LOVE AND DEATH

SOME PASSIONS ARE MORE DARMGEROUS THANM OTHERS.

He is w foud wh awfecres Bomsell by aoassiug things, And o ane ki b peaply cannt belp furt do §.
—Danse Macobre

Fortwaately, U ienrher anrong mg frieands
@ vouny mmin wamed Dean Ripa, who conld bave stepped from the papes of a Joseph Conrad nopel.
Willicen 5. Burroughs, The Westasn Lands

MEAY 1971 WiLsinGToR, Nokes Canouss, founeen-year-old Dean Ripa was

al home performing surgery on a cortonmouth snake, ind it b hin, This was unforeu-

nate for 2 couple of reasons. He knew enough about snakes to know he would proba-

bily ot die, but be did need a ride 1o the bospial, which meant his parents were gotag
1o find out about the Fifty smikes he wis keeping in their spare room: mitlesnakes, the water moc-
casing he'd canght in local swamps, even several cobras he had purchased via mal-order—he had a
king cobra years before he had bis drivers licensc.

Tl lite Tarsclecd Tien in Intensive Care for two weels—with fover, a grossly swollen wm, blister-
ing skin—during which time his fther donaved Dean’s encire snake collection toa local roadside zao,
a seemingly apocalyptic setback that might have ended any nonnal person's love afTair with snakes.
But Dean turnesd ot o e another kind of person, the kind who, aftera full recovery. quickly began
amassing more snakes, breeding his own snakes, and making exera money 1 buy snakes by collecting
snakes for the same zoo that had adopred his carlier snalees. A year aiter the contenmonth epiaenle, one
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of his new cobras got loose and the whole Ripa farmuly had
o move out of the house for five n!-l_'\_l."- until it could be
found and sho

[hirty-one years later, in whar might be the ultimate
fantasy of young snake-lovers everywhere, Dean Ripa
opened the Cape Fear Serpentarium. and. most thrilling of
all to 3 vwelve-vear-old scquainiance of mine, he lives
there, too.

The Serpentarium is no roadside attraction, bur an ele-
gant, bi-level, 6,300-square-foot gallery overlooking the
I,:_||'||_- Fear River in :__'||.'Il'::||iL'-.i downiown 1'l'|'-"5I|llli-ll}'.l-'-"l'l.

st collections of live exotic ven-

exhibiting one of the larg
omous snakes in the U.S. About a hundred are on public
display at any given time, dozens of different species,
almast all of which were caprured by Drean himself in jun-
ales and marshes around the world. He specializes in the

rarest and deadliest: Gaboon vipers, black mambas, spit

ting cobras, puff adders, and bushmasters, of which he has

pest known collection anywhere. In fact, Dean was
the Lirst I_u-:-;-.:-u ever Lo |'-||'r-:| the rare |'=.lLI-:|1L':I.|.‘|:'-| |\'-|'~|I
master in captivity (he continues to supply them interna-
uonally to zoos and researchers), and once even repro-

duced a bushmastet I'._'..'|_|||.|I in ellect recreating in exiing

ancestor of the existing species. He has also survived four

bushmaster bites—envenomings 15 the herpetologists
] ; :

Orwellian term—despice the fact thar almost all bushmas

ter victims die, oven wil h Aanuivenom treatment.
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The f':i_-;||'||_-:||_;|_:||_||'|| wis | ile by Dean’s |-.I|.:"|':.'1I 1 local
comtractor, who has |'||H.1|r|:1.||l;'.' 1.“‘.2‘,‘i'n.'l.l'l Dieann for lus
adolescence (or perhaps is just happy to have survived it).

The Serpentarium’s neighbors include antique stores and

historic bed & breakfasts and Thai restaurants and arc gal
&

leries. Snakes donot seem especially popular around here;
the local attinude is perhaps best summed up by a resident

of a snake |l].|:.’_||l.-‘. I\"\'Ii'.'||'.|'.:,'llllll APRLITINCNE COT

lex, quot
ed in a recent story in the Wilmingron Star-News: “1 don'’t
like those fellows with no shoulders.” Yer Dean has gotten
no complaints from his neighlbors (he says theyre gratelul
for the business he brings to the area), wath the sole excep-
mon o a g‘r\;up(:l CiaL ||_'-'L'|_'|:- '.L'|'||'--.:-I'|a.':' .'|:l!1lll..ljlll.l.| !II m et
hearing a rumor that Dean stalks downtown illeys a
dawn, collecting cats in a basket to feed to his snakes
“Ludicrous,” he tells me. “1 never get up before 10 AM
I'he Serpemtarium snakes live in lush enclosures bl
to Dhean's -!_'-|_'|:|.'-i|'ili'i:"l‘|‘i by set L:|l."~:_illl‘-l.'l'\' from Screen

