SNAKES, SNAKES EVERYWHERE! 

“There’s a snake in the chicken house!” one of the brothers called out.

All at once, everyone dropped whatever they were doing and ran to the chicken coop with clubs in their hands, appearing out of nowhere.  I guessed they kept the clubs in their rooms.

As I headed for the chicken coop myself, I was a little worried about getting near any snake, since I heard they were many poisonous species in Malawi.  The country may be called the “Heart of Africa” but it was certainly the capitol of snakes.

I was surprised what I saw.  This huge snake was in the process of swallowing the chicken whole, and had tried to escape back out the hole it had entered; a little difficult now that it had the chicken inside.  Usually, a snake will regurgitate its meal to make a more effective escape, but this one was still a little lethargic and slow moving after eating.

“What kind of snake is that?” I asked.

“A very big snake!” said one of the Africans.

“I know it is big, but is it a boa?” I asked again.

One of the American brothers suggested that it was probably a boa constrictor, since the chicken looked pretty well crushed to fit inside of the snake.  “They usually crush their meal first, smashing all the bones before swallowing it,” he offered.  “That also kills it, but not always.”

One of the other Kenyan brothers mentioned that pythons will kill it first and then coat it with their digestive juices, literally starting the digestive process before they even swallow it.  “I remember there was a boy in Western Kenya that saved his little sister from being swallowed by a very large snake.  A machete to the snake’s head dispatched it rather quickly.”

“Imagine the poor girl if he hadn’t!” I added.

They all looked at me like I was a monster for suggesting such a thing.  It is no wonder that the majority of Africans would chase after a snake to kill it without thinking twice.  So, it is not surprising that the increase in the rat population would be a problem.  But then again, in Zambia they love to eat rats, but not just any old rat.

The American brother suggested that I always check my room before I crawl into my bed at night, since snakes love warm places, especially a bed that has been warmed up the night before.  

I was a visitor this time again to Malawi, and noticed more of the country around me now, rather than just trying to stay alive and get through customs.  Malawi was beautiful, especially Lake Malawi!  But despite its beauty, there were dangers lurking nearby for the unsuspected visitor, like snakes, and not just on the ground.  The trees had several species of snakes: one poisonous species being the deadly green mamba!

The same American brother said, “Always check under your bed too.  Snakes have been known to crawl into bed with you because of your body warmth.  Once you turn over in your sleep and crush them, they will bite you and you will die in your sleep.”

“Isn’t there any protection from them?” I asked dismayed.

“We had a dog that followed us everywhere, especially at night,” he said.  “But usually, we don’t go out at night.  If you need to go anywhere, be sure to look down ahead of you, using your flash light!  The snakes like to lie on the warm cement walks in the cool evening.  That is how the dog got bitten.  He practically walked over it that night as we were going to the chapel, and it bit him!”

“He died for you!” I spoke.

“Yes.  And now there is no dog to die for you, so be cautious.  We are thinking of getting several cats,” he said.

“Why is that?” I asked surprised.

“I hear they are great at killing snakes,” he said, “and they eat them too!”

He mentioned that one day he had gone to do laundry and was trapped by a black mamba in the laundry room.  Somehow it had come in through the pipes, but fortunately got stuck before it could come into the room all the way.  It was unfortunate for the snake though, which was quickly dispatched with a handy machete which was kept there for that purpose.

“Why would you keep a machete in the laundry room for snakes?” I asked surprised.

“They like to hide in the laundry pile,” the brother said.  “One can never be too sure.  Better safe than dead!”

The next time I heard someone call out “Snake!” was a few weeks later.  This time the voice sounded very excited!  I just hoped no one got bitten.  As I ran towards the commotion, I grabbed by club, my snake club, that I kept near the door.

“Over here, Fr. Mike” the brother said excitedly.  I headed in the direction of the Malawian’s voice.  If he was calling, it must be pretty bad, since he lived here and probably seen it all.

This time I was not only surprised again, but genuinely perplexed!

“You won’t see this anywhere else,” he said.

“See what?” I asked.  He was pointing to a battered snake where the head was barely recognizable.  I could barely make out two snakes, one large than the other.  “It looks like the one snake was eating the other!” I said.

“It happens, but very rare, only when food is scarce or there may be a nest nearby,” he added.

“What nest?” I asked confused.

“The mother snake’s nest,” he said while looking for it.  “She may have been protecting her young, since snakes eat other snakes’ eggs.

I was very interested in finding this nest and I think I showed it.

“Be very careful,” the Malawian warned me.  “The baby snakes are just as poisonous as the parent!”

“Oh!” I answered and quickly lost interest.

“The problem with baby snakes is that they haven’t learned to conserve their venom,” he said.  

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“An adult will bite you sometimes as a warning, if you are lucky, and not inject you with poison,” he ventured.  “A babe snake hasn’t learned that yet and will give you all the venom he has, usually lethal for these mambas!  But now he has no venom left.”

“I’ll remember that” I said as I backed off more and let him continue his search.

This visit to Malawi was filled with snakes, but other visits were uneventful and I was thankful for that, but my club still stood ready by my door.

