
SNAKES IN THE GRASS
    WHAT TO DO WHEN NATURE BITES BACK

His mother had to drive him to the hos-
pital for anti-venom, and she still worries 
when he goes cragging.

Snake venom is one of the most unique 
adaptations of animal evolution. Venom 
is a prey-immobilizing toxic saliva that is 
used secondarily for defense. There are 
two types of toxins in snake venom: neu-
rotoxins and hemotoxins. Neurotoxic ven-
om, as found in cobras, mambas, kraits 
and coral snakes, affects the victim’s cen-
tral nervous system, resulting in heart 
failure and breathing diffi culties. Hemo-
toxic venom, as found in rattlesnakes, 
copperheads and cottonmouths, attacks 
the circulatory system and muscle tissue.

We often share the rock and approaches 
to cliffs with nature’s more dangerous 
creatures, especially snakes, which are a 
real consideration during the hot summer 
months. As Giorgio discovered, while we 
commonly fret about pro, fall trajectories, 
etc., we should also know how to deal safe-
ly with venomous snakes.

Seek treatment immediately. (If 
you climb often in snake country, you 
should have and be versed in the use of 
a snakebite kit.) This also entails being 
able to identify the species of snake to 
get the correct anti-venom at the hos-
pital, so take note of its dominant char-
acteristics and markings, writing them 
down if possible.

Wash the bite with soap and water.
If possible, keep the bite area lower 

than your heart to slow the spread of 
venom through your bloodstream.

Loosely wrap a bandage two to four 
inches above the bite. This also limits the 
spread of the venom. This is not a tourni-
quet—do not restrict blood fl ow. 

Use a suction device from your snake-
bite kit to purge some of the venom, but do 
not cut the wound or suck the venom out 
with your mouth—if you have a sore or cut 
in your gob, you could be poisoned, too.

    WHAT TO DO WHEN NATURE BITES BACK

HANDLE NOT THE SERPENT In some cases, where you’re pulling onto a blind ledge 
or reaching deep into a crack, you may inadvertently touch a snake. One recommen-

dation from a climbing website espouses putting in “snake pro” high on a pitch—even on 
easy ground—in case you need to jump off at the belay ledge to avoid being bit. Ideally, 
when in scrambly terrain, place your hands atop rocks and never under or among them, 
where snakes tend to hide.

STOMP! Snakes can sense ground vibrations long before you appear. When in snake 
territory, wear large (i.e., over-the-ankle Gore-Tex or leather) hiking boots, which also 

provide some protection in case you stumble upon a snake. Walk heavily: The vibrations 
should drive the snakes away.

STOP! If you hear a rattle or a rustle in the bushes, don’t freak out and start running 
helter-skelter, which could very well take you straight toward the snake. Instead, calmly 

stop and scan the ground, then walk around the snake, keeping at least 10 feet of distance.

STAY ON TRACK Leaving the path, while sometimes a necessary evil, takes you 
deeper into snake country. Since non-venomous snakes will rattle their tails in piles of 

dried leaves to scare off predators, it’s hard to know if you’re up against a rattlesnake or 
some other slithering satan. —MATT SAMET

New to climbing, my friend Giorgio decided 
to take his mother to a boulder near Turin, 
Italy, to show her how safe the sport is. He 

traversed around, doing some easier problems, 
before heading to an overhanging face. He crimped, 
he grunted and, voila—he grabbed the lip, then threw 
a heel up to roll over into a mantel … at which point a 
viper, sunning itself atop the boulder, bit his heel.
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PREVENTION
USE THIS SIMPLE ACRONYM, HSSS, TO AVOID GETTING BIT.
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