young examples are usually black or dark brmYn above, with 

conspicuous white or yellow cross-bars or chevrons. In adult life 

these bars are almost entirely lost and the snake is of a more uniform 

brown or yellowish colom. An infitllible diagnostic point in the 

Hamadryad is the pair of large scales-the occipitals-which are to 

he found behind the normal liea,cl shields. 

The Hamadryad is fonncl throughout Assam, Burma, Siam, 

Indo-China and a large part of the Ma,layan region. It is a, denizen 

of the jungle, and is seldom found in the open fi elds or near towns. 

It has been knmyn to attain a length of 4650 mni. 

THE CORAL SNAKES. 

Three species are known in Siam, all of them 1:are and inha­

bitants of more or less hilly country. 'rhe genus Doliophis has a 

special interest, in that the species which corn prise it have the poison 

glands situated about one-third clown the body instead of in the 

'usual position behind the eye. 

Callophis maculiceps. 
Light bay aboYe, with a distant series of black clots aloug 

each side of the back ; head and neck black with one or two yellow 
bands on each side; lower parts reel; tail with two black rings. 

A small snake, not exceeding 480 rom. in length. 

Burma, Siam, Cochin China and Malay Peninsula. 
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Doliophis bivirgatus 
Bluish-hlack a hoYo, highly irridescent: lwn.d, tai 1 and lowe r 

parts coral -red in life: one or two pale blue lin es along each side or 
tlH' l1orly. Total length 1800 mn1. 

Bmma, Sittm, In<lo-Ohina aud Malay Peninsula . 

Dolicphis intestinalis . 
This snake, as far as S iam is conceruerl, appears to be con­

fined to the southern pn.rt of the Peninsula. The only Rxample J 

ha,·e seen was obtained in the mountainR of Nakon Sritamarat and 

was coloured as follows :-Dn.rk brown above with a scm·let verte­

hml stripe broken up at regub.r intervals and horcl erecl with black. 

Belly yellow, tail reel, hoth with black cross-bar .. 

Variations from this colouration ha,-e been found furth er 

son t h, ;mel three different ·olour forms are record ed from the Malay 

Pc>ninsnla. 

The specimen mentioned above probably m,uks the northern 

limi t () f mngc of thl' species. It is f:ound also in 'l'enass0rim, amlin 

(·,itp ·M";1ht.\· Architll'hgo. TA·ngth up to 580 mm. 

THE KRAITS. 

Bungarus fasciatus (The Banded Kntit). 
~intn~se. S ~m !~ !U:W (?'olgu snm liem). 

~ 

Oolouration. }1road hands of bbck nncl yellow, the bands of 

t·qna l wid th allll t'nmplet.cl.\' encircling the bndy and tail. H end 

· 1·ell ow with ;t l;trt>·c hlack mtnk eommeucino· 1Jehvecn the eyes anJ 
• M b • 

extendi ng on to thr Lwei{ . J n some Siamese l'Xampl eH the hlack 

h;tncls a,re not a l wn.ys C()! ll ph·tc across the belly. In the adult :make 

Lhe tip of the tlti l is hlnnLl.1· swollrn, 11ot pointed as i>l usual with 

otl1et· land snakes. 
Distribution. rnJi,t (.q 8. Chin<t and t.he lVhh~r Al'chipela.go. 

] t is n. common Rllttkl' throughout 8i [Lill . 

The second i<Lrgost spocinwn on cecorcl waR killed in th e 

Bn.ngkok Xmsing Tiome and meit.sm·ecl 2900 mm. in lengLh. 

The En.ndecl Kra it. is of a quiet and timid disposition. In 

spite of i tR prevalence ttnd w irlr Ll istribution there is no authentic 
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record of itR having bitten n.ny human hei1_1g and nothing 1R known 

about its poiRon. 

Bungarus candid us. · 

Very closely allied to, if not identical with, B. C'af'?'UlPn.s (.The 

Common Indian Krait). 

