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PAN THEROPH I S  OBSO LET U S

Systematics
� Scientific name: Pantherophis obsoletus [Say, 1823].
� Synonyms: Elaphe obsoleta [Say, 1823]. Coluber obsoletus [Say, 1823].
� Common names: Western rat snake. Black rat snake.
� Family: Colubridae.

Biological Profile
� Large, powerful, slender, non-venomous, constricting colubrid with wedge-
shaped head and keeled scales. Black, except for its white or cream chin. Belly
patterned with grey or brown over a background of yellow or white. Up to
1.8 m [6 ft] in length; record length 2.57 m [8.5 ft].

� Range: Central USA.
� Habitat: Forested wetland, riparian, heavily wooded areas, rocky canyons. Can
be considered arboreal, as it seeks food and refuge inside hollow limbs as well
as on exposed branches. Also can be found associated with human habitations,
as it may take up residence in barns and associated farm structures.

� Diurnal in spring and fall, nocturnal in summer.
� Excellent climber; uses its angular ventral scales to climb straight up the trunk
of a tree.

� Being able to access many different habitats, feeds on a variety of mammalian,
avian, reptilian [mainly lizards] and amphibian [mainly frogs and toads] prey.

� Shy, avoids being confronted; tends to freeze and remain motionless when
confronted by danger. Its colour variation, the Texas rat snake, however, is
described as “Easily one of the most ill-tempered snakes found in Texas, it is
non-venomous but will bite any aggressor voraciously.” [Herps of Texas]

� Oviparous; 5–30 eggs per clutch.
� Hibernates.
� No subspecies. A revision of Pantherophis obsoletus has recommended the
elimination of the various subspecies entirely, considering them all to be
merely locality variations.

Materia Medica
� No symptoms.

THAMNOPH I S  S I RTA L I S  S I RTA L I S

Systematics
� Scientific name: Thamnophis sirtalis [L., 1758].
� Subspecies: T. s. sirtalis [L., 1758].
� Common name: Eastern garter snake.
� Family: Colubridae.



Biological Profile
� Highly variable colubrid in both colour and pattern, but normally with 3
yellowish stripes, 1 medial and 2 lateral ones; stripes may be brownish,
greenish, or bluish. There is usually a double row of alternating back spots
between stripes. Ground colour mostly black, but can be brown, green, or
olive. Belly greenish or yellowish, with 2 rows of indistinct black spots. Scales
keeled.

� Average length 50–70 cm, maximum 1.2 m.
� Range: Eastern USA and Canada.
� Habitat: Hardwood and pine forests, lowland and upland grasslands,
abandoned fields, along margins of creeks, rivers, ponds, and lakes, agricul-
tural and urban areas, freshwater marshes.

� Diurnal; active during the cooler parts of the day – early morning, late
afternoon, early evening.

� Viviparous; 10–60 young per litter.
� Preys on earthworms, millipedes, spiders, various insects, salamanders, frogs,
and toads.

� Congregates in large numbers at good places to hibernate over the winter.
� First to appear in spring from hibernation and the last to hibernate in the
autumn.

� Will discharge a foul-smelling musky secretion and strike when cornered.

MATERIA MEDICA

Sources
1 Effects of bite; clinical manifestations.

Clinical Manifestations
‘The salivary secretions of the common garter snake [Thamnophis sirtalis] are
elaborated from mandible glands and serve as evidence of a venom delivery
system. Several cases of envenomation have resulted from bites by the garter
snake species Thamnophis sirtalis and Thamnophis elegans vagrans. The victims of
these bites suffered local swelling, oedema, haemorrhagic vesicles, and ecchymo-
sis, to the extent that they required hospital admission. Systemic symptoms did
not occur, but the clinical presentation was likened to that observed with pit
viper envenoming. Thus, even colubrid species considered to be totally harmless
are capable of causing some degree of toxinological insult.’ [Hayes, 2007]