Gems (Frank Capra, Jr's, Wilmington film studios), fea-

turing stalactives and stalagmites and twisted roots ar
vines, real animal skulls and bones, moss-draped gronos

and cypress knees and running waterfalls and ponds. E:

stake 15 raved Dy skulls-and-bones to indicate its deadh
ness level (two skulls mean life-threatening to children
and the elderly, possible mild disfigurement; five skulls

mein survival ||1:|||-:|.'!_-. o and |"I weards oo the exhibits give

detailed descriptions, especially popular with children, of



exactly how you will dieif bitten by each particular snake.

I learn that the Egyptian cobra, whose festive yellow
and black stripes evolke Charlic Brown's shirt, 1s believed
to be the asp that killed Cleopatra; in ancient Egypt. the
sign reads, these snakes were awarded 1o royal prisoners
as a means of suicide, The Asinie spitting cobras, mean-
while, which never scem Lo run out of venom, are like a
“SORT OF ENDLESS POISONOUS SQUIKD GUN." The bite of the
Central American fer-de-lance feels like having your hand
slammed in a car door and then seared with a blow torch,
Asthe placard helpfully elaborates, “THE BITTEN EXTREMI-
Y SWELLS TO MASSIVE PROPORTIONS, THE SKIN BURSTS OPEN,
AND YOUR EVES WiEP BLOOD.” The fifteen-foor king cobra,
the longest venomous cnake in the world, can kill an ele-
phant with a single bite, and i kenown to rear L six feet in
the air, hood flared, and look a man in the eye while
growling likea dog. For some reason, perhaps a primal one,
the male king cobra’s cerie, flat dint color is seaner 1o me
than some of the flashier patterns on display here.
Likewise the look of the steely black mambas, who are
long, skinny, and, according 1o their deseription,
“pxermaBlE” —and indeed cach time 've visited they were
wide awake and slicing around their enclosure like 2 gang
looking for some action. Most disturbing of all, perhaps,
are the pull adders, whose odd. [ar cigar-shaped bodies
make them grotesquely evocative, like nightmare shape-
shifter snakes. We are smakes, they seem 1o say, bt we are
an the verge of becoming samethong else,

The Serpentariom also exhibits a few nonvenomous
repuiles, including & 250-pound python pamed Shoena,
some cthereally beautiful emerald tree boas, and a nine-
foot, man-eating crocodile, which, like every crocedile,
alligavor, or lizard U've ever seen, looks lake, prehustaric,
and improbable. One day while I was visiting Dean, the
girl at the front desk reported that 4 worned wvisitor
clamed the beaded Teeard looked dead. “le always looks
dlead,™ Dean said srritably, “That's how it looks." We went
to check on the lizard, which was fine. It resembled a
large, exotic purse. The placard noted thar " (HESE LIZARDS
MAKE EXCELLENT—IF UNRESFONSIVE—PETS.”

For the truly obsessive, the Serpentarium gift shop
offers a huge assortment of fetishes: toy snakes, snake-
decormed T-shires and snake stickers and snake books,
Wiper Blast spray candy (and. wnexplicably, Skatles),
watercolor paintings by Dean'’s mother, carved Peruvian
raimsticks, and the oceasional display of traditional
Adrican are and sculpiure. available for purchase from 2
local importer. A sign on the front desk warns against wap-
ping on the snakes’ enclosures: [F YOU KNEW THAT TIHE
OMLY THING STANDING BETWEEN YOU AND DEATH WAS A
PAME OF GLASS, WOULD YOU RISK BREAKING 117 This 15 not
PT. Barnum-style hyperbole, One day 1 was taking flash
photos of an apparently pissed-off cobra (she was waving
|11u.-n.'u:i|:|gl:,' about, hood flared), my face as close as my
camera lens would allow, when she finally had enough

and struck at me, hirting the glass. | had the delayed jolo
you get right after a fender-bender—did that really just
bappen?

