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Members of Indiaʼs Irula tribe are known for their ancient and intimate knowledge of snakes (Credit: Jeff Rotman/Alamy)

Known for their ancient and intimate knowledge of snakes, the Irula tribe’s skills
form an important but nearly invisible part of the healthcare system in India.
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I didnʼt know that the cobra could be so awe-inspiring.

A few years ago, when I travelled through the dry, thorny scrublands of South India,

someone had pointed at the raised hood of this snake by the roadside. At the time,

though, I was inside an air-conditioned car on a perfectly paved highway that

stretched like a gash on the countryside. The speed of the car and my urban eyesight

had shielded me from its power.

Now, I was standing less than 3m away from a cobra, with only a short brick wall

separating us. I couldnʼt take my eyes off the hissing, striking, fully grown king of
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snakes.

“We are trimming trees outside,” said Rajendran, calmly handling the cobra, one of

Indiaʼs most venomous snakes, wearing only a loose cotton shirt and a faded lungi
(sarong). He guided the cobra towards a clay pot using a long metal rod with a smooth

hook at the end. “The vibrations of that work are making the snake nervous.”
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India is home to a variety of highly venomous snakes (Credit: ARUN SANKAR/Getty Images)

You may also be interested in:

• The US islands of slave descendants

• Australiaʼs ancient language shaped by sharks

• The islands with a ‘third genderʼ
I was in Vadanemmeli, a small coastal village on the outskirts of Chennai, to meet

Rajendran. On that blindingly hot day, the sun was turning the waters of the Bay of

Bengal into sparkling bands of silver as he spoke about his work with snakes.

Rajendran belongs to the Irula tribe, one of Indiaʼs oldest indigenous communities,

who live along the north-eastern coast of the state of Tamil Nadu. They are known for

their ancient and intimate knowledge of snakes, and their skills form an important but

nearly invisible part of the healthcare system in India.
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Many people are scared of snakes, but we must remember that the snake is only
interested in survival

“Many people are scared of snakes,” Rajendran said, standing next to a large sign of the

non-venomous snakes of the region. “But we must remember that the snake is only

interested in survival. If we move in agitation, the snake perceives a threat and can

strike. If we stand still, however, it will often slither away.”

We were at the offices of the Irula Snake Catchers Industrial Co-Operative Society,

which was formed in 1978 in Vadanemmeli to capture snakes and extract their

venom. Nearly 50,000 people die of snakebites each year in the country, and the only

reliable treatment is the prompt administration of antivenom. Six companies across

India produce around 1.5 million vials of antivenom annually, and most of it is derived

from the venom extracted by the Irulas.
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Members of Indiaʼs Irula tribe are known for their ancient and intimate knowledge of snakes (Credit: Jeff Rotman/Alamy)

Rajendran jumped into a sunken sandpit enclosed by a low brick wall, telling me to

remain outside. A high thatched roof protected the space from the sun, and a small

raised platform in the centre of the pit had a simple blackboard with details of the

snakes being held in the facility. This was the venom extraction site.

Rajendran retrieved a kannadi viriyan (Russellʼs viper) from a pot in a corner of the

sandpit and placed it on the platform. The beautiful circular patterns on its skin often

inspire fear because it is one of the most aggressive venomous snakes in the region.

“We arenʼt holding too many snakes right now,” he said, pointing to the numerous

rows of empty clay pots, neatly arranged outside the thatch structure. Each pot will be

half-filled with sand before housing two snakes each, and the mouth of the pot will be

carefully sealed with porous cotton cloth so that the snakes canʼt leave the pot but

there is still enough air. It is a necessary precaution, especially when the number of

venomous snakes is so large, both for the safety of the snakes and for human beings in

the area.
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The Irula Snake Catchers Industrial Co-Operative Society was formed in 1978 to capture snakes and extract their venom

(Credit: ARUN SANKAR/Getty Images)

The co-operative has official licenses to hold about 800 snakes at a time. “We keep

every snake for 21 days, and extract venom four times during that period,” Rajendran

said. The snakes are then released into the wild. A small mark on their belly scales

prevents the same snake from being caught repeatedly. “The mark goes away after a

few moultings.”

