Musambwa is not a museum ora
200. It is a working fishing village.
Men wake before dawn, cast their
nets, return to shacks and sleep
beside cobras. They are not saints.
They are rough men living a rough

life.

"

Devotion.

About 100

men live here,

all fishermen.
They occupy 10
percent of the
island. Thisis
not anisland for
luxury, so you will
not find any brick
houses or even
toilets. Everyone
lives in iron-roo-
fed shacks with
warped walls. Vi-
sitors must wear
gum boots to
protect themsel-
ves from attacks.
But strict rules
govern them:no
sex, o women
overnight, no
killing snakes, no
cutting trees, no
eating eggs.

BY TONY MUSHOBOROZI

hen herpetologist James Ntu-
Tume first visited Musambwa Is-
land,the men smiled dismissive-
lywhenheinformedthemthathe
was a professional snake handler. They
had seen many so-called experts freeze
atthereal thing.
“You want tosee asnake?"one asked.
“Yes”
“Underarock,inabasin,orinbed?”
Hechosethebed.
A young man led him to a wooden

. shack.Others followed.“Go in"he said.

“Aindit” '

Ntulume entered, found a large East-
ern forest cobra in the bedsheets,
grabbed it, and walked outside. When
the men noticed he had no fear;they de-

© dded hewasworthtalkingto.

Traditionas conservation
Musambwa is a five-acre rocky island

in Lake Victoria, in Kyotera District near

Tanzania.Its name means “deity” Theis-

. land s believed to be home to a power-

ful spirit. Women and children are pro-

* hibited.Sexis forbidden.Snakes number

over 2,000

Killing or removing a snake is taboo.
Why? Because snakes are not mere rep-
tiles. They are the physical form of the
musambwa,theislands guardian spirit.

Snakeswithoutfear

Snakes roam freely into beds, between
legs,through porous wooden walls.Fish-
ermen nap beside cobras. Neither is
bothered. Seeing a snake is a blessing.
Finding onein a fishing net means good
Iuck Sharingabed isan honour

“Sometimes you return from fishing
and a snake has taken your bed,”a fish-
erman said.“So you lock the house and
let it rest. Who are you that the spirit vis-
its you?”

Only one non-lethal snakebite has oc-
curred in 25 years.Ntulume believes this
may be the only place on earth where
'humans and snakes coexist in harmony

Roughlives, strictrules

About 100 men live here,all fishermen.
They occupy 10 percent of the island.
This is not an island for luxury, so you
willnotfind any brick houses or even toi-
lets.Everyone lives in iron-roofed shacks
with warped walls. Visitors must wear
gum boots to protect themselves from
attacks. But strict rules govern them:
o sex,no women overnight, no killing
snakes, no cutting trees, no eating eggs.
These rules come from the musamb-
wa. Breaking them brings misfortune.
There is no police Force. No one breaks
therules.

Musambwa Island:
Where snakes reign *

i Ag'oba]birdsancwary

Musambwais also one of Africas most
important bird breeding sites. Tens of .
thousands of grey-headed gulls swarm
overhead, forminga living canopy Their
constant screeching fills the air like aliv-
m‘grgosznb.ﬁdsarﬁveﬁumasfarasNonh i

: Americatobreed heresays birder Isaac

Olupot.“This small island is a global
sanctuary”

Hwonlyplaceofntskind |
What makes Musambwa extraordi-
naryisnotjustthesnakmorthebndsor i
the all-malesocietyltistheharmonybe- -

tween them.

On most of the planet, hpmans and
snakes are enemies. We kill them on
sighuheybitemselfda’msemhem,
fear hasbeen replaced by reverence. The
snakes have lost their fear of man. The |
men havelost their fear of snakes.Both
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The fishermen guard the snakes better than any government could, not
b they are envir talists, but b
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