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In a South African Zoo, a freak two-headed snake was born which drew much attention, 

particularly when it was eating.  On one occasion it was fed two frogs.  Unfortunately, the 

second head had to wait for the first to finish its meal, as both frogs were destined for the same 

digestive tract.  After the completion of its prey the first head noticed the second head devouring 

its food, and so the first seized the other end of the slowly disappearing creature, and both heads 

proceeded to enjoy the last frog.  As you, perhaps, recall from the previous article, the snake’s 

teeth are curved posteriorly so that when once the captive is caught it is practically impossible to 

get away.  The hooked teeth did not permit either to let go, and consequently, the first 

commenced to swallow the second head.  When called to the caretaker’s attention, the procedure 

was arrested, and he managed to extricate the partially swallowed second head.  According to the 

account, from then on the two heads were unable to tolerate each other.  Later, the snake was 

found dead—the one head was severely bitten and bruised by the other. 

Occasionally, the question arises, “Do snakes have a voice?”  Although several snakes 

make strange noises, as the blow snake which produces a loud “hiss” by expelling air from the 

lungs, and others by rubbing the scales on the side of their bodies, only two species are known to 

have a true voice—the North American Bull snake whose bellows sound like distant thunder, 

and the Indian Rat snake whose sound resembles the gentle tapping of a tuning fork. 

If you were to remove the limbs of a cat or dog, what a helpless creature you would have.  

Imagine such an unfortunate animal making its livelihood and protecting itself against its 

enemies.  However, the serpent is forced to do both! 

How is this possible?  Primarily, by the rapidity of its movement.  Not by the up and 

down motion as many pictures illustrate it, but by what is called the lateral undulatory movement 

(a series of sidewise motions).  Have you observed how the parts of its body follow the same 

winding track—just like an ever flowing stream winding down its course.  Also, notice, if you 

have the opportunity, the small inclined sandbanks left behind which are absolutely essential to 

the serpent’s progress, for they serve as pivots in pushing itself forward.  Place the creature on a 

smooth surface, as glass, and you will discover that it wriggles helplessly.  However, as soon as 

one glues small pegs to the glass, the snake will progress normally.  The earth naturally furnishes 

abundant support for this type of movement. 

The reason for this lowly form of movement is, of course, found in Scripture.  “And the 

Lord God said unto the serpent, because thou hast done this, cursed art thou above all cattle, and 

above every beast of the field; upon thy belly shalt thou go,” etc.  Pythons, boas, and cylinder 

snakes still show vestiges of a pair of hind legs externally represented by a spear-like growth on 

either side at the base of the tail.  Vestigial hip bones of the posterior legs are also found in 

certain species. 

Another question which constantly arises is, “Do snakes swallow their young when in 

danger?”  Before answering this, let us briefly consider the methods of reproduction.  The 

majority of species are oviparous; that is, they lay eggs as in the case of the king, bull, coral, pin 

and hog nosed reptiles.  The minority are ovoviviparous, meaning that the eggs hatch within their 

bodies, and hence, they produce living young as the copperhead, rattlesnake, water moccasin and 

garter snakes.  The elongate eggs are nearly always white; they are elastic and extremely tough. 



Now returning to the original question—“Do snakes swallow their young when in 

danger?”  Let us bear in mind that there is no scientific evidence pro and con, merely individual 

testimonies which may have been affected by superstition and hearsay (they saw what they 

expected to see!) 

In the first place, it is doubtful if they would swallow them in order to protect them 

because serpents have very little interest in their progeny at any time.  No zoo attendants have 

ever reported such an occurrence.  Further, some have the habit of eating other snakes or even 

young of their own species.  This may have misled some observers.  However, the most plausible 

explanation, it seems to me, is the fact that the ovoviviparous serpents produce their young over 

a period of time.  It is entirely possible that in the pursuit of the mother, the young escaped 

unnoticed while the mother was killed.  The force used in killing the snake may easily have set 

free the remaining living young. 

Some maintain that snakes have the power to hypnotize birds.  The truth of this matter, 

however, is that birds voluntarily “freeze” to avoid detection.  Certain people are so frightened 

by snakes that they become ill: this disease is termed ophidiophobia.  

Approximately 30,000 people die annually in India as a result of snake bites, but this 

death rate could be greatly reduced if the people wore shoes.  By far the majority of snakes are 

non-poisonous.  Rarely will a snake attack an individual unless it is molested. 

Are snakes beneficial in any way?  Yes, indeed, for they are active in destroying rodents 

and insects.  The practice of most farmers has been to destroy the reptile under the shocks of 

grain or in the fields, but where there’s a snake there are no mice, and snakes never eat the grain. 

Nearly five million serpent skins were exported from India to the Dutch East Indies in 

1932 to be used for shoes, bags and hats.  These skins are easy to dye and are very durable and 

hence very useful. 

 

Originally Published in: 

Vol. 5 No. 9 June 1945 


