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In Pursuit of the Lake Serpent

Mark O’Shea

¹

²

³

When we were planning films for we would always research
several extra ideas in case one of the films fell through. This happened on several
occasions, either through natural disasters (Hurricane Mitch in Honduras in Series One
1999) or due to human situations (the Fijian coup d’etat and the Solomon Islands civil
war in Series Two 2000). As a ‘non-news’ film company who had no really valid reason
for travelling to the world’s ‘hot-spots’, we had to take the advice of the British Foreign
Office when travelling to other countries and if we went against their advice it would
invalidate our insurance. Since our film kit contained extremely expensive HD film
cameras and lenses, not to mention at least five British nationals, it would have been
pure folly to ignore warnings and just go regardless, no matter how exciting the film story
might seem. Probably our most significant change of direction took place in Series
Three, in September 2001, when we dropped the idea of searching for the McMahon’s
viper ( ) in the Baluchistan Desert on the Pakistan-Afghan
border. The whole terrorist issue took on a new dimension from then onwards, and it
almost put the kybosh on the story I am going to relate here.

One of the species I put forward as a target species for OBA was little known Storm’s
water cobra ( ), an endemic of Lake Tanganyika in East Africa. I
had long wanted to go in search of this fascinating serpent and I sold the idea to the
executive producers of the film company. Planning was well on course, we would fly to
Dar es Salaam and work our way across the north of Tanzania to the Gombe Stream
National Park on the banks of Lake Tanganyika. I was in possession of all the papers
published by the herpetologists of the past who had seen this water cobra i.e.
C.J.P.Ionides, Arthur Loveridge and, more recently and still extant, the Swede Thomas
Madsen. I knew all the places where water cobras had been documented, along the
entire length of the almost 700km eastern shoreline of the longest lake in the world. We
would start at Gombe and then, using the , a ferry that runs between
Kigoma, Tanzania, and Mpulungu, Zambia, we would head south catching and filming
water cobras and other interesting reptiles enroute. Or so the plan went….

O’Shea’s Big Adventure

Eristicophis macmahonii

Naja annulata stormsi

MV Liemba

1
The African elapid genera and have since been synonymised within (Wüster

2007) but at the time we were on Lake Tanganyika the endemic water cobra was known as
.

Gombe Stream National Park is Tanzania's smallest national park, located on the border with Burundi. It is home
to the 150 chimpanzees made famous by primatologist Jane Goodall.
The began life as the . Build in 1913 and used as a ferry in German EastAfrica. In the

early stages of WWI it was transported to Lake Tanganyika in pieces, to be reassembled and armed with a 4inch
gun to protect the western borders of the German colony. It became the most feared vessel on the Lake until the
Royal Navy mounted a secret operation to bring two armed motor boats ( and ) from England to Cape
Town, and then overland to the Belgian Congo by railroad, before dragging them through the jungle to the western
shores of Lake Tanganyika. This amazing tale and the ensuing battle, which resulted in the scuttling of the

and the sinking of the German gunboat , have been the subject of several factual articles and
books (Magee 1922, Shankland 1968, Foden (2004) as well as being the inspiration behind at least two novels,
which subsequently became well known films, (C.S.Forester, 1950) and the more recent

(Wilbur Smith, 1970). The sunken German battleship was refloated by the Royal Navy in 1924
and returned to service as a Lake Tanganyika ferry in 1927, minus the 4inch gun. It was most recently in the
headlines in 1997 when it was used by the UNHCR to rescue refugees fleeing the First Congo War and even more
recently Michael Palin traveled on it during the filming of .

