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Perspectives In Conservation
Romulus Whitaker, along with family and colleagues, set up 

the Madras Snake Park in 1969, Madras Crocodile Bank in 1976, 
Irula Snake-catchers Cooperative in 1978, Andamans Centre 
for Island Ecology in 1989, and Agumbe Rainforest Research 
Station in 2005. His recognitions include the Whitley Fund for 
Nature Award, Rolex Award for Enterprise, Sir Peter Scott Award 
for Conservation, Salim Ali Award for Nature Conservation, and 
Padma Shri Award from the Government of India. He co-authored, 
with Ashok Captain, the seminal illustrated book “Snakes of India 
– the Field Guide.” Rom has been working with venomous snakes 
and crocodilians for over half a century and now concentrates 
on snakebite mitigation in India. He was interviewed by Section 
Editor Jennifer Stabile in January 2021.

You were born in New York City. How did you find your-
self working with reptiles?

Although I was born in New York City and we lived there for 
the first couple of years, my mother, my sister Gail, and I moved 
to several locations in the United States. We eventually moved 
to a little village called Hoosick, which is right on the border 
with Vermont. My mother’s eldest sister and her Indian husband 
had bought a great big house built very early in the 1800s on the 
outskirts of Hoosick. We lived there and it became somewhat of 
a paradise for me. My mother looked after the house because my 
aunt was a commercial artist in New York City and could only get 
out there in the weekends. So, we were in charge of this massive 
house of 22 rooms with a carriage house and a barn. There were 

40 acres of fields next to the forest where I could go out and turn 
over rocks and find snakes. I would just run rampant through 
the bushes and get stung by bees, and wade through streams 
catching frogs. I was having a great time.

At what point in your childhood did you find yourself 
living in India?

When I was seven years old my mother married an Indian 
gentleman by the name of Rama Chattopadhyaya. He had been 
going to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology learning 
about film technology. Once they were married, we went out to 
Hollywood where he worked for Kodak, but his goal was to go 
back to India and start India’s first big color processing lab for 
motion pictures. For me, I was about to go to the land of snakes 
when I was eight years old, and as you can imagine it was a pretty 
exciting time. 

We moved to India in 1951 and lived on a beautiful beach 
outside of Bombay called Juhu Beach. It was just marvelous 
because I got very close to the ocean there. In fact, I was in the 
sea every single day, morning and night. For the first year I didn’t 
go to school, which was great for this kid! I just had a whale of a 
time and got to know the fishermen’s kids there, started learning 
the local language, Hindi.

That set me up for my future career after having developed 
a love for snakes in Hoosick catching garter snakes and ring-
necked snakes. Then coming over to India and finding amazing 
species like green vine snakes, rat snakes, and trinket snakes. I 
did see a cobra when I was eight years old, but luckily didn’t try 
to catch it. Something saved me from goofing up too much. They 
say that the gods protect idiots.

How did your mother feel about you catching snakes?

I was very fortunate, as my mother encouraged me right from 
the beginning in Hoosick when I was bringing home snakes, she 
knew already that there were no rattlesnakes in the area we lived 
so she was okay with me bringing back what I found. She was 
just as fascinated with these creatures as I was. Maybe not quite 
as obsessed, but she certainly put up with it and helped me keep 
them in captivity. We had an old aquarium which she converted 
to a terrarium for a fat female garter snake which gave birth to a 
passel of little ones.
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Fig. 1. Rom Whitaker at home with chameleon, 2018. 
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Moving to India must have “sealed the deal,” in respect to 
your growing interest in herpetology. 

Coming to India, as you say, was a real life-changer. I was sent 
to a Christian missionary boarding school here in South India 
where I live now. It was up in the hills at about 7,000 feet, a place 
called Kodaikanal. It was quite a cool place and surrounded 
by forest. So, this again got in my way in terms of academia, 
because I spent my days looking out the window during class 
and thinking, “I need to be out there.” Every weekend I was in 
the forest. It was just a perfect existence for that age.

