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T 
his is a record of nine encounters between humans and mapepire balsin (Bothrops atrox) all of which 

occurred on the 52 day period, 16 Feb, 2009 ð 8 April 2009 and all in the relatively small area of Tal-

paro and environs.  Three people were bitten, all survived but not with equal ease. 

 

OBSERVATIONS  

 

The three cases of snakebite 

First Case 

 
We start with a description of her experience by Gail Abdulla hereinafter called GA.  From here on authors 

and victims will be referred to by initials only. 

 
òAt approximately, 4:45 p.m. on Monday 16th Feb. 2009 I was pruning some plants that were growing against 

a wall of my home at Leotaud Trace, Talparo,  when I felt two sharp punctures simultaneously on my right 

index finger.  I suspected the bite/sting was 

toxic as the wound tingled very mildly.  

There were two dots of blood at the site 

about 1 cm apart and the wound itself was 

not visible. 

 
Initially I thought it was a scorpion sting or a 

spider bite and it felt like two sharp punc-

tures that curved slightly upward as they en-

tered the flesh and the peculiar sensation 

that it was happening in slow motion.  I then 

retreated to the kitchen when I could not 

find the source of the bite while my husband 

continued to look for it. 

 
I took 3 grams of granular vitamin C and 

very quickly began to feel nauseous and 

dizzy.  About five minutes later my husband 

located the mapepire balsain which was 

about 30 cm long.  At this point I had a bad 

headache. 

 
(Continued on page 3) 
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It took a further 10 minutes to change my clothes 

and then we paid a quick visit to our neighbour, 

VQ, to confirm that the Sangre Grande hospital is 

the one that normally stocked the antivenin.  He 

confirmed that Sangre Grande was the place to go 

and offered to call to alert them to our planned 

arrival.  Just before leaving, at about 5:15 p.m, I 

started to vomit (losing any benefit that might 

have come from the vitamin C). 

 
On the way to the hospital I vomited six more 

times.  From the fifth time (at about 5:45 p.m. 

blood was present.  This persisted until Wednes-

day.  We arrived at Sangre Grande at about 6:15 

p.m. I was virtually immobile at this point and in 

excruciating pain through my body.  I also felt I 

had a fever and was exhausted.  Once I was in the 

Intensive Care Unit and the doctors satisfied 

about the identity of the snake I was given plasma 

and four vials of antivenin (l0ml each).  I was then 

sent to a ward.  I seem to remember receiving 

antibiotics also but my memory is a bit hazy about 

that. 

 
At about 12:15 a.m. on Tuesday I had an uncon-

trollable fit of shivering and I fell asleep before it 

was over.  I slept for 2 ½ to 3 hours.  On waking I 

had the most peculiar feeling that the venom was 

moving through my body.  The pain seemed worse 

on Tuesday and I felt even more exhausted.  I 

could not move my hand or body without pain.  

To ease this my hand was placed in a sling.  My 

gums started to bleed.  At about 7 a.m. the doc-

tors informed me that the blood tests showed 

that I was not responding to the antivenin and 

they administered another four vials.  As a result, 

later on Tuesday the blood tests showed a slight 

improvement. 

 
My finger had a slight discolouration at the joint 

closest to the wound so the doctors requested 

the surgeon to check for gangrenous tissue.  On 

Wednesday morning the surgeon informed me 

that the discolouration was not a problem and 

that there was no need for surgery.  By Wednes-

day morning the swelling in my arm and finger was 

much reduced and I could move without pain.  

The blood tests were favourable so I was dis-

charged at noon on Thursday.ó 

 

Second Case 

 
The second person to be bitten (on 22nd March 

2009) was a 38 month old girl (SS) who was visit-

ing a friend who lived on the main road between 

Talparo and Mundo Nuevo.  We do not know the 

exact location but place it nearer to Talparo than 

Mundo Nuevo.  The girl went into a clump of 

grass to retrieve a ball and was bitten on her left 

big toe.  The childõs grandmother who attended to 

the child throughout the ordeal, and who was our 

informant, did not see this and soon found herself 

with a very sick child and only a tiny wound to the 

left big toe as a clue to what had happened.  She 

took the child to the Arima District Hospital from 

which she was sent to the Mount Hope Hospital.  

There one of the doctors recognized the signs and 

symptoms of a snakebite and sent the grandpar-

ents to the Sangre Grande Hospital for antivenin.  

The child had been bitten at about 5:00 p.m.  She 

was given the first two vials of antivenin at about 

10:30 p.m. and the remaining eight at about 3:00 

a.m. She was hospitalized for a week but needed a 

further week for full recovery. 

 

Third Case 

 
The third person to be bitten (on 28th March) was 

a strong, middle aged man (TleB).  He was weed-

ing the hedge in the front yard of his home in Tal-

paro when he was bitten on the index finger of his 

right hand.  He had a little earlier dug up and killed 

two small mapepire balsain which he did not rec-

ognize as such because of their small size which 

(Continued from page 1) 
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was about 40 cm long.  The third one he dug up 

bit him.  He did not regard the bite as anything 

serious to start with but went to his parentõs 

home next door to show them what had hap-

pened.  He collapsed on the ground before he 

could reach the frond door.  He was taken to the 
Arima District Hospital by a brother and was sent 

from there to Mt. Hope.  Mt Hope had no anti-

venin so his brother drove to the Sangre Grande 

hospital, procured some antivenin and returned to 

Mt. Hope where the victim was eventually treated 

with it several hours after the bite.  By chance VQ 

visited him on 1st April (four days later) and found 

him in bed unable to walk.  His right hand was 

swollen and bandaged.  His father assured VQ that 

his right leg too was badly swollen.  VQ visited 

him again on 12th April and found him sitting in a 

chair with both right hand and right leg receiving 

extra support and both still swollen and extremely 

painful.  He could walk only a few metres at a time 

and obviously the effects of the venom were still 

present 13 days after the bite. 