Blackish ahoYe with broad white cross-1ands, 27-34 in num­

her. Top of head black, the colour continuous with the firRt black 

mark on the back; lower parts white. The white dorsa.! bands 

may he pure or have a median stippling of black 

A very rare snake in Siam. I know of only one example. 

fi'Om Sriracha .. Length up to 1 metre. 

Distribution. Siam, Malay Penin,ula an<l Archipelago. 

Bungarus fiaviceps (The Yellow-headed Krait). 
Colouration. Dark brown or black ahoH, head and tai l 

yellow or orange: belly brown or yellowish. A ~Tel low ln,lcml streak 

may be present. Length up to 1800 mm. 
DiRtribution. TenaRserim, Cochin-China, Peninsular: S iam and 

Malayan regio_n. The only Siamese example I know of. W1tS killed in 

the Nn.kon St·itama.rat monnta.im:l. Nothing iR kuown a.hont the 

poi:-;on of thiR snake. 

THE VIPERS. 

These are cli,·ided into two distinct groups :-(1) 'l'he trne 

Vipers, of which the only representative in thiH country iR Russell's 

Viper, and (2) The Pit Vipers, so callecl hecau:>e they luwe a pit in 

the side of the face bet\vccn the eye and the nostril. The function 

of this pit is unknown. 

'l'he Pit ViperH can be recognized by the triangu lar head and 

Yery narrow neck All arc proYicled with large f-angs, in order to 
enable them to inj ect their poison deeply into the bodies of their 

victims, chiefly mice and birds. The poison is almost entirely local 

in)ts action, but the shock produced in these small creatures by its 

entry into Yital parts of the body results in alntoHt instant.aneous 
death. Human beings are commonly hitten in the extremities, and 
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the com;equence lR not severe. The n.frectecl part becomes swollen 

and painful, but general toxic effects do not occur in an ordinary 

healthy individual. Some persons experience nothing more than a 

transient smarting such n.s _might occur from the sting of an insect. 

The identi.flcat.ion of the Pit Vipers-those wiLh small scales 

on the top of the head-is ofLen difficult, owing t') their mriability 

both in scalation and colouration . Tl1e author will be pleased to 

assist anyone in the determination nf specimens, :-;hould difficulties 

preRent themRelves. 

Vipera russelli siamensis (Russell's Viper). 

Sinmese. S !l~"l l"lfl (Ngu mna,w s11o). 
. II 

Uolour. Light brown above with three longitudinal series­

a dorsal 11nd two lateral-or ovR.l, brown or blackish spots, pale in 

the cent-re and edged with white. Between them two more series of 

smn.ll, elongated, seed-shaped spots, of similar colour. Belly white, 

with sma,ll crescentic black spots. Head 'vith symmetrical du,rk mark­

ings, a,nd two light streaks uniting on the snout and diverging behind. 

This form o.E Russell's Viper is found in Central and Eastern 

Siam. It is not uncommm i11 the country round Korat, and extends 

eastwa,rds as far as Formosa. Its southern limit is Bangkok, 11 speci­

men having been killed on the Sports Club grounds many years ago. 

The largest specimen I know of measured 1320 mm. in 

total length. The Indian form may attain to 1700 mm. in length. 

There is no authentic record of n.ny one in Siam having been 

bitten by this snake. Death in India, where a fatal dose has been 

giYen, usually occurs in about 24 hours. 

Ancistrodon r hodostoma. 

fii>tmese. S ~lfl n::~:: (Ngu pak knpa) . 
~ 

;Reddish, greyish. or pale brown above, with large angular, 
dark brown, bhck-e<.lged i:lpots disposed in opposite pairs or alternat­
ing ; <L dark brown vertebral liue; lips yellowish or pink, powdered 

with brown; a broad dark brown, black-edged bn.nd, festooned below, 

from the eye to the angle o£ the mouth, with a light band above it; 
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yellowish beneath, uniform or powdered or spotted with greyish 

brown. Total length 900 mm. 1 

Siam, Indo-Chiua, .Malay Peninsula, JanL. Fairly common 

in Siam in sandy localities. 