Boulengerina Paranaja Naja et al
Boulengerina annulata

stormsi

MV Liemba Graf von Götzen

Mimi Toutou

Graf
von Götzen Kingani

The African Queen
Shout at the Devil

Pole to Pole

2

3
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Then in May 2003, less than 3 weeks before departure I seem to remember, the Foreign
Office received intelligence that indicated that British interests in Tanzania were to be
targeted by al Qaeda.All our plans were made, including our bookings in several Islamic
owned lodges in northern Tanzania, but what could we do, we were a British film
company working for a high profile US television network and, as was pointed out, I was
a well known face. The executives were for canning the film but the Director, Mark
McMullen, believed in it as much as I did and he was not keen to see all the planning go
down the toilet.

wanted
to go ahead and make the film.

Fortunately this southern sector was where Tom Madsen (Madsen & Osterkamp 1982)
had done most of his research, admittedly on the endemic Lake Tanganyika watersnake
( ) but he had seen a few water cobras during his research
trips. There was no other option, we shifted out attention from Tanzania to Zambia.

So that was how my cameraman Des Seal, sound recordist Terry Meadowcroft and I
found ourselves on a cramped Zambian military aircraft circling over Mbela Air Force
Base, just outside Mpulungu, waiting for permission to land. Upon landing we were
escorted into the Officers’ Mess by polite Zambian Air Force officers, although the Mess
consisted of little more than a few Formica tables and chairs and one or two trophies in a
tired glass cabinet. Out of the window we could just see an impressive row of five or six
jet fighters lined up against the jungle, seemingly all spruced up and ready to go should
one of Zambia’s neighbours decide to encroach upon its territory. It was only later that we
discovered that these fighters were unserviceable burnt-out shells. A bushfire had
overwhelmed them so they had been simply repainted to look fierce. Within an hour
Mark, the Director, and Amy Lansdown-Nasson, the researcher, arrived with our host
Toby Veall, the British owner of a cichlid breeding and exporting business on the
Zambian shores of the Lake. Mark and Amy had come up from Lusaka by road with the
majority of the equipment. We drove to Mpulungu on the southern tip of Lake
Tanganyika, Zambia’s only port, where we met our expedition doctor, Michael
Mbambiko. We all boarded a fibreglass pirogue loaded down with Pelican Cases and
supplies for the 30 minute, fortunately smooth, journey to Kalambo Lodge on the
southeastern shores of the lake.

During this 30minute boat ride I will appraise you of a few facts about Lake Tanganyika. It
is a long narrow lake, 673kms from north to south, but only 50-60kms wide. It is also very
deep, especially off the Congo shore where it may plunge rapidly to 1.47km, although
most of the lake bottoms out around 550-600m, with 4.5km of sediment between the
water and the bedrock.

After a couple of days of intensive re-planning he called me, “What about if we just go to
the Zambian sector” he said, “what if we go to Mpulunga and work entirely at the
southern end of the lake”. This would mean losing the and some of
Loveridge and Ionides’ water cobra locations, but there was no alternative if we

MV Liemba

Lycodonomorphus bicolor

4

4
The Rift Valley lakes are World famous for the amazing diversity of their cichlids (Cichlidae: Perciformes).At least

2000 species occur in the four main lakes, Victoria, Edward, Malawi and Tanganyika, yet they all evolved from a
handful of species over a relatively short time, from 10,000 years in Lake Victoria to 12-14 million years in Lake
Tanganyika. These cichlids are as important to the theory of evolution as Darwin’s finches in the Galapagos or the
lemurs of Madagascar. For a very readable discussion of the cichlid speciation and evolution see The Cichlid’s
Tale pp. 346-354 in Dawkins (2004). Lake Tanganyika is home to over 400 species of fishes,

250 of them cichlids

The Ancestors Tale

.
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These great depths, and the huge amount of water that Lake Tanganyika holds, make it
second only to Siberia’s Lake Baikal for both depth and volume. The deepest water is
extremely anoxic (oxygen-poor) ‘fossil water’ that occasionally rises into the pelagic
zone and kills all aerobic aquatic life. Four countries share the 1,800km shoreline, the
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) in the west, Burundi in the northeast, Tanzania in
the east, and Zambia in the south.

