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The Deadly Gila Monster.
. SCIENTISTS TRYING TO FIND AN

ANTIDOTE FOR ITS POISON.
By a Special Confribufor.
CIENTISTS have for years been making an exhaus-
S tive study in their efforts to discover some effec-
tive remedy which will act as an antidote to the

deadly poison of the gila monster, considered the most
dangerous reptile to human life in the desert regions
of the Southwest. g

However, up to the present time there is no remedy
known to science which can be used to save the life of
a person so unfortunate as to receive a venomous bite
from this dangerous creature. o

During the past year Prof. William Wetherbee has
been making a careful scientific study of the reptile,
conducting his experiments in California and other parts
of the Southwest, accompanied by Dr. Frank Romain,
ophiologist. The latter gives the following account of
their experiments: Fa ¢

That the gila monster is the most dangerous creature
to human life in the desert regions of the Southwest,
and that there {s no remedy known to sclence which
will act as an antidole to its poison, is the opinion of
Prof. William Wetherbee, who for nearly a year has
been making a scientific study of this reptile in the
interests of experiments which for some time have been
prosecuted in California. I

To prove his assertion that death ensues in almost
every instance where the poison of the creature enters
the human system, Prof. Wetherbee gives the results

of ‘his long sojournin the deserts of Arizona and Cali-|

fornia, #®here during twelve months or experiment
twenty cases came under hfs motice, "all but three- of
which ended fatally. In proof of his assertlon that sitce
the thinning out of the Indians the Gila monster is_ rap-
idly increasing in number, and that it is becoming a
serious menace to life in theose regions, he points out
that more deaths have occurred from its bite during the
last two years than are recorded in the previous five.
During this Ume five little children, four wozen

went personally among the Hualipis in his efforts to
secure the antidote. Because of a superstitious belief
that the remedy, which is also said to be efficacious in
combating the fatal effects of rattlesnake poison, was
a direct blessing from their gods, and should be kept
secret, the Hualipis refused to disclose it. Afterwards,
Shufeldt and several Cal:u‘ornia physicians went person-
ally among the Indiacs. but with as little success. That
an antidote must be found is realized by both the med-
ical authorities of California and Arizona. The regions
Infested by the “mottled terror” are rapidiy becoming
inhabited, and each year sees a big increase In the white
population. For many years, perhaps for nundreds of
them, the Pima, Apache, Maricopah and Yuma Indians,
who little feared the bites of rattlesnakes or centipedes,
waged a cautious and systematic war of extermination
against the Gilas, but as these tribes have thinned out
the “monsters” have increased alarmingly, until there
are now some places where scores of them may be met
with in a single day. With the increasing population
of white people, the majority of whom as yet bear no
especial enmity toward the Gila, it is thought that the
annual death list from their bites will Tapldly grow.
To prosecute his experiments Prof. Wetherbee followed
the course of the Gila River, where the “monsters”
have always been found in the greatest mumbers. For
weeks at a time he watched the reptiles In their nat-
ural homes before attempting to capture them. In his
cabin near Castle Dome Mountains he at one time had
fifty of them caplive, and it was then that he suc-
ceeded in securing for the! first time enough poison 1o
experiment with. Irritating the creatures, he suc-

for the purpose of experimenting upon, died ﬁmch more
quickly. 3

One afterncon in August we were interrupted in our
experiments by a half-Mexican ranchero, who tore up
excitedly on his mustang, erying that his daughter had
been bitten by a' Gila. Less than an hour after the
girl had been vitten 'we were back at her side. The
victim was about twenty years old, with a bright, pretty
face, and immediately complained that though she was
suffering intense pain, she seemed to be paralyzed, and
could move her hg._nds and limbs only with great difi-
culty. A little later, after stimulants had been admin-
istered, she began ¢rying out in agony, saying that her
bead was splitting, Gradually the pain seemed to leave
her, and a few miutes before death, unconsciousness
came to her relief. This case was a singular one, in-
asmuch as the girl lived for more than two hours after
having been bitten. Ordinarily, few persons can speak
after fifteen minutes, and with the exeception of those
few who recover, all cases prove fatal within half an
hour. 3

That the whites of the Southwest are beginning to
realize the terrible effects of the Gila's poison is shown
in the case of a ranchman, who, while camping en route
home from Phoenix, stepped on a Gila Lefore he put on
his boots in the morniug. The reptile imneciately bur-
ied its teeth in the ranchman’s big toe and clung there.
Shrieking to his companions, the ranchman called for
paper, and while friends severed the Gila's head he
wrote down a few last words to his Ioved ones at home,
and gave instructions as to what should ve done with
his property. A few minutes dater the man lost con-
sciousness, and died with his pencil still in his hand.

