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tion blends in with every-
thing else in the city’s his-
toric district. But step
inside and it's a jungle. Ax
the Cape Fear Serpentari-

um, you'll find more than 200
of the city’s most carefully watched
residents. That'’s how many vari-
eties of reptiles are housed in the

6,000-square-foot museum.

A stroll through the Serpen-
tarium introduces you to

some of the world’s rarest
reptiles, including 15
species of vipers and 13

occupics its own piece of
natural habitat in display

cases built by movie-set de-
signers. Meet Sheena, a 23-

foot-long, 250-pound retic-
ulated python;
Samedi, a 15-foot king
cobra; and a host of black

Baron

mambas, gaboon vipers, and

tropical rattlers.

When the Serpentarium opened

Labor Day 2002, no one
was more thrilled than its
founder and director, Dean

pa, who finally had a sive
big enough for his collec-
tion. Ripa has either bred
or caught the vast majori-
ty of the septiles himself, a
passion that began when
he had his first encounter

with a harmless corn snake at age four.
The Wilmingron native has sper
| his adult life rekking through ren
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squirnry in a North Carolina
vew meaning to the term “love bite,”

to fund his travels and traveled in or-2

B der 1o collect snakes to sell 1o zoos,
i research institutions, and pri-
vate collectors around the
world. In his pursuits, Ripa
has survived coups, malaria,
dysentery, skin lesions, and

/S too many other infections

get about his 10 venomous
snake bites, four of them
from bushmasters.,
“I'm
bushmaster-
bitten  guy
alive,” he
says, 1N 3
tone that
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the most

some-
thing
between
5 pride and
insanity.
“The bushmas-
ter 1s
omous, and 80 percent
of the people bitten have
died. I've been bitten
four times.”
Although Ripa’s cur-
rent routing lacks the dan-
ger and exoticism of his Indiana

Yery yen-
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Visit the
Cape Fear
Serpentariuim
at 20 Orange 5t.
in Wilmington,
Morth Carolina;

crlusthﬂxnnl:uppmnd however, “IH
910/762-1669.

lf 1 my blood,” he says, pun intended. %
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