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Nagaina 

A story based on the story “Rikki-tikki-tavi” by Rudyard Kipling 

                                                              --by Nicolas Michaud 

 

 It is said, rightly, that history is written by the victors. But a battle is fought by at least two people, and 

both have their tales. For example, it is likely that you have read the story of the great hero, Rikki-tikki-tavi. 

You learned how Rikki-tikki-tavi was a mongoose and how he battled and won victory over the wicked and 

deadly cobras, Nagaina and Nag. You learned that through his bravery and quickness he made his garden safe 

for his humans. But it is unlikely that you have learned the whole story. If you want to claim to know the tale of 

Rikki-tikki-tavi, you need to learn the whole story, Nagaina’s story. And in so doing, you can come to your own 

decision as to who was truly the wicked one in the garden. 

 Nagaina’s kind lived in India before the memory of man began. Generation after generation her family 

made their homes and lives in the sun-swept Segowlee. They lived in relative peace with the Indian men and 

women. The ways of humans were known to the cobras and the way of the cobras was wall known to the men. 

The cobras knew to fear angering the men by endangering men’s families, and the men knew not to anger cobra 

mothers by endangering their eggs. This was the uneasy truce that developed through the many rising and 

settings of the sun over Segowlee. 

 Cobras are proud creatures. Long ago—it is told by their elders—one of their own served a god and 

earned his favor. Once the god Brahm, who is said by the Hindu to be the creator of the universe, was sleeping 

out in the sun, so the cobra opened his wide hood and shielded the god as he slept. For this service Brahm 

etched a special image into the hood so that all who gazed upon them would know how the cobra had served the 

god. The image of joined circles, as a mark of the gods on the cobra’s hood, was revered by the Hindu people. 

So, for this reason, cobras are proud of their place amongst gods and beasts. And for centuries, in India, cobras 

were respected man.  

And yet, the cobras knew their own limits. First amongst those limits is a small furry animal called a 

mongoose. Although to human eyes, this creature may appear harmless, the mongoose is actually a mighty 
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hunter. An adult mongoose is a death-danger to ever the largest and most poisonous of cobras. When a 

mongoose catches a cobra it performs a swaying and mesmerizing dance that only one will survive. Just cobras 

hunt birds and rodents, mongooses hunt cobras, and so, even the mighty cobra knows fear. 

The cobras and their hunters knew balance, and the way of the world left them both taking and hunting 

no more than they needed. They hunt to survive. Respect and fear ruled this deadly game—until the arrival of 

the British and French-men. These men invaded India and changed the rules of the game. Creatures that had 

lived in balance for centuries now had to find a new order. And in the garden, Nagaina and her husband Nag 

were having to adjust to new masters of the land. 

“They have no respect,” Nag said to Nagaina. 

“When have men ever had respect?” Nagaina asked in reply. 

“Before these new men, humans avoided our eggs and our homes…” 

“Yes,” interrupted Nagaina, “they march over our eggs and take ownership if everything they see as if 

their grandfather’s grandfathers laud claim to our lands.” 

“And now  this new man has moved into our garden!” 

“Calm yourself, Nag, even this big man knows to fear the mighty cobra,” Nagaina soothed him. 

Nag made an irritated face at this. “Fear is different from respect! They hunt us now just to kill us, as if 

we have no right to live in the land of our gods. Enough. I am going hunting. I need something to calm my 

stomach; my scales itch. I am not in a good mood.” And he left. 

Nag was often irate. But Nagaina understood his irritation in this case. She worried more about the fate 

of her home and her eggs more than she wanted to let her husband know. She knew that Nag was right. These 

new humans treated everything as if it was their own and showed no respect for the cobras or any of the other 

creatures that made their home in the grasses—she knew it wouldn’t be long before the big man came to clear 

her nest out to make room for whatever else he would rather have in her garden. 
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“I just hope my children hatch before he comes. At least they will be able to make their own way and 

find new homes outside of the garden,” she thought. “I had better go after Nag, before he angers the big man 

and he hunts us too soon.”\ 

Nagaina slithered quickly through the garden and her stomach clenched tightly at an awful sound. She 

heard Darzee singing. The bird never knew when to shut his beak and often littered the garden with his ignorant 

prattle. But this time what he sang made her heart shudder. 

“Kill him, kill him Rikki! Even mighty Nag fears the mongoose!” 

Nagaina arrived behind her husband just in time to hear Nag challenge the mongoose, Rikki-tikki-tavi. 

She did not know him. He was new to the garden. Any mongoose was dangerous, but there could not 

have had been a worse time for one of these snake killers to show up. Nagaina knew that her husband would not 

likely be killed by a young mongoose like this one, but if this “Rikki” lived, it would mean certain death for her 

children when they hatched. Once out of the nest he would hunt them down as quick and easy prey. As she 

began to circle around the area, her tail gently touched Nag’s so that he knew she was with him. The mongoose 

was young and distracted by Nag’s words and so he did not notice her slithering behind him. Nagaina waited for 

the best moment and struck out from behind at the mongoose while her husband distracted him. It was a dirty 

trick, but her children’s lives were at stake. 

