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: s Bhaskar, ﬂadraS1Snake P:rg, conduc?ed.a 4% mon?h survey ?f sea
furtlcs ia the Laokshadwecep islands, during Scpt 77— Jan., '78

i Proa a nsbure lover's standpoint, India's Lakfhadweep islands, y@ich

; 1ie 120 to 200 milosg off ferala's coast constitute ;‘h;ppy hunalgg

: round, as do coral is ands all over the world. Tpe maring biologist,

i %isheries gcicentist, scuba diver and amateur gnor@ellq; glll find

enough ses lifc to keep hlmgglg happl}y occupled indefinitely. In

addition, thousands of sea birds of targe species nest each year

on the uninhabited sandy island of Pitti,

The ten inhablited islands in Zakshadweep are accessible by ship from
Gochin, and occasionally fron Calicut. ‘fotor }aunches-a}so.ferry
asscngeys between the islands, except to finicoy, which lies far
gsoutii~ 200 miles from Chotlat, the northornmost inhahited island.

¥hile aa officlal permit is nccessary to visit the islands, cottages
meant for domestic tourists are being constructed on Yadmat Islang.
Batches of scuba diving Italian tourists have been rggml%rly _
visiting uninhabited Bangaram Tsland since 1975, during Nov-Aipril.

The inhabited islands vary from 25C ats in longth to about 5 miles.,
dany are roughly crﬁ§ggg¢ sh aped with o lagoon, protccied from the
open sca by 2 circudar®goral recf, nestling in the hollow of the
crescent . ‘e s

The islanders are all Tuglins, their primary occupations being

fishing aad cocdnut cultivation. The language spoken is like Malayalam,
ninicoyans spealk “Mahl”ggrcportodly allied to the language spoken

in the daldivesy Lakshadweep includes 1€ uninhabited islands and
islets. On fourzof these> Suhcli Valiyakara, Suheli Cheriyakara,
Bangaran and TimBa¥8%9E substontial nunbers of sea turtles nest .
Inhabited indroth and Wadmat islands also support nesting populations.

The Olive Ridley (I@pidocholys.olivacaa), the green (Chelonia mydas)
and the hawksbill (Erctmochelys Imbricata) arc the throo spcceies
préesent. Fishermon also cccaslonally encounter the giant lecather-
back turtle, which growis to 8 ft, ill species are actively sought
after, cxcept on dinicoy, wherc many of the able bodied are sca .
farers, Sca turtles are harpooned, netted or siumply grabbed by hand
and killed for their fat, which is uscd as a sealapt and preserva-
tive for the islander's country craft. These sailing craft transport
the islander's produce~ copra and dried fish- to the nainland,

Somg are also used for fishing, though mechanized launches wszdxtwx
available at government-subsidigzed rates are more popular,

The shell of the hawksbill is valuable. It is sold to dealers in
Callcut, to be converted into ornamental articles-the illegality of
capturing turtles and dealing in turtle articles notwithstanding.

gggtle ©ggs are sometimes cxcavated and turtlc meat is occasionally
en, T

A1l the islands are low-lying, and arc devoid of hills. While
spoclut plantations blanket most of the jslands, the land flora is
oPArsc. For example Kavaratti has only 22 specics— many of them
gr&ssasn Xalpeni island, vhich was ravaged by a cyclone during the
Urvey period, harbours 14 bird specics, some of vhich arc
Stasonal visitors.,
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: 5 torrestrinl Faun: 3Ye do not appeny
MCAATlIer STilt 1s the islznd's teryestrial fauna., Thore do n Ppenr

T2 be ~ny endemic specics.

Rattus rattus gnaws through coconut husks to get at the kerngls and
takes a heavy toll of coconuts. A rat eradication prograomme is
under way. Also prevalont are the housc mouse (Mus ausculus) and a
shrew. A mongoosec was sgeen on Androth isdand. DOgs and cals are

not common: on diinicoy some dowucstic cats have turned wild._Cows9 A
goats and sheep have been introduced from the wmailand, Roptiles )

inslude the garden lizard (Calotes versicolor), the skink Mabuya,
carisata and a gecko, Hemidactylus sp). & species of terrcsiriag
512k 15 said to live om gndroth, Azatti, Amini and Yalpeni
(pcssibly Lycodon aulicus).