Though thisis the kind of safe thrill cne might expect s
2 200, weekend feedings ar the Serpentarium go one step
further, Suddenly the barriers bevween auchience and pred-
ator disappear: a few comically symbolic plastic yellow
chains are hooked up 1o keep people our of the way. the
glass enclosures propped wide open. Dean (or his curatar,
Scott) uses barhecue tongs to deliver dead rats, jiggling
them o provoke o strike, sometimes even climbing in with
the snakes to prevent lghts, (One might imagine the feed-
ers wear something like astronaut suits, but the day | saw
Dean break up a tussle between two bushmasters, be was
wearing only a polo shir and cango shoris.) The yellow
chains are, it turns out, unnecessary—men the size of hne-
backers dart 1o the back of the crowd, pretending they're
just joking: Ha! I shink Il stawd back bere. Some people
can't even bear the sight of Dean handling the dead
rodents. During one feeding a woman murmured, “He's
touching that rat like ivain’t nothing.”

EOPMLE WEO 11

ADEE THEIR CAREERS TO ANIMALS—
veterinarians, zoologists—are often quite different
in temperament from garden-variety animal lovers,
taking a fla-footed, unsemimental approach 1o

their subjects. skeptical of any anthropomorphism. My
mother worked a5 a2 docent at Chicapo’s Lincoln Park Zoo
for twenty=live years, and has an enormous collection of
butterflies she waveled all over the world o catch; my
father is 2 lifelong birdwatcher, getting up before dawn
every weekend 1o search Tor rare shorebinds ar landfills
and sewerage plants. And yet neither of my parents is par-
ticularly romantic about the animals they love, They love
them for perplexingly literal reasons—Dbecause Lhey're
such fascinating examples of evolution, or because they
have “unusual plumage.” My parents do not scem espe-
cially interested in talking or thinking about what animals
are like, what they evoke or suggest, what they mean—all
the things that are most compelling 1o me. the writer in
the famaly.

My favorite novelist, Joy Williams, once sid in an
interview that the Bible had influenced her as a child
becanse “all those wonderful sories—about snakes and
serpents and mysterious seeds and trees—didn’t mean
whar they seemed. They meamt some other thing.” In
Williams’s short story “Lu-Lu,” the characters do nothing
Bt sit around discussing the meaning of a giant snake (Lu-
Lul—whether she hasa soul, how she seems Lo materialize
and dematerialize at will, how she can occupy hersell
doing nothing. The snake continues to accrue symbolic
weight until the story finally ends, hauntingly, with a
yomng wontan trying o eoax the stoic Lu-Lu into ber car:
“How do you beckon o something like this, she won-
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dered; something that can change everything, your life?”
When | was twelve, my mother gave my father a pet boa
constrictor for their anniversary, and never once inall the
subsequent years we owned Jaws (we got and named her
i 1978} did it occur o me tha she could change anvehing,
let alone our lives. We did not discuss her symbolism. We
talked about whether she was going to shed her skin soon,
or whether she was read y 1o move up from mice 1o racs.

Soreven before 1 meet Dean Ripa, [ think T kaew what
kind of person he will be: another scientist. Though he
has no advanced degree, his snale collection is interna-
tonally recognized. his research on bushmasters pub-
lished in herpetological journals.

Biun then he gives me a copy of his essay, "Confessions
of a Gaboon Viper Lover,” which appeared in Gary
Indiana’s 1994 anthology Livimg with the Animals. It 15 a
pacan to Ripa's own late Gaboon viper, Madame Zsa Zsa.
“Maorphologically, she seems halfway 1o some unspeak-
able transformation that may or may not include a human
head.” he writes. "Her pattern might have been lified
from a Persian carper.” he says, and also suggests skele-
tons. “Chne can see into the pattern,” a Taneanian witch
priest told Dean, but then declined 1o say what it was he
saw, The snake’s design brings o mind “Kandinsky
zigzags,” the “meretncious skulls” of Georgia OFKeeffe:
its lace suggests Bosch, or Direr’s engraving of The Falf
of Man. Seeing the Gaboon viper, Dean writes, “seems
largely participatory, on a parallel with perception icself.
Like Dali's paranoiac-critical method of the hidden face,
there arises thar ‘magic’ effect of mdience creation.”
Watching a Gaboon viper “literally materialize before you
[rom the debris of the forest Noor,” he concludes, "is per-
]tﬂll'i the closest one can ever come O live crentures wo
the fright of encountering an actual ghost”

I notice that [am feeling slightly in love.