I graduated high school in 1960 and went along with all my 
peers and applied for college. I was accepted at the University of 
Wyoming in Laramie; they had a program in Wildlife Management 
which suited me. I was just 17 and my mother suggested I take 
a year off to hang around India. So, I spent this marvelous year 
working at a taxidermy studio in South India and spending a 
lot of my time, again, in the jungle. After that year I moved to 
Wyoming, very different from India in terms of weather! During 
the winter when it was 50 below zero you could tromp around 
in the snow and try to find tracks of animals to hunt, but you 
certainly couldn’t find any herps. I was in the wrong place; in 
retrospect I think I should have chosen Florida!

I did manage to get through a whole year of college, but I 
did pretty badly, a fitting start, and end, to my entire career in 
academia. I took all sorts of odd jobs around America. They 
got me to very beautiful parts of the country. I did it all, I was 
a traveling salesman, carpenter’s assistant at Mt. Rushmore, 

cleaned dinosaur fossils, and even worked at Schrafft’s and 
Bloomingdale’s in New York City.

Was this around the time you met your future mentor, 
Bill Haast?

Our communications actually began while I was in high 
school. I had seen an article about Bill Haast and the Miami 
Serpentarium in a magazine called Coronet. It was like an 
illustrated Reader’s Digest. I thought, “Wow, this is the kind of guy 
I’d like to emulate.” I wrote to him on one of these aerogramme 
forms that we had in those days. A few weeks later I got a letter 
back from him encouraging me in my pursuits. I told him about 
the snakes that I had seen in India and he actually expressed an 
interest in getting some Indian cobras. Still in school, I wasn’t in 
a position to send any snakes, but I definitely had to go to the 
Miami Serpentarium someday.

So, during this last period of the five years that I spent in 
America, pretty fed up with boring jobs, I joined the Merchant 
Marines and started sailing on cargo ships. One ship was leaving 
from Miami going to India and I thought, “Okay, I’ve been here a 
few years now, it’s time to go back home. But on the way I’ll stop 
at the Miami Serpentarium.”

What an impressive place. I got to see Bill Haast handling 
his king cobras, which was very exciting. It’s quite amazing but 
the day that I arrived one of the tour guides had just quit and 
they were looking for somebody to hire. I put my application in 
straight away. They wanted to try me out for a week, which was 
fine with me, and they took me on. For the next two years that 
was my life, working for the great guru Bill Haast (Fig. 2). At age 
20 what more could I want in life? He was an incredible mentor.

Was there anyone else that you looked up to at this time?

Yes, several of the snake hunting buddies whom I met while 
I was living in Florida. My salary at the Miami Serpentarium 
was around $65 a week, which wasn’t very much. Several of us 
made a considerable amount of money going out and catching 
venomous snakes to sell to the Serpentarium or to Ross Allen’s 
Reptile Institute. Nonvenomous snakes we caught and sold for 
the pet trade to a dealer named Bill Chase. 

I don’t pat myself on the back for that part and looking back 
that kind of commercial hunting was really wasteful. But the 
thing is I was learning about snake behavior and environmental 
preferences. I can remember one guy in particular, Attila Beke, 
who would say, “You see that stack of tires over there? Just run 
your hand along the inside of the lower two or three, you’ll 
find a yellow rat snake in there.” He would just sit back in his 
car smoking a cig, and sure enough we’d find a Yellow Ratsnake 
there. He always knew; it was uncanny. He was able to find 
Eastern Diamondback Rattlesnakes when we couldn’t find them. 
He would know the right time of day when they’re basking, the 
right place on the levees, and the right stands of fern where the 
rattlesnake would be lying. So, I learned a heck of a lot about 
snakes in the wild from Attila and my good pal the late Heyward 
Clamp.

Another ace snake hunter was a guy named Schubert Lee. 
Schubert was just like Attila, he would say, “Look, these indigo 
snakes, you can go out hunting all day long and not see them. But 
you get out there just as the sun’s rising and it’s quite cool in the 
early morning, down to 50 degrees, you’ll find an indigo snake 
coming out to bask.” Sure enough, he was right. That’s when we 

Fig. 2. Rom with Bill Haast at Miami Serpentarium 1964. 
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would find them and hey, these were the most valuable snakes in 
the pet trade, we’d get two or three dollars a foot (Fig. 3).

You could call these mentors. They weren’t much older than 
me, but they were mentors in the sense that they had tremendous 
experience being professionals who made their living as snake 
hunters. I compare them to my Irula tribal friends here in India 
whose livelihood is finding snakes.