Trimeresurus gramineus (The Coinmon Green Pit Viper). 
... .l .... 

Siamese. i !"11\JJ V\11 V\'l..J (Ngu J;bieo hang m1ti) or V\11 U~U (htmg deng). 

Also known as the Green Tree-Viper or Bamboo Snake, its 

habits being largely arboreal. 
Green above, with or without ill-defined blackish cross-bands; 

usually a white, yellow, blue or red streak along the outer rmv of 
scales; end of tail usually browni~h; below green, yellow or blue. 

'l'otal length 900 mm. 

Widely distributed from India and S. China to the Malay 
Archipelago. Common throughout Siam, and equally at home (tt sea 

le\' el or at altitudes of 5000-6000 feet. 

Trimeresurus purpureomacula tus. 
Not definitely recorded from Siam, but \Vill almm;L t;ertainly 

be found along the western coast of the Peninsula. 
Colour. Dark purplish-Lrown or blackish, unifunn ()r Yane­

gated with pale green: sides usually pale green or spotted with lJalc 
green; olive or greenish-wJ:ite below, uniform or Apu.tted "·ith hlu.ck. 
Some specimens uniform green. Length 980 mm.. 

Distribution. From the E. Himalayas to the Malay Archi­

pelago. 

Trimeresurus wagleri. 
AduiLs usually green auo\·e, the scaler-; blat.:k-cdged, with 

bright yellow, black-edged cross-bands, or black with yellow cross, 
bands; head black spotted with yellow; belly bright yellow or 

yellow and green, the shi€l'lds black-edged; end o[ tail black. Young 
green above, with yellow or white t.:ross-liues edged behind with blue 

1 AncistJ·odon blom.ho.ffii !3oie is recorded from Siam, but I think on 
i llSU.tlicient evidence, nnrl it is thel'efol'e not included in this li ;;t. It is n 

Uhinese species and mn y perhaps be fotwd in the extl'eme north of this 
l"<>llllt.l'y. 
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or purple, or wi th two dorsal series of small spots or cross-bars of 

tho same colour; a yellow or white line on each side of the head, 

passing through the eye, edged below with blu or purple; belly 

white or pale green, wit h or without black edges to the shields ; end 

of tail usually r ed or reddish-brown. Total leng th 980 mm. 

A Malayan species extending only into the extreme south of 

Siam. I have seen a ::;pecimen from Bang Nara in Patani. 

Trimeresurus monticola 
Brown or yellowiHh above, with one or two clm:::;al senes of 

large squar ish dark brown spots, and a la teral se ries of small er spots; 

head clark brown ahove, pa le brown or yell owish on the sides, with a 

dark brown tempora l streak; lower parts whitish, powdered or Apot­

Led with brown , the lJr01n1 spots sometimes coutluent into two 

stripes. Total leng th 800 mm. 

Widely distributed from the Himalayas Lo Indo-China and 

the Malay Archipehtgo. Recorded in Siam from Doi Chieng Dao, N . 

l::liam, at 1750 m. , and from the hills west of Chmupon. 

E XPLANA'l'lOX o ~· PLATE G. 

1. Side view· ut he< Lll of Xutri.,; piscator, shewing l.ore<Ll ,.;hielcl 
presen t . 

:2. Side view of l1ead ot Nttjct hcmncd~ (King Cobra ), :,;hewing !or eal 
shield :tbsent. 

3. Side view of he. ul ol' 1'·rime1·esw·~ts g?'ctmineus (Pit Viper) , 
shewing lor e<Ll pi t . 

4. Upper view of head of sn.me shewing ::nnnll sc;d e::; O l t t op of h ead. 
5 . Upper view of herLd of Callophis ?nrtculiceps, Rhewing norma l, 

large head shield >~ . 

6. Section of skin of i>Olly of BungM us f w;ciatus (Banded Kmit ) 
shewing enhrgecl V('rtebml sc:a.les ::\,lld metl1od of count ing the 
scal es acroRs tbe borl y. Ventrn.l .·hielcls shewn on eit he1· side. 
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