Rajendranʼs confidence in handling snakes and his deep understanding of these

creatures are derived from a childhood spent in the forests and scrublands of the

region. Before he turned 10, he had seen hundreds of snakes being captured. The Irulas

usually work in silence, even when they go into the forest with others. They

instinctively know the significance of faint signs on the ground to either follow clues

or dismiss them. However, they often find it hard to articulate the details of their

understanding, even to people who study reptiles.
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Nearly 50,000 people die of snakebites each year in India (Credit: ARUN SANKAR/Getty Images)

The origins of the Irula community and their interaction with snakes are shrouded in

mystery, but their mythology blends local animistic traditions with the vocabulary of

mainstream religion. Their main deity is a virgin goddess called Kanniamma, who is

deeply associated with the cobra. Many rituals involve the priest entering a trance and

hissing like a snake, symbolising the spirit of the goddess.

Ironically, for a large part of the 20th Century, tens of thousands of Irulas made a living

by hunting snakes for their skin. Out of reverence to their goddess, though, they
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wouldnʼt eat its meat. Local tanners would pay between 10 and 50 rupees for a single

skin before processing and exporting it to Europe and the United States for use in the

fashion industry. In 1972, however, the Wildlife Protection Act in India banned the

hunting of a number of animals, including snakes.

“After the Wildlife Protection Act came into force, the Irulas were in bad shape,” said

Romulus Whitaker, a herpetologist and conservationist who has worked with the

Irulas for nearly 50 years. He explained that the small amount of money they made

from selling snake skins was still a large part of the monthly income for many Irula

families.

“I would say that they were starving,” Whitaker added.
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Around 1.5 million vials of antivenom are produced each year from venom extracted by the Irulas (Credit: Nature Picture

Library/Alamy)

The formation of the co-operative society was an important turning point. Though the

collective employed less than 1% of the population (which was estimated to be around

190,000 in a 2011 census), its presence provided legitimacy for their traditional skills.

As hunter-gatherers, the Irulas were used to being considered poachers by local

government officials. They were also viewed with suspicion by other communities in

the region, and their work with snakes added to the prejudice.

Susila, an Irula woman, spoke about the discrimination they often faced.

“When we went into the village, we were called derogatory names,” she said. “We were

not treated well and were often cheated when we borrowed money.”

Many Irulas were illiterate and ended up as bonded labourers, de-husking rice in mills.

There was pride in Susilaʼs voice, though, when she talked about the skill they would

bring even to that incredibly difficult work. “We can work very hard and very carefully.

At the end of a dayʼs work, we wouldnʼt have broken the tips of even a single grain of

rice during the de-husking process.”
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The origin of the Irulasʼ connection to snakes is shrouded in mystery (Credit: ARUN SANKAR/Getty Images)

However, it was their skill with snakes that brought them an invitation from the

Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission. Two members of the collective,

Masi and Vadivel, flew half way across the world to participate in a project aimed at

curbing the extensive problem of Burmese pythons in the Everglades National Park.

These enormous snakes have established a large breeding population in the

Everglades, and are threatening endangered populations of small mammals in the

national park.

Over a span of two months, after 60 forays into the Everglades, Masi and Vadivel

captured 34 pythons. Trained sniffer dogs as well as American hunters were unable to

match this efficiency. “[The Irulas] are our best bet,” said Joe Wasilewski, a wildlife

expert with the University of Florida, speaking about a long-term solution for

protecting endangered species from Burmese pythons.
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Irulas used to be viewed with suspicion by other communities in the region due in part to their work with snakes (Credit:

ARUN SANKAR/Getty Images)

There are multiple sources of pressure on the Irulas and their way of life, though.
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There are multiple sources of pressure on the Irulas and their way of life, though.