Towards the end of your time at the Serpentarium you 
were drafted into the Vietnam War. Can you tell us about 
this?

Yeah, it was after I had spent two years working at the 
Serpentarium. In early 1965 I got that letter that said, “Greetings 
from the President of the United States,” etc. I was kind of 
shocked, I was anti-war, and wondering what to do. You could go 
to Canada or Sweden or you could say you were insane or gay but 
then you would really have to prove it. I was too chicken to dodge 
the draft, so I went in and did my two years. That was interesting 
too, because instead of sending me to Vietnam, which I don’t 
think I would have liked very much, I was trained as a medical 
lab technician out in William Beaumont General Hospital in El 
Paso, Texas. When I heard the name El Paso, Texas, I said, “Yes!”

That’s rattlesnake country! I had a great time out there 
because I was right next to Arizona with all of the wonderful 
places, like the Chiricahua and Huachuca mountains. That’s the 
most of anything I remember about the army. I was out there 
looking for rattlesnakes all my spare time. It was wonderful.

Did this have an effect on your herpetological goals?

I think so. Besides all the field experience I got looking for 
rattlers I did learn quite a bit about medicine and laboratory 
techniques. Also, the Army sent me over to the 406th Medical 
Laboratory in Japan for six months to help start a blood 
collection unit for the Vietnam War. I found out that we were 
actually the first team that supplied fresh blood to the front 
lines in a war. Ever.

It was a pretty interesting operation. We would go aboard 
aircraft carriers where there were 5,000 or 6,000 sailors or 
marines on board, so that’s five or six thousand pints of blood 
that we could get in a 24-hour gig. We’d be working day and 
night on board these aircraft carriers when they came from 
Vietnam; they came from the South China Sea to Yokosuka 
Naval Base in southern Japan for their R&R. Before they went 
ashore, they had to give a pint of blood to send back to Vietnam. 
It was a well-oiled machine. It was an experience that stays with 
you, for sure.

After the army, were you finally able to board that boat 
back to India? 

Well, after I got out of the army, I had to make enough money 
to get back to India, so I went back to the Huachuca Mountains 
and collected snakes for Carl Kauffeld at the Staten Island Zoo.

He said he wanted Willard’s rattlesnakes, green rock 
rattlesnakes, Price’s rattlesnakes, all the little mountain rattlers. 
He thought Mojaves would be nice too. So, he gave me a list with 
prices, and it sounded pretty good. In just ten days of serious 
hunting I made the $500 that I needed to get aboard a ship to 
get back to India. The only problem was I managed to get bitten 
by one of the green rock rattlers, that set me back a little.

It was an interesting bite, actually, which led to a publication 
in the New York Herpetological Society newsletter, HERP. That 
was my first “scientific” publication. I was still associated with 
the William Beaumont General Hospital as a lab technician, so 
all my buddies ran the tests on my blood after the bite. I had 
quite a bit of information about the snake bite.

That kicked off what became sort of a mania for taking notes 
on different herpetological experiences. Later on, those notes 
turned into publications. 

Fig. 3. Rom with Eastern Indigo Snakes, Everglades, 
Florida, 1963. 
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Fig. 4. Rom with Russel’s Viper and Irula tribal friends, 2002. 
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And you brought that knowledge and fascination with 
venom back to India to build a local snake venom project? 

When I came back to India, I arrived back in Bombay where 
my mother still lived with my brother and sister. My brother 
Neel was a guitarist and he had a rock band going in the late 
1960s, early 1970s called Atomic Forest. I became his roadie 
for a while, that was quite a bit of fun. He was called the Jimi 
Hendrix of Bombay.

At the same time, I rented a piece of land outside the city and 
set up my own little venom lab. I started extracting venom from 
the local cobras and vipers and selling it to a nearby antivenin 
producer as well as to a cancer research institute. I started in a 
very small way, but that’s what I thought my business would be.

I traveled all around India collecting snakes from different 
parts of the country and bringing them back to my little setup 
outside of Bombay. One of these trips I made down here to 
South India where I had been in school for eight years, so 
I spoke Tamil, the local language. I ran into a tribe of people 
called the Irulas (Fig. 4). They were catching snakes for the 
snakeskin industry, literally by the millions. There was a huge 
industry for snakeskin fashion in Italy, France, Germany, and 
the United States.