“Watch out!” cried Darzee as she uncoiled herself. 

Warned by the bird’s cry, Tavi jumped and before Nagaina knew what was happening, he was on her back, 

driving his teeth into her. Her moment of triump was quickly a blinding moment of pain. Nag was momentarily 

unaware of her predicament and snapped angrily and pointlessly at Darzee. She shook the mongoose loose and 

drove her torn body towards her husband. Before he could figure out exactly what was happening they were 

both running for their lives. 

 “How bad is your injury?” asked Nag glancing quickly back at the bloody mess made of her back. 

 “It is not too bad, Nag. Don’t worry. He is a young mongoose; he does not yet understand with whom he 

is dealing.” 
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 Nagaina knew her words were empty, though. She knew it was they who were running—not the 

mongoose. But her husband was a proud cobra and he needed reassurance. 

 Reality quickly set upon her as they arrived at their home-hole. She had to address this new danger. The 

big man and the mongoose were just too much to bear. 

 “He will not always be young, though. And, even now, he is old enough to kill our children when they 

hatch,” she told her husband as he tended to her wounds. 

 He paused a moment in surprise. This thought had not yet entered his mind. He had not even had a 

moment to finish checking his wife’s injuries and now he was realizing that his children too were in danger.  

 “What should we do?” 

 “I don’t know.” 

 

 “Are you sure, Nagaina?” Nag said, showing an unusual amount of self-doubt. His encounter with 

Rikki-tikki-tavi had left him off-kilter and his wife’s pained movements left his mind unclear. Worst yet were 

the words they dragged out of Chuchundra. His world was not as it should be. 

 “The mongoose should not be here. Perhaps we should just move our eggs and make a new home.” 

 “No!” snapped Nagaina. You heard that cowardly Chuchaundra. 

 “Perhaps he was just afraid. Spinning tales to scare us.” 

 “No, I believe him. Rikki-tikki-tavi killed Karait.” 

 “I can’t believe such a young mongoose killed that murderous brown snake. He was no friend of mine, 

but he was fast and deadly,” worried Nag. 

 “And now that he has won two victories,” whispered Nagaina, “he will seek more. He knows he is a 

danger to us. He must be driven off. Chuchundra said that he—this Rikki-tikki-tavi—is here only for the man. 

They feed and shelter him. Why should we have to leave our home and endanger our eggs just because he has 

grown attached to humans who do not belong here? He doesn’t know what it means to live in the garden. He 

lives in that bungalow, free from work and growing fat off his man’s stolen land.” 
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 This settled the issue for Nag. He knew his wife was right, and no proud cobra servant of the god, 

should have to run in fear, because of those new men’s lack of respect for his home, his family, and thousands 

of years of the Indian way of life. Nagaina’s plan was a good one. He would kill the land-takers. The mongoose 

would leave if he did not have his easy life and excesses. Once the men were gone, Rikki-tikki-tavi would have 

no reason to stay. Nag coiled himself in the hidden space to wait for the man and his family. 

 

 Nagaina knew she should have stayed with her husband. She knew it and could not heed her own 

warning. She could not bear to leave her eggs alone with that mongoose hunting in her garden. So Nag was 

alone there, amongst powerful enemies. 

 

 In the morning, Nagaina watched the big man throw the broken body of her beloved, the father of her 

babies, onto the trash heap. In her deep sadness, she really knew hatred for the new men for the first time. The 

last time she saw Nag he had hidden himself in the big man’s bath in order to end this war. And now, instead of 

watching the mongoose weep for his lost men, she watched as her husband’s body was set ablaze like it was 

nothing more than the big man’s trash. The embers of the fire rose up slowly, as if weighed down by her grief. 

But she had no time to mourn him. She had not heeded her own warning and now her heart told her to care for 

her eggs. She had to return to them. They were all she had left. 

 Nagaina had only a moment to check on her children when she heard a cry. It was Darzee’s wife—the 

bird who had saved the mongoose’s life and, so, helped kill her husband. “The boy broke my wing,” cried the 

bird. Nagaina felt no pity as she sought to strike that bird. She needed food, she was injured, she was alone, and 

she wanted vengeance for her lost husband. As luck would have it, Darzee’s wife presented vengeance ripe and 

lush before her. As the bird floundered imprudently to avoid her own death, she made the mistake of leading 

Nagaina to the big man and his boy. They were indulging themselves in the fruits of her stolen garden. A feast 

to celebrate her husband’s murder. The boy’s leg shown bare, enticingly. She knew now that the big man should 

suffer as she did. He should have to mourn one of his own. The bird forgotten, she slithered quickly up to the 
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boy, coiled herself, and bared her fangs at him. Hearing her hiss, the boy and his father stiffened. The boy sat 

terrified and his father, normally arrogant in his power with his bang-stick, sat still as a dead man. She relished 

this moment when justice would be done. 