So vast is the lake that it operates rather like an inland sea with tides and currents and
many of the zoological characteristics of the ocean such as great shoals of ‘sardines’
( ) and ‘sprats’ ( ) being hunted by ‘barracuda-like’ perch ( )
and great swarms of jellyfish rising from the depths. In this respect the amphibious,
oviparous, piscivorous water cobra may be considered to occupy a niche not dissimilar
to that of a sea krait ( ), albeit lacking the paddle-shaped tail.

There are two species of water cobras. The widespread annulated water cobra,
, is found throughout from Cameroon to theAngolan enclave of Cabinda, on the

Atlantic coast, and across Central Africa to the Rift Valley (Spawls & Branch 1995). The
only recognized subspecies is the Lake Tanganyika water cobra, , which can
be distinguished from the nominate form which occupies the remainder of the range, by
the presence of bands on the neck only. The rare Congo water cobra, , is only
known from the mouth of the Congo River in Cabinda and DRC.

It is estimated that 100,000 villagers make their livings from fishing in Lake Tanganyika,
and this may be part of the problem for the water cobra.

Many of the fishermen set their gill nets along the rocky parts of the shore and this is
precisely where the cobras live and hunt. They get tangled in the nets and drown. Some
of the lodges have delineated their rocky stretches as no-fishing areas but it makes no
difference, I was told that nets are still set there and cobras are drowned.

Arriving at the rather comfortable Kalambo Lodge, with its African hut-style
accommodation, jetties and short sandy beaches, we set about organizing ourselves for
the task ahead. I had all my photographic gear to sort and also a purpose built snake-
venom milking kit complete with a mobile desiccator. We were careful not to leave any
small items out in the open or near windows as our arrival had attracted a large troop of
curious, and one presumes opportunistically kleptomaniac, monkeys. It was all rather
pleasant, and better than working for a living!

We started work in earnest on Monday 9 June. We were out early on the rocks below a
neighbouring lodge where Madsen had reported sighting water cobras during his stay.
One immediate problem occurred. The owner of the lodge, a woman called Rene, had
three Jack Russell terriers called Mimi, Toutou and Fifi and we soon discovered they
were not going to be left out of anything exciting. One of them had been bitten on the
head by a puff adder and no sooner recovered from that she was spat in the eye by a
spitting cobra, and recovered once more she was here with her two sisters, doggedly
determined to get involved in my water cobra hunt.

Limnothrissa Stolothrissa Lates

Laticauda

Naja
annulata

N.a.stormsi

N.christyi

th

5

5
Mimi Toutou Fifiand were the two Royal Navy motor boats and was the name given to a captured an

commandeered German gunboat during the Battle of Lake Tanganyika. Jack Russell’s are good snake-hunting
dogs and I know several snakemen who had them as companions, including my old friend Tony Phelps who is now
living near Cape Town.
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Their involved sticking their heads down cracks in the rocks, sniffing
hard and simultaneously barking and tail-wagging if their olfactory systems told them
there was a snake present. There was no way we could exclude these three and hope for
silence from the ranks, it would be impossible to fool them, so the easiest answer was to
include them in the film as my assistants.

Our initial search of the rocks below the lodge failed to produce any snakes but news of
our quest soon spread along the Zambian shoreline and we got a call from Chisanza
village to say there was a snake in the roof of a house.

On the way to the village one of my guides almost stepped on a huge puff adder,
, before bounding onto the only large rock in the long grass. He was quickly

joined by two other villagers anxious to gain altitude and their getting in my way
prevented me from capturing probably the biggest puff adder I have ever seen as it
poured itself into a crevice in the rock-strewn grass. The snake in the village was no
better, someone had thrown a dead sandsnake, sp., onto a roof for a joke. I
had the last laugh though, I ended up catching a spotted bushsnake,

, one of the prettiest and commonestAfrican snakes.