It was tremendously wasteful, but at the same time I 
realized these Irulas really knew their snakes. They knew how 
to find snakes; they knew about their natural history. We talked 
about mentors, I found that these guys were very similar to the 
guys I told you about earlier, Schubert and Attila, who were 
the American version of the tribals of South India. They just 
taught me so much by going out with them. They’d see a track 
on the ground and say, “A cobra’s gone this way,” and then we’d 
look around and we’d find a rat hole and they’d say, “Yeah, the 
cobra’s gone in there.”

I’d look at the track and say, “Okay, I can see the track, but 
how do you know the cobra didn’t come out of the hole, that 
he’s gone in?”

“No, you can see the way the sand is pushed back, the snake 
has gone in. He’s in there.” They’d dig and 10 to 15 minutes later 
they’d pull out a big feisty cobra. They just knew everything 
about them, interpreting signs like a fresh scat or bit of shed 
skin. 

Fast forward to 2017, Janaki and I had the distinct pleasure of 
accompanying two Irula snake hunters, Masi and Vadivel, to 
Florida at the invitation of the University of Florida and the 

Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission to impart some of what I 
call “tribal technology” to the local Florida snake hunters in the 
quest to reduce numbers of the devastating invasive Burmese 
Pythons there. We spent two months hunting pythons in some 
of my favorite old haunts and the highlights included locating 
a huge 16-foot female in an old Nike missile bunker on Key 
Largo and catching 8 pythons in one day out on a levee in the 
Everglades (Figs. 5, 6). 

I’ve been working with the Irulas for about 50 years now, 
but I’m still nowhere as talented or experienced or as skillful 
as they are at finding snakes. The thing is, they start out when 
they’re kids. Their parents teach them so it’s part of their life, 
their livelihood. They’re just incredible.

Is this relationship with snakes unique to the Irula?

This is something special of the Irulas. I’ve been out with other 
hunters in other parts of the country and they’re good hunters, but 
they’re nothing like these particular guys. The Irulas have a finesse 
and skill that surpasses all others. 

When I first began working with them, in the early 1970s, the 
Indian Wildlife Protection Act was just coming into force. That 
immediately put a ban on selling snakeskin. It took a few years for 
it to actually become effective, but that meant the Irulas were out 
of work. For many, this was the only skill that they had honed, they 
didn’t know any other job, and tribal people in India are not always 
treated fairly. They’re in a tough situation in many parts of the 
country, where they can’t get jobs because they don’t have formal 
education, and many have a very hard life. We came up with this 
idea that they should continue to catch snakes for extracting the 
venom and then releasing the snakes back to the wild. That’s what 
became what’s now called the Irula Snake Catcher’s Cooperative.

This was no easy task because the local authorities, being 
the Indian Forest Department, has a wildlife division which said, 
“Well these guys are poachers, we can’t give you permission to do 
that.” It took me four years of going to government offices back 
and forth, drinking thousands of cups of tea with various officials 
and clerks to get them to listen to me.

I had a good argument; venom was needed for the production 
of antivenin. Ultimately the authorities gave permission for the 
Irula Cooperative to start. I’m very happy to say that now, over 40 

Fig. 5. Vadivel and Masi with eight Burmese Pythons from Everglades 
Levee, 2017. 
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Fig. 6. Sixteen-foot long Burmese Python caught by the Irulas at Key 
Largo, Florida, January 2017. 
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years later, it’s still the main producer of venom in India for the 
production of antivenin. So, we’re talking about tens of thousands 
of lives being saved thanks to the Irula. I don’t think they fully 
know how important their work is. 

Was this the beginning of the Madras Snake Park, which 
led to the Crocodile Bank?

Yes, it made sense to open the Madras Snake Park. I put 
my brother and sister Nina to work and with help from kind 
donors we started working on India’s first reptile park. People 
are interested in snakes whether they like them or not! They 
might be scared of them, but still fascinated by them. When 
we opened up the Madras Snake Park in the city, the Forest 
Department was very kind, they gave me a half-acre of land 
inside the little national park right in the center of the city. In 
the first year a million visitors came.

Wow, this was highly successful!