 But hesitation was her own undoing. For all of her hatred for the man, killing his child was still not easy 

for her, so she delayed by taunting him. “You should suffer as I have, big man. I should kill your son. I will!” 

 The moment when she could have struck passes, and in the next moment Rikki-tikki-tavi brought her 

world crashing down. Nagaina felt ill as she looked down at the little mongoose. He looked up at her with 

dangerous red eyes, his mouth held wide by one of her eggs. He spit it out onto his paws. 

 “Here is your last egg, snake,” said the mongoose. And Nagaina knew it was true. The bird’s injury was 

just a ruse. She had flown off already, no broken wing keeping her down. Now Nagaina realized her mistake. 

Darzee’s wife knew that Nagaina would follow her anger, leaving the eggs alone for Rikki-tikki-tavi to destroy. 

“What price for a snake’s egg? For a young cobra? For a young king cobra? For the last—the very last—of the 

brood? The ants are eating all the others down by the melon bed.” 

 Tavi had at first asked Darzee, who always proud to sing about the downfall of the cobras, was unsure if 

this was right. His own children came from eggs, it was too much like murder. So his wife had elected to help 

Rikki-tikki-tavi. Now, there the mongoose stood, proud and dangerous, having only moments before, crushed 

the life out of all but one of Nagaina’s children. His eyes were red with rage and the still-fresh hint of death. 

 

Distracted, Nagaina barely saw the big man grab his son and run inside. 

 

“Tricked! Tricked! Tricked! Rikk-tchk-tchk!” laughed Rikki-tikki-tavi. “The boy is safe and it was I—

I—I that caught Nag by the hood last night in the bathroom.” The mongoose began to dance a mocking dance. 

“He threw me to and fro, but he could not shake me off. He was dead before the big man blew him in two. I did 

it. Rikki-tikki-tchk-tchk! Come then Nagaina, come and fight with me. You shall not be a widow long.” Nagaina 

saw that she had lost her chance of killing the boy, and the egg lay between Tavi’s paws. “Give me the egg, 
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Rikki-tikki. Give me the last of my eggs, and I will go away and never come back,” she said plaintively, 

lowering her hood. She was defeated. 

“Yes, you will go away, and you will never come back; for you will go to the rubbish-heap with Nag. 

Fight, widow! The big man has gone for his gun! Fight!” 

With these words echoing in her ears, Nagaina threw herself at the creature that killed her children and 

her husband. Tavi jumped as she flew by him, laughing all the while. 

“You are injured, foolish snake! You cannot catch me. You are not quick enough,” mocked Rikki-tikki-

tavi. Again, she flew by him, not even close to her mark. 

“Let me slay you and be done with it. At least you won’t have to watch as I destroy your last egg. Once 

more Nagaina sailed past Rikki-tikki-tavi. He danced all the while, saying, “Can you see their death in my eyes, 

widow? They glow red for your dead kin. Your king has no place here in my new world!” 

What the mongoose had not noticed while mocking Nagaina was that she had drawn him away from her 

egg and now she was finally able to launch herself at it, which was her plan all along. Grabbing her unhatched 

child in her mouth, she flew like an angel with all the damnation at her tail. She never slowed and never tired; 

she sought only to get her egg to safety—to take it home. 

But Rikki-tikki-tavi followed her. As quickly as she moved, Rikki-tikki-tavi had no intention of letting 

her escape. Despite her promise to never return, he too had learned to hate, and wished to rid the world of all of 

Nag’s kin. Nagaina moved with desperation and speed only a desperate mother could match. Thinking she and 

her egg were safe she approached her home, and dreaded what she would find there. 

But Rikki-tikki-tavi knew they would go there, and he knew she would have to see for herself what he 

had left of her eggs. He followed behind her as quickly as he could, grabbing her tail as she slowed at the 

entrance of her hole, and he was dragged inside, into the dark. But his glowing eyes provided enough light.  

The fight was not long. The mongoose was right: she was injured and could not defend her egg and 

herself. She could not bite at him with it in her mouth and she dared not put it down. He would not make the 

same mistake twice and let her leave with her child. So in that dark hole, in her home, she died. Rikki-tikki-tavi 
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made sure to crush her egg on his way out. It would not be good to have the last surviving child of Nagaina and 

Nag seeking vengeance in his garden. 

And, so, the battle was over. Rikki-tikki-tavi’s glories were sung throughout the garden and beyond. The 

birds warbled joyfully about his victory for many seasons in the garden. He was hailed as a hero, and cobras 

throughout India began to find out that there was a new world order. There was no place for them. As time 

passed, more and more of their kind were hunted and extinguished; the new men did not have the respect for 

them as did the original men. 

But, amongst the remaining cobras, Nagaina’s name is sung, not Rikki-tikki-tavi’s. 

They still sing, 

Hail Mother! 

You fought for your home. 

You fought for your daughters. 

You fought for your brothers. 

Hail Mother! 

You lost your home. 

You lost your daughters. 

You lost your brothers. 

Hail Mother! 

We are your home. 

We are your daughters. 

We are your brothers. 

Hail Nagaina! 