The following day we took the lodge boat up the shore to Luke’s Bay, not far south of the
Tanzanian border and searched several rocky outcrops for cobras. These outcrops are
comprised of thousands of huge boulders that extended from the jungle, down the beach
to deep down the steep sloping lake-bed. There were a million places even a large 2.0m
cobra could hide. But I wasn’t going to be put off by failure, after all even the best African
snakemen had experienced problems with this species:

So I pressed on in the hopes that I too would ‘discover where to look for these snakes’.
According to my reading, and there is scant information written about water cobras in
general and Lake Tanganyika specimens in particular, and from my correspondence
with Tom Madsen, it seemed these rocky outcrops were the best places to hunt. The
snakes would over-night in the fissures and when they had warmed up in the morning,
gaining heat from radiation from the warming rocks, they would venture out into the lake
through submerged channels, often surfacing some distance out and reportedly making
a ‘mew’sound. They were also known to bask on rocks in the early morning.

modus operandi

Bitis
arietans

Psammophis
Philothamnus

semivariegatus

“Initially they were not easy to find. It took me twenty-six days to get my first
water cobra and twenty-three more to get my second. I then engaged some
people to spread out along the shore of Lake Tanganyika where I was hunting
for them, and in that way managed to find and take three in one week. Then
once we got ourselves organized and discovered where to look for these
snakes, we took five at Kigoma and three at Karema which is further south. I
then went on recommendation to Mpulungu in Northern Rhodesia where I
took twenty-five in twelve days on the first trip and forty-two in twelve days on
my second trip.” “Mambas and Man-Eaters”

“According to native reports, which my own experience confirmed on some
points and contradicted in none, when the sun rises and strikes the rocks the
cobras emerge from their retreats beneath them and bask for a short time on
the tops of the rocks. Shortly afterwards, and I found none on the rocks an
hour and a half after sun-up – they take to the water in search of fish. I was told
that on a calm day one might see as many as ten in the course of a morning’s
fishing. We saw four in a little over three hours. The rocks slope precipitously
beneath the water so that it is often ten feet deep within ten feet of the shore.

C.J.P. Ionides 1966
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I hired a boat and cruised very quietly along the shore peering through the
clear waters at the jumbled boulders, in and out among which brilliantly
coloured small fish in great variety, darted and hovered. At last we saw a huge
head come out from beneath a rock followed by the handsomely barred neck
and body of a large cobra which I estimated as about eight feet in length.”
Arthur Loveridge 1931

Inspirational stuff!!

I had three courses of action to follow, active searching of the rocks from the landward
and lakeward sides, the latter from a slowly paddled boat; snorkeling in the shallows,
and diving in deeper water.

Having once more failed to find any snakes in the rocks we crossed the border, below the
old German WWI fort and cemetery of Bismarckburg, and motored into Tanzanian
waters. We arrived at Kasanga and went through the usual Customs formalities for
crossing a border, having our passports stamped in a tiny, 40 watt-lit and extremely hot
and dusty Customs office. A couple of signed postcards helped speed up the process,
the second series of was apparently playing in EastAfrica at this time and
the Customs officer in this forgotten backwater was apparently a bit of a fan. We were
also in Kasanga to pick up a couple of Tanzanian snake-catchers who would have been
my field assistants had our plans not been changed at the onset. Charlie and Fiti were
excited to be working with us. They had travelled all the way down from Dar es Salaam to
join the team.

It was late when we got back to Kalambo Lodge but almost immediately we got a
message to say there was a spitting cobra in Chisanza village. Suspecting yet another
wind-up we set off with lanterns, eye-protectors and snake sticks. At the village we were
greeted enthusiastically. “Yes” it was a cobra, “yes” it was still there.

We walked up the beach and into the village to learn the cobra had gone into a sort of
rustic bathhouse, an area where people were able to wash behind reed or rushwork
screens. I went into the cubicle where the snake had been seen but even with a powerful
lantern I could not find the cobra. I sent one of the Tanzanian snake-catchers around the
exterior of the structure to see if it had escaped to the outside, it had not.