One case was called to our attention which proves
that among the Hualpis exists a remedy for the Gila
bite. . Among the Yumas was a squaw. who was bitten
by one of the reptiles over thirty years ago. This
woman had lived for some years among the Hualpis,
and it is known that at the time she was bitten she
quickly made Some sort of a decoction which she dranlk.
Years after, the army officers of that-part of the South-
west were instructed to discover what this remedy was,
if possible, but then it was too late. The effects of the
poison had turned the squaw into a semi-idiot, until
now she does not remember what she did to counteract
the poison. She is now pointed out by the whites and
Indians as the only person in those regrons who ever
survived a real hite of a Gila monster. In all of the
cases where the victims survived, Pror Wetherbea
found that the bites had been slight ones, and the crea-
tures had not canght firm enough holds to allow them
to inject their venom.

For a long time there has been a great mass of fic-
tion about the fatal effects of the breatn of the Gila
monster, and any number of traditions among the Indi-
ans and old soldiers of the Southwest concerning tha
blighting effects left by the crawling of the mnimal over
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monster, and any number of traditions among the Indi-
ans and old soldiers of the Southwest concerning the
blighting effects left by the crawling of the wnimal over
any living plant or animal. Among the Cocopahs ef
Southern California, where ¥ had previously spent some
time, I found a belief among the Indians that the most
fearful vengeance that can come to the spirit bodies of
bad Indians after this life s to be bitten by a red Gila.
monster that roams unseen by mortal eyes over the
plains, waiting to snap at'the red-skinned savages in-
imical to the great spirit chief. e
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£even white men and nearly twice as many half-breeds
and Indians have fallen vietims of the Gila's bite, and
it is probable that there are other cases which have
never been heard of. Several of the fatalities occurred
during the sweltering summer weeks that I was with
Prof. Wetherbee, oy

So formidable do these facts appear that President
Diaz has been asked to use his influence in discovering
the remedy which has long been known to exist among
the Hualipis, a Mexican tribe of Indians who have al-
ways kept their antidote a secret, and have baffled the
attempts of many scientists to secure it, among them
the famous Dr. Shufeldt. This = not the flrst time that
President Diaz has been interested in the matter of se-
curing a remedy for the Gila's bite. A number of year:
ago the medical anthorities of California asked him to
Becure the prescripticn used among the Hualipis, and
It is said that not only did Diaz detail special officers
to do the worl, but when they L3, the Presidcn‘il

ceeded in getting them to bite viciously at the edge of
a thin plate, where the poison gradually accumulated
in the form of a thick, syrupy secretion. In contrast to
most serpent venoms, which are acid, the Gilas’ poi-
Son was of an alialine nature. During these experi-
ments one of the reptiles caught a Mexican assistant
Ly the thumb. Screaming with terror, the man beat
the creature frantically against the side of the cabin,
until Prof. Wetharbee secured a knife and chopped the
monster in twa Every stimulant and remedy at hand
were in turn employed, but the Mexican gradually fell
into a stupor, and within twenty minutes was dead.

It was after this fatality that I became personally in-
terested in Prof. Wetherhee's work, and began working
in conjunction with him in his little Arizona cabin,
where the accompanying photographs were taken.

For several years I had experimented with Gila mon-
sters, but had never regarded them as more dangerous
than rattlesnakes. I had had the opportunity of seeing
the poison act fatally in the case of human beings, and
had experimented with it dn animals; but so far was I
convinced that what would save a man from a rattle-
snake's bite would also save him from a Gila’s, that
I made pets of two Arizona “monsters,” and often al-
lowed them to elimb up my arms and breast, playing,
as it were, with absolute death,

That I escaped death seems to me nothing short of a
miracle, after knowing more of the naturs of a Gila's
bite. " The poison obtained by Prof. Wetherbee was tried
on a number of a.uimals.: A small quantity injected
into one of the wild Indian dogs caused death in less
than {wo minutes. Birds and other animals, brought

Almost as senseless as this belief is the name of the
reptile itself, which it takes from the Gila River, where
the goldiers of old Fort Yuma used to kill them by the
hundred, and this fact naturally leads one to believe
that they are only found there. As a matter of fact,