V I PE R A  AQUAT I CU S  C AR I N ATA

Identity Uncertain
This snake is not Echis carinatus, although the name would suggest so. Swan
gave it the name Fel vipera acustica carcinata [sic], referring to ‘the serpent galls
brought by Dr. Higgins from South America.’ Higgins, however, was all but clear
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about its origins. He categorised a snake, which he named Vipera echis carinata,
as occurring in both India and South America. Since snakes of the genera Vipera
and Echis only occur in the Old World, the location South America obviously
cannot be correct. Aside from the first mentioned V. echis carinata, Higgins also
speaks of one with the enigmatic name Vipera acuaticus [colubriformis] carinata,
which would explain Swan’s misspelling of the name as acustica instead of
acuaticus. This snake seems to be native to South America, the Colombian
‘curers’ [snake handlers] claiming that its gall acts as an antidote to poisoning,
if we are to believe Higgins. The drawn-out name of the snake is difficult to trace
back to something scientifically acceptable and accepted.
Thus, if Higgins brought the preparation with him from South America, and

according to Swan he did, it cannot have been obtained from the Indian species
Echis carinata. On the other hand, if the snake’s local name Lomo de Machete
[misspelled by Swan as ‘Loina de machete’] would be anything to go for, the
mystery will be solved. It would explain the addition of colubriformis, meaning
‘colubrid-like’, since Lomo de Machete is the non-venomous snake Chironius
carinatus in the family Colubridae. It is large and known for its aggressive
behaviour and goes by the names Amazonian whipsnake, keeled whipsnake,
machete savane and yellow machete. It opens its mouth in vigorous threat
display, meanwhile inflating its neck region to expose the white skin between
the scales and biting readily when given the chance. When caught it will whip
at the capturer’s face or hand like an uncoiling spring, which often helps its
release and subsequent escape. The specific epithet acuaticus refers to aquaticus,
in allusion to this snake readily taking to water and feeding on frogs.
Higgins deemed it venomous. While highly truculent and pugnacious, it is not

venomous, as Mike Boston’s encounter with a large specimen in a Costa Rican
rainforest demonstrates.
‘“You never see snakes, huh!” remarked one of the women as the taxi driver

pointed out a large, electric blue keel-backed racer, Chironius carinatus, on the
road a short distance ahead. I just can’t resist catching snakes and, despite the
protests from the women, I burst out of the taxi and ran towards the snake. Keel-
backed racers are fast diurnal hunters, with large eyes and keen vision. They are
wary snakes, and one cannot afford finesse when attempting to catch them. So
I lunged at the snake, just as it was about to disappear into the undergrowth and
seized it by the tail. The snake turned and struck at my face, but with reflexes
of a prize boxer I dodged, and the snake missed.
‘I now had 6 feet of angry snake suspended from my grasp. Meanwhile, protests

from the taxi were reaching fever pitch: “No, Mike!” “Please don’t, Mike!” The
snake then bit my knee, released and struck again at my chest. In the process of
getting the snake into a more manageable position it bit me several times more
on my left arm. With the snakes head now under control and my knee, chest
and arm oozing rivulets of blood, I approached the taxi. I had a huge grin on my
face – my prayers were answered, I thought! By the time I reached the taxi the
snake had settled down in my gentle grasp. The expressions on the women’s faces
were ones of total disbelief. They were aghast and speechless. My enthusiastic
dissertation on snakes, extolling their abundant virtues, went largely unheard!
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‘I released the snake, wiped the blood from my arm, chest and knee, and
jumped into the taxi. The women were amazed that I was still alive, and
examined my bite wounds minutely, and repeatedly. They said I was a complete
lunatic and begged me to desist from such activities lest I die and leave them
abandoned in the jungle. But, of course, I didn’t!’ [Mike Boston, Tales from the
Jungle: Snakes; www.osaaventura.com]

Systematics
� Scientific name: Chironius carinatus [L., 1758].
� Synonyms: Coluber carinatus [L., 1758]. Natrix carinatus [Merrem, 1820].
� Common name: Amazonian whipsnake. Keeled whipsnake. Machete savane.
� Family: Colubridae.