 

The remaining four mapepires 

 
Having dealt with five of the nine mapepires we 

now describe the observations on the remaining 

four in chronological order.  On 30th March 2009, 

Lawrence Quesnel was bush-wacking at VQõs 

home approximately half a kilometer from GAõs 

home when the wacker threw up a small snake 

which he did not recognize.  VQ identified it as a 

mapepire balsin (Bothrops atrox), Number six of 

the nine.  The snake, already injured by the 

wacker was decapitated and measured.  It was 42 

cm long and the distance between the fangs was 7 

mm.  A piece of skin about 10 cm long was cut 

from the mid-body region and preserved. 

 
As recorded earlier, VQ visited TleB on 1st April, 

four days after he had been bitten by a mapepire 

balsain.  Members of his family were busy digging 

up the soil around the hedge at the front looking 

for more mapepires.    They found two more 

making a total of five from the hedge.  These 

were, once again, about 40 cm long. 

 
The ninth mapepire was found on the property 

adjoining and south of VQõs home on 8th April 

2009.  It was killed by a workman at about 5:30 

a.m. and was measured later that day by VQ.  It 

was 115.5 cm long, slightly less than three times 

the length of all the others.  Its head was so thor-

oughly battered the fangs could not be found. 

 

DISCUSSION  

 
What immediately stands out in the account 

above is that the Mt. Hope hospital is not a good 

place to go to for the treatment of snakebite; it 

seems not to stock the necessary antivenin 

whereas the Sangre Grande hospital provided anti-

venin for all three victims.  GA, the victim who 

recovered the fastest, was also the one with the 

shortest interval between receiving the bite and 

the beginning of treatment.  In our view this is not 

accidental.  Although others factors also influence 

the speed of recovery we think that getting treat-

ment started quickly is the most important. 

 
Another factor influencing the outcome is the in-

ternal chemistry of the victim; some people will be 

more resistant to the toxin than others.  The 

question then arises: Can we influence the bodyõs 

chemistry in favour of resistance?  The answer 

seems to be yes.  Stone (1972) describes the 

treatment of three snakebite victims with ascorbid 

acid (vitamin C).  The victims were first treated 

without success by applying tourniquets, incision 

of the wound and suction.  Then they were in-

jected intravenously with two grams of ascorbic 

acid every three hours.  Immediately after the first 

injection of ascorbic acid ò a very favorable re-

sponse was noted and, after subsequent injections 

(Continued from page 3) 
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there was a complete elimination of all symptoms.  

The patients were observed up to a week later 

and showed no general or local complicationsó. 

 
For many years VQ has taken with him on every 

field trip 30 grams of ascorbic acid for oral use in 

the event of snakebite without knowing that vom-

iting is a common feature of it.  This changes eve-

rything.  An antiemetic taken with the ascorbic 

acid may not act fast enough to prevent vomiting 

and the loss of whatever benefit the ascorbic 

might have brought.  Field naturalist, unless they 

are also medical doctors, should not be messing 

around with intravenous injections and so are re-

stricted to oral treatments.  For us, the treatment 

of snake bite must begin by influencing the body 

before  the bite occurs. 

 
The question then arises: How much ascorbic acid 

should we take, and when?  Ascorbic acid has a 

peculiar property; for every person there is a dose 

at which it has a laxative effect when reached or 

surpassed.  For people òin ordinary good healthó 

the dose will fall in the range 0 ð 15 grams per 

day.  Ill health causes the critical dose to increase 

so that a person with a severe viral disease could 

tolerate a dose of 200 grams per day without 

reaching the critical lever (Pauling 1986).  For 

most of our members 4 grams a day should be 

perfectly safe to take without the unwanted laxa-

tive effect and it should be taken one hour before 

the hike begins.  Our òsuper-fitó members who 

run marathons and half-marathons might want to 

test that dose of three grams on a day when they 

are at home and can run to the toilet in a hurry if 

need be. 

 
We know of no one being bitten by a mapepire on 

any field trip of the TTFNC.  Isnõt it odd that in a 

period of eight weeks three cases of snakebite 

have occurred in a small rural community?  Could 

it be that our field trips take us to their haunts 

when they are asleep or inactive?  It is unlikely 

that VQ will ever forget a trip to Tucuche when 

80 or 90 persons climbed to the top and later 

came back down in single file.  Just off the top the 

last person, Luisa Zuniaga, uttered a scream and 

came to a dead stop.  There, just 20 cm from the 

trail that everyone had used, was a full-grown 
mapepire balsain coiled up and seemingly asleep.  

No one else had seen it. 

 
The mapepire balsain is a prolific breeder: litters 

of 64, 65 and 

71 have been 

recorded (Boos 

2001).  One 

gravid female at 

the Talparo 

Junction could 

have been the 

mother of all 

the small 

mapepires that 

were seen.  

The only infor-

mation we have 

on the size of 

this species at 

birth comes 

from Mole 

(1926) who 

measured them 

as falling be-

tween 16.75 cm 

and 27 cm, the 

majority been 

born dead be-

tween 30th Sep-

tember and 14th 

October to a 

mother who 

also died on 

14th October 

(Continued from page 4) 

(Continued on page 6) 

Tissue necrosis following bite from 

Bothrops asper 

Source Wikimedia Commons 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/

File:Tissue_necrosis_following_bite_fr

om_Bothrops_asper_PLoS_Medicine.j
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