Rajendran is worried about the urban sprawl inching towards Vadanemmeli and

commercial establishments encroaching into wild spaces. Chennai is home to more

than seven million people and is spreading in all directions. Vadanemmeli may be

slowly swallowed by the growing city; the road to the village is already flanked by

glass-fronted showrooms and swanky weekend homes. Closer to the venom

extraction site, high-end resorts are cropping up with views of the bay and its

backwaters.

Additionally, the World Health Organization has recommended that antivenom must

be generated from snakes that remain completely in captivity. This means that the

demand for the Irulaʼs skills may reduce, since they specialise in the capture of wild

snakes.

Masi, Vadivel and Rajendran may also be the last generation of Irulas with this

impressive understanding of the reptiles. Most Irula parents want their children to join

the mainstream Indian society in some way. A large percentage are enrolled in schools

and do not accompany their parents into the forest.

“Many in the younger generation are even scared of snakes,” Whitaker said.

Joe Wasilewski

Today, the Irulasʼ skills are celebrated, with two Irula men travelling to Florida to help curb the problem of Burmese pythons

in the Everglades (Credit: Joe Wasilewski)

Others, however, continue to have a deep gratitude for the traditional skills of their

community. “It was our work with snakes that supported us in difficult times and fed

us while we struggled,” said Susila, smiling. “What we learnt from our elders should

not disappear with us.”
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I left Vadanemmeli with a slightly keener eye for these reptiles. I wondered, though,

whether I would be able to follow Rajendranʼs advice if I encountered a cobra in the

wild. I somehow doubted I would be able to stand still long enough for it to calm down

and slither away. It is much more likely that I would send a prayer to Kanniamma and

try to outrun the snake.
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distinctive by exploring offbeat subcultures and obscure communities around the globe.
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If you liked this story, sign up for the weekly bbc.com features newsletter called "If You
Only Read 6 Things This Week". A handpicked selection of stories from BBC Future, Earth,
Culture, Capital and Travel, delivered to your inbox every Friday.

Cultural Traditions Animal

How new tech helps
Paralympians navigate the
Games

A new app uses indoor mapping and

audio cues to deliver step-by-step

directions to Paralympians.

9 hrs ago Innovation

The unique wearable tech
revolutionising wheelchair
racing

A high-tech sleeve uses biometric

threads to collect athletes' data to

enhance their performance.

1 day ago Sport

How to protect your brain from
ageing

Lara Lewington travels to California to

meet the scientists and experts

researching our brain health.

2 days ago Science & Health

How to feel like an Olympian in
your 50s

At 51, Andy Macdonald shows you're

never too old to compete at the

Olympics. But how can you keep fit as

you age?

4 days ago Science & Health

18 hrs ago Zoo enlists breastfeeding mothers to help orangutan
Dublin Zoo's 19-year-old orangutan, Mujur, gave birth to a healthy male baby at the end of July.
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18 hrs ago Europe

5 days ago 'My two favourite animals are sheep and wolves'
Whilst Europe grapples with how to deal with growing wolf populations, this mountainous

region of Portugal has coexisted with the predators for centuries.

5 days ago Future

7 days ago Maximus the seal steals dinghy to have a snooze
Maximus the seal ends every single day by pinching his favourite dinghy and relaxing in the

sun.

7 days ago Wales

3 Aug 2024 Life with the 'ugliest' dog-turned Hollywood star
Peggy's journey from East Yorkshire to the red carpet has been surreal, says owner Holly

Middleton.

3 Aug 2024

28 Jul 2024 What lurks beneath Olympic waters?
British windsurfers, sailors and rowers have been helping in the fight against invasive species –

showing big sporting events like the Olympics can leave a legacy of biodiversity.

28 Jul 2024 Future
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