Biological Profile
� Very large but slender colubrid varying in colour from dark olive green to
brown or black. Back sharply ridged with a lighter stripe along the middorsal
region that contrasts with the darker colouring on the upper side of its body.
Chin and underside of forebody bright yellow; yellow spots on body and tail
along first row of dorsal scales. Head large and distinct from the slim neck. Tail
very long and thin. Up to 3 m [10 ft] in length.

� Range: Costa Rica, Venezuela, Trinidad and Tobago, French Guiana, Suriname,
Guyana, Colombia, Peru, Ecuador, Brazil.

� Habitat: Terrestrial and arboreal, but also readily takes to water.
� Active hunter; preys on frogs, lizards, mice and birds.

MATERIA MEDICA VIPERA AQUATICUS CARINATA

Sources
1 Proving Swan [USA], 1 female prover, 1M; 1885.

Mind
� Feels like crying, esp. when spoken to, not from pain, but from being generally
miserable all over. Feels miserable in morning.

� Very little patience; small matters annoy.

Generals
� Restless sleep wakes with a start; cramps in limbs during sleep, < in right, in
popliteal space.

� Thirst all the time; takes one goblet of cold water after another.
� Sick and miserable all over; awfully tired. Feels fatigued all the time.
� At times feels hot, yet chills crawl over her. Chilly only if uncovered. Alternate
heat and crawling chills.

� Appetite poor; after eating a little, has suddenly a sense of fullness, and more
food nauseates.
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Sensations
� When walking, momentary dizziness, as if she would fall backward [occiput
as if very heavy].

� Head seems so heavy as to cause neck to ache.
� Sensation of a hair across nose; felt it yesterday across the hand, about third
and fourth fingers.

� When lying down, noises in head like summer insects and frogs, etc., such as
is heard in the country when all is quiet.

Locals
� Headache in spells, first over left side, then stops entirely; then returns on right
side; alternates.

� Face swollen on right side, and looks red.
� Saliva stringy, frothy, thick, sticky.
� Cramps in bowels, immediately after drinking cold water.
� Pains of menses, but no flow.
� Menses 12 days too late; profuse and very liquid, colour bright.
� Both breasts sore; cannot bear pressure or when lying on them.
� Can’t draw a deep breath, it hurts so in left side and round to back, and for 2
hours cannot speak without catching a stitch in this side.

� Dry cough while sitting; cannot reach mucus, which seems low down under
sternum; on lying down it becomes loose.

� Lungs very sore when coughing or inhaling air.
� Pains in 2 middle fingers of left hand, but most in back of hand; the pain is
shooting, needle-like, going up the fingers; also aching in back of hand.

� At night, hands itch as if bitten by insects; commences about 8 p.m. and
continues till toward morning; itching is on joints of fingers and wrists, and
also on ankles.

� Pain in sacrum in region of the dimples and down back of left leg to popliteal
space; it then appears midway down outside of calf through ankle to underside
of foot.

� Soreness all through both feet; a tired pain, < standing. Feet so lame and sore,
has trouble to walk. On walking, sharp pain from outer left malleolus back
into heel.

Clinical Notes
W.H. Leonard, calling the remedy ‘Viperia acontica carinata’, claimed its success-
ful use in:
‘Climacteric haemorrhages, flow red with dark clots, excessive flowing to pros-
tration and faintness. There exists a small fibroid in uterus. A few doses of the
remedy changed matters for the better, and the excessive haemorrhages did not
return.
‘Same remedy in case of a lady nursing child one year old; much prostrated from
flowing for several weeks, not profusely but continuously; nearly every day
nosebleed; weaning brought no relief. A prescription of China 200 did no good.
Gave Vipera CM; 3 doses cured.’
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