It just blew us all away. A million people coming. The ticket 
price was five or ten cents for a ticket, so we weren’t getting rich, 
but the point was when you get a million people coming in there 
are all sorts of other opportunities (Fig. 7). We had a lot of press 
and many people wanting to come and make films about what we 
were doing. The timing was perfect because World Wildlife Fund 
was the first big NGO that came to India. My former father-in-law, 
Zafar Futehally, brought them in. I got my first grant, 3,000 rupees, 
to do crocodile surveys back in the early 1970s from the World 
Wildlife Fund.

It was a time when we had a prime minister by the name of 
Indira Gandhi, and she was very pro-wildlife and environment. 
There is some criticism for her authoritarian rule, but as far as 
wildlife was concerned, she was on top of it. She started Project 
Tiger that got the whole tiger conservation movement going. 
Under her regime something which we call Project Crocodile got 
started. I was playing a pretty important role because I was doing 
the first surveys in the wild habitats where crocodiles were still 
found. I was finding some pretty bad things had been happening. 
Crocodiles were going extinct, especially the gharials. It was largely 
because of the rivers being polluted and the fact that these crocs 
had been over-hunted for their skins in the previous 20–30 years, 
during the 1940s and 1950s.

So, crocodiles were really in bad shape and something needed 
to be done. That’s how, out of the Madras Snake Park, the Madras 
Crocodile Bank (www.madrascrocodilebank.org) evolved. My 
then wife, Zai Whitaker (who now heads the Madras Crocodile 
Bank) and I set up the Crocodile Bank because we wanted to breed 
them in captivity and start re-introducing them back to the wild, 
which we did, 1500 of them. 

That was the direct conservation part of this whole thing. 
Having people to come to the Snake Park and learn that most 
snakes are non-venomous, and there’s no snake out to get 
you, trying to bust all these snake myths and mistreatment for 
snakebite… this was a big part of what the early conservation 
movement was all about with reptiles. But crocodiles were in 
serious trouble. You were looking at animals, major predators, 
the equivalent of tigers but in the reptile world, that were going 
extinct. We had to do something about it.

Let’s dive further in with your work with these species. 

There are three species of crocodilians in India. The first 
one is the Mugger or Marsh Crocodile. They were in reasonably 
good shape simply because they can live in streams or polluted 
lakes, sewage treatment plants, rivers, etc. They live in a broad 
spectrum of habitats and are widely distributed all over the 
country, plus they are easy to breed in captivity. We bred so 
many that we have a surplus of ~2,000 right now, if any of you 
readers want some. 

The Saltwater Crocodile is the second species and has very 
limited distribution because they survive in mangrove areas. 
There are only two major mangrove areas on the mainland. One 
is up near Kolkata—the Sundarbans—the largest mangrove 
forest in the world, a couple of thousand square kilometers. The 
other salty stronghold is a place called Bhitarkanika in the state 
of Odisha, which is a bit further south of the Sundarbans. The 
Saltwater Crocodile is now doing ok, but we’re talking about 
only ~1,000 left. There is a small population in India’s lovely 
Andman and Nicobar Islands, but the tourism industry doesn’t 
like these reptiles. The Saltwater Crocodile has its limitations, 
not only habitat-wise but because it’s a huge animal it has a bad 
reputation for attacking people. Not many attacks, but it just 
takes one person to cause a stir.

The one crocodilian we concentrated on mostly though was 
the long-snouted Gharial (Fig. 8). In 1973 when I surveyed the 
last remaining habitats of the Gharial in North India, we counted 

Fig. 7. Extracting cobra venom, Madras Snake Park. 1970. 
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Fig. 8. Male gharial at Madras Crocodile Bank, 2007. 
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a maximum of 100–150 gharial left in the wild. That is an animal 
very close to extinction. It was because of its specialization: it 
eats only fish and requires clear, fast-flowing rivers. Clear, fast-
flowing rivers with fish are few and far between these days. The 
major holy rivers of India, like the Ganges and the Yamuna, 
have become cesspools for much of their stretch. Critically 
endangered species like the Gharial, the Ganges River Dolphin, 
and several species of turtles are very hard pressed because of 
the pollution of these rivers.