_they are found all over Arizona, are numerous in South-

ern California, and range far south intp Mexico. Many
settlers of the Southwest call the reptile “rattlesnake
lizards,” but the creature has a more hideous and start-
ling appearance than the rattlesnake, and for that rea-
son the soldiers probably gave it the mame of “mon-
ster.” 2 3

The Gila is about eighteen inches in Iength and in
girth about the size of a boy’s arm. Its tail is one-third
the length of the body, and it has a mottled skin in red-
dish yellow and dark brown. Its mouth is similar in
shape to that of an alligator, and its little black eyes
lhave the sleepy appearance of those of the alligator
family. It weighs from three to four pounds. It has
four stubby legs, shaped and placed, like those of a liz-
ard, but it has none of the rapidity of that animal, and
instead of being found in damp, epol spots, it frequents
the hottest sands and sunbaked soil. Rattlesnakes ean-
not remain in a heat that the Gila enjoys, and it is
doubtful if even a salamander could stand a daily tem-
perature of 135 deg. for hours, which the Gila grows fat
on during midsummer weelks.

The stories which have been generally velieved (hat
Gilas will pursue human beings, and thar they will
crawl into houses in search of vietims, have been dis-

proved. The Gila-is a stupid creature, anw it will not
wantonly attack, The great danger lies in siepping op




[April 10, 1904,

‘nting upon, died much more

We were interrupteq in our
ican ranchero, who tore up
rying that his daughter hag
S5 than an houy after the
tre back at her side. The
Irs old, with a bright, pretty
lained that though she was
cemed to he paralyzed, and
!imbs only with great diffi-
itimulants hag been admin-
. iu agony, saylng that hepe
Iy the pain seemed to leave
re death, unconsciousness
e Was a singular one, in-
more than two hours after
ily, few persons can spealc
ith the €xception of those
'rove fatal within half an

uthwest are beginning to
the Gila's poison is shown
10, while camping en route
M a Gila before he put on
o reptile imn:uuiate]y bur-
5 big toe anq clung there,
the ranchman called for
cred the Gila's head he
0 hig loved ones at home,
hat s}mu}d ve done with
dater the man lost con-
‘eneil still in his hand.
attention which pProves
a remedy for the Gila

< Syuaw. who was bitten « .. =
rmrtyl__'__;'réars 880, . Thig -
Ars among the Hualpjg,

Mme she was hitten she
oction whicn she drank,
that-part of the South--
what, this remedy wag,
late, The effects of thn
nto g seml—irlmt,,unti]
‘t she did to counteract
out by the whites ang
hose regwong who evep
nonster. JIn aj of the
ived, Prot, Wetherbea
‘It ones, anq the cren-
! holds 1o allow {hem

‘L & great mass of fie-
e breatn of the Gila
itiong among the Indj-
Ihwest toncerning (ho
g of the wilmul oy
g he Cutopuly of

previously spent somo
'ndlans that the e

 "April 10, 1904, 7
5] 2o AT A

ot ~

ose skins are much the color of desert
In these places the Gila wil;

These teeth are jp double rows, ibick‘a‘pd -.'é'ry'shar‘p,
The# belong to the “bulldog of reptiles,” ror anything
once caught between them is held as if in a steel trap.

_The Indiang have g saying that.a Gila Will not releasa
a4 piece of flesh tne hig spirit

In one }

an Indian dog the Teptile maintained it holg for thirty-

SiX hours aftar the animal’s death, It is known by hotn
- Whites ang Indians that it jq useless to attemyt to force
A Gila to release its hold, to that only Increases the |
-wWound, ang the reptile in a‘rage manufactures fresh

. Yenom in the poison_sacs whichvm_tiiuggms i
.Jnouth, ief results of th
ugld

€ |, 2re_to show that no poison
| avert the fata] effects of a Gi)

w1arge quantities of whisky taker

e Arizona exzperiments
antidotes navw lknown ean
a's Dite, €xcept In Instanceg
- Where the bite is not much more than g scratch, whe

1 linternalty seems. {o b

e




ImEE BHL

Biodiversity Heritage Library

1904. "Apr. 10, 1904 [Print article]." Walter Deane correspondence

View This Item Online: https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/252349
Permalink: https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/partpdf/269996

Holding Institution
Harvard University Botany Libraries

Sponsored by
IMLS

Copyright & Reuse
Copyright Status: Public domain. The BHL considers that this work is no longer under

copyright protection.

This document was created from content at the Biodiversity Heritage Library, the world's
largest open access digital library for biodiversity literature and archives. Visit BHL at
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org.

This file was generated 11 February 2024 at 22:57 UTC


https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/252349
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/partpdf/269996
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org