The villagers were insisting it was still in the bathhouse, they had been watching and no
snake had been seen exiting, so I kept on exploring, poking my snake grab into and
between the sections of the rushing wall, and then I found a tail, the cobra was climbing
up inside the structure between two layers of rushes. Freeing the tail I pulled the snake
free and he hooded and reared, but did not spit. I knew he wouldn’t as soon as I pulled
him free and felt the sharp stab of his tail in my palm. This told me the cobra was a forest
cobra, , a non-spitting species, which possesses a spine at the end of
the tail which presumable helps it to climb but which is, of course, harmless if it is pressed
into the skin. It was a large snake, a good 2.0m and with its matt brown body and black
tail it appeared much closer to forest cobras from Natal, S.Africa, than the glossy black
forest cobras I had caught in Cameroon (O’Shea, 1989). The capture of the cobra in
Chisanza was our first major success and it proved to the villagers that we were serious
in our quest to find venomous snakes.

Big Adventure

Naja melanoleuca
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View across the lake from
the authors room
at Kalambo Lodge,

Lake Tanganyika, Zambia.

The author with Mimi,
Toutou and Fifi,

Isanga Bay,
Lake Tanganyika, Zambia.

African puff adder

Chitilli, Lake Tanganyika, Zambia.

Spotted bushsnake

Kasanga, Lake Tanganyika,
Zambia.

Bitis arietans arietans,

Philothamnus semivariegatus,
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The Herptile 33 : 3 Sept. 2008.

Water cobra habitat
Luke’s Bay,

Lake Tanganyika, Zambia.

The author with forest cobra
Chisanza, Lake Tanganyika, Zambia

Eastern bark snake

Chitilli,
Lake Tanganyika, Zambia.

Naja melanoleuca,

Hemihagerrhis nototaenia,
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“Congolo, Congolo”,
The author and Dr. Michael Mbambiko,

playing ‘pied piper’ at Chisanza,
Lake Tanganyika, Zambia.

The author at Kalambo Falls,
Zambia.

Snouted night adder

which was mistaken for a
juvenile puff adder,

Chitilli, Lake Tanganyika,
Zambia.

The author with flap-neck chameleon
on his pencil,

Kalambo Lodge, Lake Tanganyika, Zambia.

Causus defilippi,

Chameleo dilepis
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The pod of hippos,
Kasaba Bay,

Lake Tanganyika,
Zambia.

Lake Tanganyika watersnake

Isanga Bay,
Lake Tanganyika, Zambia.

The author with the skull,
belonging to the crocodile killed by

furious hippos.
Kasaba Bay, Lake Tanganyika,

Zambia.

Sound recordist Terry, with
surround-sound gear,

Lake Tanganyika, Zambia.

Lycodonomorphus bicolor,
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It was shortly after this that Michael Mbambiko told me the villagers had taken to calling
me ‘Congolo’ after a powerful Congolese witchdoctor who had passed through the
village a number of years ago and every time I visited the village from then on it was like
being the Pied Piper because I had a long train of children and adults who followed me
everywhere muttering “Congolo, Congolo” and waiting see yet another amazing feat.
It certainly vindicated me for missing the puff adder a few days earlier, despite the fact
that on that occasion the huddle of villagers on the rock had made capture of the big
snake impossible.

The following day we again visited Tanzania to search for snakes but the entire day went
by without a single serpent raising its head, at least until we started back toward
Kalambo when I managed to bag two of the endemic Lake Tanganyika watersnakes.
The next day produced two more watersnakes and a pair of gracile little barksnakes,

, also known as mopane snakes after their dry southern
African woodland habitat. I also obtained a little flap-necked chameleon,

, which was so small it could sit on the end of my pencil while I was making notes,
like one of those latex monsters children take to school. I was now also snorkeling along
the rocks in the early morning hoping to spot a cobra emerging from its hiding place but
morning after morning I drew blanks and returned empty handed.