There is one exceptional river, however, called the Chambal. It 
was a dangerous place because it was home to a group of bandits 
called Dacoits. Interestingly, the Dacoits unknowingly protected 
this place. People wouldn’t go in there; poachers wouldn’t go in 
there because they’d get killed by the Dacoits. The Gharial was 
surviving there, and we started concentrating our work there. 
The Chambal River is a tough place to work. The Dacoits are now 
pacified but temperatures in the summer are upwards of 120°F, 
and that’s the time when the gharial are hatching so that is when 
we need to be there. We started the Gharial Conservation Alliance 
involving many local stakeholders. This has evolved into the 
Gharial Ecology Project, which is headed by one of the world’s top 
croc biologists, Jeff Lang. Jeff and I worked in New Guinea together 
in the late 1970s and he also works with us at the Madras Crocodile 
Bank. He studied temperature sex determination in crocodiles 
then and all sorts of interesting aspects of behavior and ecology 
of the Gharial now, while training a team of young Indian frontline 
croc biologists. Jeff really brought in the rigorous science, and we 
welcomed it. Updated info about the Gharial Ecology Project can 
be seen at:

 <https://www.facebook.com/GharialEcologyProject/>
 

What have been your biggest hurdles working on these 
programs in India?

There have been hurdles along the way. I have made more 
of a name for myself now, so we get quite a bit of help from the 
government, with whom we have several collaborative projects. I 
must say in the early days it was hell working with them because 
bureaucracy is just mind boggling, as it is almost anywhere in the 
world. I would always say that until you find the right government 
officer, you’re hitting a brick wall trying to get stuff done. 

I have had a lot of uphill battles with government and the 
limited understanding of the issues. But by and large I keep saying 
that I’ve been incredibly lucky in turning people on to what I’m 
interested in. There’s a lot of what’s called CSR, corporate social 
responsibility, which has now been one of the main sources of 
income to keep things rolling in conservation. We’ve definitely 
benefited a lot from that in several very good associations with 
companies.

The thing is a lot of these companies might be doing some 
really nasty stuff on the side, like destructive mining or something 
like that. But they’re very important at the same time to keep 
conservation going.

In the middle of all this work in India I was hired by the Food 
and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations to work on 
the sustainable use of wild crocodiles in Papua New Guinea and 
spent two fantastic years in that wonderful country (Fig. 9). This 
led to other gigs, first in West Papua (then called Irian Jaya), Sabah, 
Bangladesh, Mozambique, and later Ethiopia. Man, I was a regular 
herp jet setter! I have to get down to writing up all these great 
experiences. You can read about my New Guinea adventures in 
Crocodile Fever by Rom and Zai Whitaker

Your name is synonymous with King Cobras and croco-
diles and you have spear-headed numerous conservation 
programs in India, is there one that holds special signifi-
cance to you?

Well, you mentioned King Cobras. My first association with 
this species would have been when I worked with Bill Haast. His 
handling of King Cobras was just something magical. Anyone 
who likes snakes or is impressed by snakes can’t help but put the 
King Cobra on a pedestal in terms of its size and magnificence. 
More and more we’re finding out its total innocence. It’s a snake 
that understands humans quite well, knows that it wants to just 
stay away from them. Yet it has this fantastically bad reputation 
among people, particularly in many parts of Southeast Asia. As an 
example, in Thailand, friends of mine who are working there with 
them examined all the medical facilities in their area and found 
that there wasn’t even one case of a King Cobra bite fatality. At the 
same time, they did a survey on which snake people were most 
afraid of, and everyone said King Cobra. Number one. The reality 
of it is that King Cobras just do not kill people. Occasionally, yes, it 
does happen, but it’s extremely rare. In fact, the three King Cobra 
bite fatalities we’ve learned about in the past 5 years were all cases 
of snake “rescuers” who were trying to show off.

The place that I’m very impressed with is where we have our 
field station, the Agumbe Rainforest Research Station or ARRS 
<www.agumberainforest.org>. Agumbe is a small village in the 
state of Karnataka, on the opposite coast from where I am right 
now. I’m on the eastern coast near the city of Chennai. On the 
western coast of India is the city called Mangalore, and inland 
from there is our field station Agumbe on the edge of the rainforest 
with incredibly high annual precipitation. We’ve gotten rainfall of 
30 feet in one monsoon. The average is much less, about 8–10 feet, 
but that’s still quite a bit of water. King Cobras are pretty common 
there and are worshiped—not killed—by the local people (Fig. 10). 
This is a great start for conservation, so that’s where we began the 
first telemetry project with King Cobras. We’ve been doing that 
now for 11 years and we’re learning a lot about this wonderful 
snake. We’ve also brought in a lot of people, especially students, 
who are just as excited as we are to be studying and learning from 
these animals. Many have gone on to be great wildlife biologists.