The acrine 1life more than coapensates for the dimited flors ang
fauna found onshorc., yhile snorkelling in three feot of wabdr om 2
spring lew tide in tho lagoon bordering Amini Island, I wvas squizteg
twice by a small 2 rt long octupus., Tts dark brown 'ink' was inds-ga
effective in hiding thc creaturc from view. 411 around me were e,
women and children prodding and skevering octopd in their dcons-

tc be later voiled and caten. The longest specimen measurcd about =

Large and beautirful tiger cowrics (Cyproca tigris) nore than 3t Ion,
cravlcd about coral patches in wate? 510 £ decp, their nolished
shells reflecting the sun's rays in the clear water, Vertical undcez-
water visibility often cxtends to 5C ft- horizontal Visitility may

be double this distance. A si1all, streamlined shark traced o tight
circle zround me and swom off 28 I snorkelled near the reef g

quarter mile from Kavaratti's lagoon shore. Its speed, grace and
almost imperceptible swimming motions are impressive., Off Suheli d
Cheriyakara, the crew of o fishing launch I was travelling in '
harpooned a manta ray with a 18 f{ wingspan. Two turtles copulating
at the surface narrowly escaped the same fate,

¥hile swimming in Kovarattits lagoon, a tiny iridescont blue fish,

a "eleaner wrasse! delicately nipped mo répeatedly on the legs,
scarching for nicroscopic tid- bitg—-— its more usual occupation beiny
picking off bacteris ang dead matter off other fishes'scales and mout

scorpion fishes (Pterois sp.) hoverca about boldly, loth to love off

at my approach, as though aware of the poison-laden spines concealed
wnong their frilly fins, '

Alumost every invertebrate phylum is represented, Targe molluses
include the giant clam (Tridacna Sp); 3" conmes (Conus betulinus),
scorpion shells (ILambis 2p/, vase and helwet shells (Vassun ang Cass.
$p), Triton shellS (Chnronia sp), besides octopi. The coTal eating
Crown-of-Thorns starfish (Acanthaster planci) is found on many islan:
Brittle stars and holothurians are frequently encountered under
rocks, as also are cowries, sponges, crabs,; lobsters and noray cels,
to nanc a few, Cowries, mainly Cyproesn caput-serpentis are collccted
in large numbers from the reefs at Tow TIde and are sold on the
mainland for Rs 14 Per hundred.

The rapidyy increasing population in the islands will soon result @
the permanent coloniszation of Suheli Valiyakara and Suheli Cheriyak~
islands, which at present are visited by fishermen ang plantation
cwners only during the fair Scason, Wnen this comos to pass, sea
turtles will inevitably ccase nesting on those islands,as they
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botly have on the other inhabited islands. Of more immediate
oncern is the fencing off of Valiyakara's important nesting beach

+ plantation owners. Undess these islands are designated as S
;Sgnétuaries,.as Pitti island has becn for birds, sca turtlies may
well cease to; nest hore. '
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NTHE DISGUSTING RACE OF SCLREENIS....."

(From the Preface to "in Account of Indian Serpents Collected on the
coist of Coromandel" by Patrick Russell, ILondon 1796.)

mev Branches of the Natural History of the Last Indies, have becn
less cultivated in the Company's cstablishments abroad, than that of
Serpents. It must be acknowledged, that it offdrs no attractive
slluresncnts; and that those who, from other avocat}onsg can only
spare transient atiention to subjects of Watural History, are more -
likely to prefexr objects less disgusting, and expcriments sccompanie
with less cruclty, and personal danger. Even the eager and resolutc
Naturalist has 0 contend with many difficulties in this path of
recearcin. He camnot, at once, divest himsclf of the abhorrencc, next
to innate, of thesc rcptiles; nor can he soon acquirc a dexterity 3 .
hoandling them, with that caluness requisite for his owm safety. The
search for plantg, for birds, for cven insects, is comparatively
pastime, or pleasurable occupation; but in the actual pursuit oFf the
disgusting race of serpents, he stands in need of assistants whn aio
not, at 2ll times, to be procured; aund if he relies solely on the
diligence of such as he may employ, he will find himself exposcd to
the chagrin of incessant disappointment. Nor is this all; o a
syronger not acquainted “wWith the language of Hindostan, the difficul 7
of obtaining local inform&tion, is often incrcased by the stupidity
of menial interpretors; the curlositw, at the sane tinc, of the

Gentoos, extends_little bgyond the ' .ni*s 5F thoir ordinary concerns
they arc naturally credu@%us; T 0w ostrong propoensity to the
marve llous. ; 5%

That less ot3dni, offiore casual curiosity, should have been damp
asid so many discouri¥efients, will not appear surprising; nor that
thelir influence should have extended even to the province of the
medieal gentlemen abroad, to which researches into physiology more
peculiarly telong. The effect of such influence, however, will hardl--
bc doubted, when, after the opportunities of observation in a course
of two Centuries, the medical history of symptoms consequent to the
bite of scrpents, romains in a state not less defective, than the
natural history of the reptiles themselves, - ‘

. Yet, it is not to be supposed that a subject of such interecsting
laportance in that country, has been altogether heglected., Thire are
wany of the gentlemen long resident abroad, who reollect {however
imperfect¥y), circumstances atiending accldents, which happened with' -
their own knowledge; and I hecard; when in India, of several who had
formerly dedicated some leisurc hours to experiments on serpents. Bu
1t _is to be lamented that the scattcred information has never been
collected; and that the result of experiments, together with
accidental discoveries, have not been recorded in a manner to
preserve them for the benefit of posterity. : : '

When allowance is madc for those who reburn 0 their native count
and for those who find their %r?ves in India, the European irhabitan
e