Back at Kalambo we got another spitting cobra call from Chisanza, a regular snake-pit
that place was turning out to be. We arrived to learn that a woman had gone into her
storeroom and been spat in the eyes “cobra broke my aunt’s eyes” explained the
nephew helpfully while Michael bathed the poor woman’s eyes. Fiti and I went into the
darkened storeroom and gradually removed all the boxes and baskets, checking each in
turn for the errant snake, but without success. In the lower walls we discovered several
rat holes and it seemed most likely the cobra had gone that way, or else climbed into the
rafters and escaped. Either way, without major building demolition I feared we must
admit defeat. When I arrived back at Kalambo I was presented with a snouted night
adder, , that a local hunter had brought. He was convinced it was a baby
puff adder.

On Sunday we took the boat back down to Mpulungu and in Toby’s 4x4 we drove out to
the Motomoto Museum to examine their pickled snake collection (no water cobras)
before taking the two-hour drive high above the lake and the lodge, to the Kalambo Falls,
on the Kalambo River, which forms the border between Zambia and Tanzania. At 221m
these falls are the second highest single-drop falls in Africa. It was here that I recorded
one of the important pieces-to-camera for the film. Directors seem to like
sticking me on the top of high waterfalls, they did the same when we visited 226m
Kaieteur Falls in Guyana, S.America. Back down at the lake we launched yet another
nocturnal hunt for water cobras but caught instead, eleven watersnakes – no wonder
Madsen had chosen to study watersnakes instead of water cobras.

The next day we decided to try a different location. We crossed the lake to Kasaba Bay, a
distance of about 60kms. There was plenty of wildlife about. We passed a number of fish
eagles that responded to us throwing dead fish onto the lake surface by swooping down
and scooping them up in their talons. I recorded a piece-to-camera to the effect that
these birds might easily mistake a surfacing cobra for a fish. On the rocks lining the bay
we caught sight of several hyraxes rock-hopping with a grace that belied their rotund
body shape, and in the bay itself was a sizeable pod of hippos and a couple of quite large
Nile crocodiles.

to

Hemirhagerris nototaenia
Chameleo

dilepis

Causus defilippi

(see front cover)
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We were filming around the pod of hippos when cameraman Des got up to change his
position in the stern of the boat, and not a moment too soon, there was a bang and as he
spun around he just managed to film the open mouth of a male hippo slipping back into
the water having just munched down on the exact spot where Des had been seated only
seconds earlier. Clearly the hippos were upset by our presence, possibly because they
had calves, so we decided not to wait for a second hint and headed to the Kasaba Lodge
to meet the owners. The full fury of an angry hippo was brought home to us when I
examined the skull of a large crocodile they held at the lodge. The story went that this
huge reptile had tried to take a young hippo but was driven off by the bull hippo. Later the
bull singled out the errant crocodile and bit him in half. Crocodiles are not the masters in
African lake and rivers, as they may be inAustralia orAsia.

The next morning we were up early to continue our cobra search and at last we found
one, although not in the condition we would have liked. Floating in the bay was a 1.44m
female water cobra, dead and a little smelly, with a broken neck and talon punctures at
several points in its head and neck. We knew immediately what had happened, I had
only flagged it as a possibility the day before. This cobra, which was in pre-slough and
probably not as alert as usual, had been killed by a fish eagle. Later, when I had done
some more research, I would discover this was not a common occurrence, in fact it was
remarkably rare for African fish eagles to kill elapids (O’Shea & McIntyre, 2005). We
returned to Kalambo Lodge so I could fix the water cobra in formaldehyde before it got
too ripe, and then we organized another night search on the lake, since it was obvious
water cobras were active. The still black water of the lake was like the night sky, dotted
with numerous small bright lights, except instead of stars they were the lights of loan
fishermen in canoes. It was a spooky scene, made even more eerie by the mournful
cries of bushbabies in the darkened forest edges on shore. On this night a row of bright
lights came around a headland and started to move towards us across the water. As it
got closer we heard the engines and it materialized into the MV , chugging
towards Mpulungu like a ghost of World War One.