The researchers, often city people, accompany local trackers 
who know the jungle very well because of their work. Either 
they’re honey collectors or minor forest produce collectors or 
timber people. These are the guys who take our researchers out, 

Fig. 9. With croc hunters in West Papua, Indonesia, 1985. 
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the young PhD scholars, MSc scholars, who need help in finding 
and tracking these snakes. The locals who work with us are not 
trained scientists, and often get called guides or field assistants. 
That’s kind of a demeaning word for someone who knows much 
more about the field, more than anybody else. I prefer to call them 
associate scientists.

This has been one of the most exciting experiences of my 
life, using telemetry to track a King Cobra. Ours is perhaps the 
only telemetry project where the snakes are being followed all 
day every day. We’re not just going out and taking the waypoints 
several times a day, these snakes are being followed and recorded 
all day long. That way we get to see exactly what they are doing—
feeding, fighting, mating, nesting, the works!

What is in store in the future for conservation efforts in 
India?

That’s really a good question, and a loaded question because 
we’ve got a strange government right now with an emphasis on 
development and throwing environmental factors to the side. 
It’s a very tough time right now in India. I understand the need 
for development, I understand we’ve got a tremendous problem 
with poverty in India, and people have to be given access to their 
resources and the ability to make a decent living, to live safely, 
healthily, with enough food to eat.

But the way it’s being done is the corporates are given free 
reign. I’ll give you one example. They are building a port to export 
coal and iron, but they’re building it very close to one of the world’s 
largest mass nesting rookeries of the Olive Ridley Sea Turtle. This 
just can’t happen because it will destroy the habitat and affect the 
whole nesting ability of these animals. 

There are scores of dams that have been constructed and are 
being proposed in some of the most fragile parts of the country, 
particularly in northeast India. Very mountainous areas and 
fragile soil, earthquake prone areas. It’s a disaster.

There’s something else called the Interlinking Project, the 
interlinking of rivers so that an area which has over-used its water 

resources in the summer gets water from other areas. Meanwhile 
you’re taking water away from places where the whole livelihood 
of people who depend on fisheries, and aquatic animals who 
depend on this habitat like the Gharial, are just not going to 
survive. We’ve already seen the loss of many of our rivers, we’re 
going to see the loss of many more.

It is a very tough time in India. A time when environmentalists 
need to be much tougher and use rigorous science to take a 
stronger stand on these conservation issues. 

What’s on the desk of Rom Whitaker right now? Any new 
projects you would like to share with us?

I’m concentrating on snakebite. The Irulas Snake-Catcher's 
Cooperative needs to be upgraded to a Serpentarium. The 
catching of snakes, extracting their venom, and releasing back to 
the wild may sound like a real cool thing. Except for the fact that 
when you catch a snake, you’re likely catching it in some farmer’s 
rice field. When you’re releasing it the Forest Department says 
they are wild animals that have to be released in the forest. If you 
go into the forest you don’t really find many snakes because all 
the food and water is in the rice fields. So, you’re probably doing 
the snakes a lot of harm. See how complicated this gets?

At this time, almost every country in the world produces 
antivenin from snakes which are kept and bred in captivity. 
This is what the Irulas are going to have to do. Instead of 
catching snakes they’re going to have to get involved with snake 
husbandry. This is a whole new endeavor. It is complicated but 
we have started the process, that’s one part of it.

The other part of it is to help the antivenin producers 
produce the antivenin which is relevant to the entire country. 
With my colleague Gerry Martin we’re now collecting venom 
samples from throughout the country and sending them the 
Evolutionary Venomics Lab at the Indian Institute of Science in 
Bangalore, where our good friend, Dr. Kartik Sunagar, has a team 
of researchers who are doing incredible stuff on proteomics and 
antivenomics. They are finding out that snake venom varies a lot 
geographically. If you’re bitten by a snake in northeast India, up 
near Calcutta, and you’re getting antivenin which is made from 
the venom produced way down here in South India, it may not 
be effective at all. But it’s the only antivenin available. India has 
58,000 deaths by snake bite every year. It is an incredible number 
that far exceeds all the other instances of deaths due to human-
wildlife conflict. These figures are from the Million Death Study, 
which is operated by the Global Health Center at the University 
of Toronto in Canada and the Registrar General of India. These 
figures are founded on the basis of verbal autopsy. This is 
basically going out with doctors and social workers to a million 
households and finding out the causes of death.

