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The Cover

The Russell’s Viper (cover), a snake native to India and the countries
of Southeast Asia, is respected and feared with justification. It is one
of the five venomous, front-fanged land snakes of that area that are
considered to be of serious medical importance.

Of the four poisonous snakes native to the United States—the rattle-
snake, water moccasin, copperhead, and coral snake——the rattlesnake is
responsible for most snakebites. There are 30-some varieties of rattle-
snakes found from Canada to South America; the two largest—the
eastern diamondback and the western diamondback—are indigenous to
the Southern United States.

To the potential snakebite victim, the most important identifying
characteristic of the rattlesnake is the boney, interlocking but loosely
connected segments on the snake’s tail. Because many snakes, including
nonpoisonous ones, have a habit of vibrating the tip of the tail when
disturbed, the noise made is not as important in identification as actual
observation of the rattle structure, which can usually be done from a
safe distance. All rattlesnakes also have (1) a heat-sensitive pit, located
between the eye and the nostril, on each side of their heads, which aids
the snakes in locating the warm-blooded prey that comprise their diets,
and (2) fangs for injecting their victims with venom.

Prior to the discovery of the active components of various venoms
and the subsequent development of antivenins, many myths about snakes
existed. Fear of all snakes was reinforced when a mid-19th century US
authority on snakes stated that snakebites were always fatal. Today it
is known that the majority of snakes are nonpoisonous and harmless.

Although the bite of a poisonous snake may have serious consequences
if treatment is delayed or improper, very few persons have died of
snakebites in recent years. For a discussion on the treatment of pit
viper bites, see the article on p 2513. (Photograph © H. Armstrong
Roberts) —BONNIE VAN CLEVEN
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