No cobras materialized but we caught 58 watersnakes.

We found watersnakes almost every night we went out, except when there was a flush of
jellyfish, thousands upon thousands of tiny palpating bells, all going somewhere in the
pelagic zone, before sinking to the depths again before morning. We had now recorded
85 Lake Tanganyika watersnakes! I re-read Ionides to check that he had actually said
water cobras and not watersnakes, yes, he clearly wrote water cobras. What was I doing
wrong?

On the Wednesday it was time for our two Tanzanian snake-catchers, Charlie and Fiti, to
head home but the boat to Kasanga returned with three new members of the team. We
were stepping the project up a stage and moving into the diving stage. The boat brought
Xaxier Medina, a Spanish dive master from Zanzibar; Cornell University fish biologist
and cichlid specialist Peter McIntyre, who was based further up the coast, and John
Pinkney, our second cameraman. We had learned in the second series of
that it was a good idea to have two cameramen while filming a dive shoot. On the
previous occasion, diving on Ashmore Reef, 30 hours north of Broome, WA, my gauge
had malfunctioned leaving me with no air and the need to ascend to the surface. Since
cameraman Des had also been underwater there would have been nobody to film the
emergency situation on the dive boat had not the quick thinking researcher picked up a
mini-DV camera.

Liemba

Big Adventure
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The film company did not want to be caught like that again so from then on all dive films
had cameramen above and below the surface. It is also worth noting that this series of

was the first series of its type shot on HD and the underwater housing for
the HD camera born no small resemblance to a miniature submarine is shape, length
and weight.

Unfortunately the weather took a change for the worst with strong winds and waves
replacing the millpond we had come to appreciate when out on the lake. Gone were our
chances of seeing snakes surfacing or peering through the water to watch for them
swimming past below. We started diving as often as we could in as many suitable
locations as possible. Toby also brought in all his fish catchers, local boys adept at
snorkeling and diving and experts on the lake, but all we got was one ‘maybe’ from a boy
who thought he saw a cobra in a crevice. I also thought I saw a cobra’s head in the water
but I was not sure enough to say it was a definite. The diving was amazing, even in the
absence of cobras. It was incredible watching all the cichlids and other organisms living
out their varied lives amongst the rocks and I had to keep reminding myself this was a
freshwater lake, not a marine coral reef. On one occasion I swam around a large boulder
and almost collided with a large perch ( ) which was as interested in the smaller fish
as I was, although for a different reason, but it was the night dives that were best, cruising
around the rocky outcrops with powerful underwater lanterns disturbing sleeping fish or
watching some nocturnal creature duck back into the shadows.

While we were diving a group of fishermen approached our Zambian doctor Michael.
They offered to catch water cobras in their nets and bring them for me to catch in the
water. I told Michael that we did not use that tactic, that all my captures were genuine, as
they happen and not staged. If we could not find a live water cobra by our own labours
then we would not find one. The fishermen also told Michael that they removed two
drowned cobras from their nets that morning and took around ten from their nets every
week. Multiple that by the number of gill nets set in prime habitats by thousands of lake
fishermen and you can see the problem. The water cobra may be becoming endangered
because of fishing techniques while the much smaller watersnakes simply swim through
the nets.

Then things started to go wrong.