These figures are not from a government hospital. 
Government hospitals record about 1,500 snake bite deaths a 
year in India, and we know the actual number is closer to 60,000. 
It’s complicated because if you’re bitten by a snake in a village 
your hospital may be hours away, too far. There’s a local guy who, 
for 50 rupees (less than a dollar) will give you herbal medicine or 
a chant which will supposedly take the venom out and cure you. 
It doesn’t work most of the time, but it’s worked some of the time 
(thanks to dry bites and bites by nonvenomous snakes). And it’s 
a lot cheaper than going to the hospital, if you can even get there.

Education is the name of the game. This is what we’re 
primarily doing right now. We’ve got partners in virtually every 
state in the country, and we have produced videos to send out 

Fig. 10. With rescued king cobra, Agumbe, south India. 2008. 
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to the public. They’re basically very simple videos which are 
dubbed in all the local languages, explaining how to avoid snakes 
and what to do if you’re bitten. 

We work with some really good wildlife rescuers, scattered 
throughout the country and they have become educators as well, 
because when you rescue a snake invariably a crowd of people 
surrounds you. That’s the moment where you can tell them, 
“Look, this snake was here because you allowed rats to live here. 
If you kill off your rats, you’re not going to have snakes coming 
around.” These are the little educational ploys that we use to get 
people tuned in to keeping snakes away, how to avoid them, how 
to be careful. Use a light at night. My wife and I interviewed 12 
people that were bitten by Russell’s Vipers and all 12 of them had 
been bitten at night when they walked around without using a 
flashlight.

Since you mentioned producing videos, I have to say, 
you are likely the only herpetologist I will ever interview 
who has won an Emmy!

Yes, back in 1997 my wife Janaki Lenin (https://janakilenin.
com) and I made a film called “King Cobra” for National 
Geographic. It was kind of funny, we didn’t know what an Emmy 
was in those days. I got the invitation from New York and they 
kept saying stuff to me like bring your tuxedo. So, I said, “Tuxedo? 
I don’t have a tuxedo.” Go all the way to New York? I said no. My 
mother heard about it and she was living in another part of India 
at the time. She called me and said, “What? You didn’t go? My 
God, you’re crazy. “I said, “Well, they’re sending it to me.” And 
sure enough they sent us this Emmy statue by post. That’s my 
story of popular achievement. And indeed, Janaki and I went on 
to make a couple of dozen documentaries, mostly about reptiles, 
and it’s gratifying to know that we’ve reached millions of viewers 
and shared our love for these fascinating creatures.

What advice can you give the next generation of 
herpetologists and conservationists? 

Picking up the enthusiasm and zeal and spreading this 
enthusiasm to other people is probably where it’s at. I very often 
find that people say, “You know, I didn’t like snakes and I didn’t 
want to even go near one until I saw one of your films or heard one 
of your lectures,” or something like that. It’s just talking to people, 
being a proselytizer, a herp missionary I guess you could say is 
what will turn them on. For example, I use the word “innocent” 
when talking about King Cobras. People often ask, “How can you 
call a King Cobra innocent?” You’ve got to convince them that 
it is. It’s a snake, it’s an animal, which is frightened of humans. 
We are, after all, the most dangerous animals on the planet. A 
King Cobra just wants to be left alone and it will do its own thing. 
I cannot imagine a more exciting and constantly stimulating 
line of work than being a field biologist. I often encourage keen 
young naturalists with lines like “Don’t worry about what your 
parents say, if nature is your passion just do it!”

Link to Romulus Whitaker videos available on YouTube.

4 Deadliest Snakes of India   
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0aUl-jQsLWs> 

Snakebite   
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DHXbr9gy6N4>

Snake Rescue – The Expert Way     
<https://youtu.be/scDGVAFVk4c>


