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Subject: King cobra, Ophiophagus hannah (Reptilia: Squamata: Elapidae). 

 

Subject identified by: Observers. 

 

Location, date and time: Singapore Island, Bukit Timah, Hindhede Nature Park; 15 February 2020 at 0915-1003 hrs 

and 17 February 2020 at 1337 hrs. 

 

Habitat: Freshwater quarry lake (Hindhede Quarry) surrounded by lowland tropical rainforest. 

 

Observers: Cheo Zi Han, Claudia Tan, Dubey Kripa Shankar, Francis Yap, Lim Zong Xian and Tan Hui Zhen. 
 

Observations: A king cobra, less than 2 m total length, was observed in the featured location on two days –  

 

1) On 15 February 2020, it was observed swimming on the surface of the water in the quarry lake at around 0915 hrs 

(Fig. 1). It was first spotted at the far right of the lake from the lookout point where the observers were standing. The 

observation lasted for more than an hour, with periods in between where the cobra was not observed. When in view, the 

king cobra was mainly swimming and did not appear to be hunting. It mostly swam along the perimeter of the quarry and, 

on two occasions, swam directly in front of the lookout point. It made at least three full rounds in the quarry during the 

period of observation. No significant interactions were observed between the king cobra and other animals in the water. 

An Oriental darter, Anhinga melanogaster (Aves: Suliformes: Anhingidae), had landed on the water to hunt for fish when 

the king cobra was only about 3 m away from it. The cobra then swam over a log where a row of four red-eared sliders, 

Trachemys scripta elegans (Reptilia: Testudines: Emydidae) were basking, spooking them and causing those in its direct 
path to swim away (Fig. 2). It was last seen in the quarry at around 1003 hrs. Later at 1025 hrs, a king cobra was observed 

crossing the trail and entering the forest in Hindhede Nature Park from the spillage drain linked to the quarry. It was 

assumed to be the same individual which was observed swimming earlier.  

 

2) On 17 February 2020, a king cobra of similar colouration and length was again sighted swimming in Hindhede Quarry 

and exiting into the forest (Fig. 3). It may be the same individual seen two days earlier. 

 

Remarks: The king cobra has been reported from multiple localities throughout Singapore, especially areas surrounding 

Central Catchment Nature Reserve (Lim et al., 2011). However, there had not been published records of the species from 

Bukit Timah Nature Reserve and its adjacent parks. Two surveys conducted at the reserve from 1993 to 1997 (Teo & 

Rajathurai, 1997) and from 2015 to 2016 (Teo & Thomas, 2019) did not detect this species. A review of king cobra 
records from the 1800s to 2011 contain only a single record in the area, that of a juvenile at Segar Road, outside of the 

reserve (Lim et al., 2011). The dearth of records from the Bukit Timah Nature Reserve is curious, as the king cobra is a 

mobile and adaptable species (Marshall et al., 2019) and prey items are available within the reserve. The individual in 

this observation seems to be a young individual judging by its size. The two sightings on two days of what appeared to 

be the same individual suggest that this king cobra may be a resident at the quarry lake and the surrounding area. 

 

King cobras are known to be facile swimmers owing to their streamlined body structure (Suntrarachuna et al., 2014). 

They are known to be found near streams, water bodies and wetlands, and can also be found in road drains and culverts 

(Buddle, 1929; Lim et al., 2011; Rao et al., 2013; Tay, 2019). Their affinity for water could be to access prey, such as 

aquatic snakes, or to seek shelter in fallen logs which tend to be abundant close to streams (Bhaisare et al., 2010; Kularatne 

& Senanayake, 2014). In Singapore, the king cobra has been observed entering and swimming across freshwater 

reservoirs and even hunting in the water (Lim et al., 2011, Ananthanarayanan & Harrick, 2019; Baker, 2020). 
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Fig. 1. King cobra swimming in Hindhede Quarry on 15 February 2020. (a) Full body photograph by Claudia Tan. (b) 

Dorso-lateral view of head and anterior part of the back, photograph by Claudia Tan. (c) Lateral view of head, photograph 

by Tan Hui Zhen. Photographs by Claudia Tan and Tan Hui Zhen 

 

 
Fig. 2. Screen-grab from a video showing (a) the king cobra approaching a log with basking red-eared sliders and (b) 

causing those in its direct path to leave the log. Video by Cheo Zi Han 

 

 
Fig. 3. On 17 February 2020, a king cobra of similar colouration and length to the individual observed two days before 
was (a) swimming in Hindhede Quarry, and later (b) slithering into the forest. Photographs by Francis Yap 
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