I had been suffering from an allergic reaction to something for some months and it flared
up every so often, affecting my complexion, my breathing and even my ability to speak,
and it came back again now. But it was bearable, as was my knee, which had received a
smack whilst diving and which made climbing the steps to the lodge bar a painful, but
necessary, excursion. However, Jon Pinkney now went down with malaria, Pete
McIntyre got sick, Toby’s chef got sick, and his driver died. Michael had so many people
to look after on shore that we could not stray too far in case of snakebite. But there was
still plenty happening. I milked the forest cobra, photographed it and prepared to release
it somewhere away from the village, and I finally managed to catch one of the large puff
adders that inhabit the shoreline. We started to pack up ready to leave the following day.
We sent as much kit as we could out today so it could begin the long overland journey
back to Lusaka by truck.

The following day we boarded the boat for the half-hour trip to Mpulungu for the last time.
We had been unsuccessful in our quest, despite 18 days of intensive searching we had
failed to capture or film a live Storm’s water cobra, but it had still been one hell of an
adventure.

Big Adventure

Lates
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On the way down the lake we passed another boat going the other way, a small party of
tourists heading for a lodge and the first we had seen in the entire trip. They waved, we
waved back, and then we arrived at Mpulungu and headed to Mbala Air Force Base for
our flight back to Lusaka, then Johannesburg, and home.

Guttural toad

Nile crocodile

Tuberculate thick-toed gecko
African house gecko

Spotted-lipped mabouya
Variable mabouya

Gerrhosauridae
Rough-scaled plated lizard

Flap-necked chameleon

Nile monitor lizard

Eastern bark snake
Lake Tanganyika watersnake

Common bushsnake
Olive sandsnake

Forest cobra

Puff adder
Snouted night adder

Life list:

Bufonidae

Crocodylidae

Gekkonidae

Scincidae

Chamaeleonidae

Varanidae

Colubridae

Elapidae

Viperidae

Bufo gutturalis

Crocodylis niloticus

Elasmodactylus tuberculosus
Hemidactylus mabouia

Trachylepis maculilabris
Trachylepis varia

Gerrhosaurus major

Chameleo dilepis

Varanus niloticus

Hemirhagerrhis nototaenia
Lycodonomorphus bicolor
Philothamnus semivariegatus
Psammophis mossambicus

Naja melanoleuca

Bitis arietans
Causus defilippi
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Postscript:
We did not all fly home from J’burg. Mark Mullen, the Director, met up with his partner
Sue, and stayed in South Africa for a two-week holiday. They spent a week in Kruger
National Park and then a week in Cape Town.

Mark was sitting quietly in a Cape Town bar near the end off his second week when two
SouthAfricans started up a conversation, which went something like this:

:

:
:
:
:

pause
:
(surprised):

:
:
:
(pint forgotten now):

:

:

Well it took Ionides twenty-six days to find his first water cobra, mine turned up after
nineteen days. It was just a pity I left after eighteen.

SouthAfrican
Mark McMullen:
SA
MM
SA
MM

SA
MM
SA
MM
SA
MM
SA

SA

First time inAfrica ?
First time in S.Africa, I’ve been inAfrica before.

Oh, where?
Zambia, I’ve just been up there.
Oh, we’ve just had a holiday in Zambia, our first trip there. Where did you go?
Lake Tanganyika.

Really, are you part of a television crew?
Yes, I’m the Director.

Were you filming with that red bearded snake guy O’Shea?
Yes, how did you know?
You were looking for a water cobra and you didn’t find it.

That’s right, how did you know?
Well as you were coming down the lake you passed a tourist boat going the other

way and the people waved and you waved back, that was us!
And when we arrived at the lodge all the locals thought we were you and came

rushing to meet us, insisting we go with them. There was a big water cobra swimming in
the shallows and they couldn’t understand why we did not want to catch it.
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Sunset on Lake Tanganyika,
Zambia.

Des with HD camera,
Kalambo Lodge,

Lake Tanganyika,
Zambia.

The author diving in
Lake Tanganyika,

Zambia.

The dead Storm’s water cobra

Kasaba,
Lake Tanganyika, Zambia.

Naja annulata stormsi,
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