'8 PBEFINITELY NOT L TV," Dean says, somewhat defi-

antly, abowt the Serpentarium experience. Dean las

been invited by various animal-related TV programs to

bring his snakes out into the jungle, set them loose, and
then pretend to discover them on camera, and he declines
all such invitations on principle. In the wild, he says,
snakes are nearly impossible o find—you will go years
without finding the one you want, unless, like Dean, yvou
know where to look,

He is telling me this in his aparement, the entrance 1o
which s an unmarked door on the Serpentariumy second
level; he lives alone with histiny, eleven-year-old Maltese
dog, Wednesday (whom he also calls, variously, “ Winky™
and “Pimky "), and several aquariums full of desdly bush-
masters in his bedroom. He has been married and divoreed
three times, but claims his snakes played no part in his
romantic misfortunes., “['m just not somebody whe ean be
halved.” he says, enigmatically. I suggest that it must be
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hard 1o find women who will sleep in a room with
snakes—or maybe some women think i's 2 turn-on? *You
get both kinds," Dean says. Either way, it occurs to me, if
ane were going 1o sleep with Dean Ripa, one would need
a great deal of faith in Dean Ripa.

Not long after he quit high school (*for deamatic effec,”
he says). Dean moved to Italy o study painting under the
portritist Pletro Anmigoni, whose work he had discov-
ered in an art magazine. For a number of years, then, col-
lecting and selling snakes became sccondary, a way to sup-
port his art career. He enjoyed relative success, spending
time with Salvador Dali and selling a couple of paintings
ta the writer William 5. Burroughs (these now hang on
the walls of Dean’sapartment, on loan from the Bu rroughs
estate). Hix style is blackly surreal—muddy-hued por-
traits and sull lifes with hidden messages, faces, and sev-
ered limbs (loating to their dark, dreamy surfaces. “Rapa’s
panting depicts biologic fragmentation,” Burroughs
wrote. “Theartist is giving birth to his selves on canvas.” [
think of Resemarys Baby, the pantings Mia Farrow secs
on the corvidor walls as she's being carried into her Satanic
neighbors’ apartment, and 1 ask Dean why he so admired
Annigoni, a more traditional, Renaissance-inspired realist.
“Iwanted o learn the seerets of the Old Masters,” he says.
“T've always been on a quest for hidden things, occult
things. It’s like the snakes. Certain things. 1o me, always
seemed 1o promise more than they outwardly were,”

In 1973, when Dean was eighteen, he sent Burroughs
the manuscript of 4 children’s book he was writing called
Jubsy Zinek. e didn’t know Burroughs but was a fan of
his work, its renegade exoticism seeming 1o speak directly
tothe “vorces in my head," he says. Jobuny Zimb's plot was
" scarecrow-boy type of thing," he tells me. “You know, a
surrealistic thing,” Burroughs replied to Dean, I think
you have written a very good children’s book, though per-
haps a little 100 complex and literate for juvenile repding.”
Ohver the years that followed, their correspondence and
[riendship escalated. Burroughs sending letters 1o Dean in
Ecuador, Ghana, Suriname, and Costa Rica, piving advice
onwriting and asking Dean’s advice on art, inviting him 10
visit at his home in Lawrence, Kansas. They exchanged
knives, guns, snakes, and, at one point, 3 human skull
Dean claimed to have robbed from a grave as a teenager. (*1
did indeed receive Helen with open arms,” Burroughs
wrote in thanks. "1 know how difficult it was for you 10
part with her.”) One time Dean brought Burroughs a suii-
case full of snakes; another time he set a cobra loose in
Burroughs’s living room. While I'm reading through their
letters, Dean goes into his room and brings out a 357
Magnum that Burroughs gave him, mentioning of f-hand-
edly as he sets it on the table before me that its loaded.
(esus, Vthink, bow smamy different things that can kil you
can ang person keep oy s bedroom?)

Burroughs's letters 1o Dean ave full of fond and cryplic
persomal counsel: “Oh and as for Madame Whosit and her



Cath of Secrecy | would caution you to stay well away

From her dubious emanations, She sounds like bad news.”
In the mid "80s, Burroughs asked Dean to write a letter
about centipede venom that he could include in his novel,
The Western Lamds; it appears in the text unedited, and
Diean is thanked in the book’s acknowledgments, “Have
you thought of writing your memoirs as a snake catcher?”
Burroughs wrote Dean in 1986, And agun in 1988,
Burroughs sugpested, “Why not write a book about your
experiences 2 1 snake catcher? Your lerrers to me would be
i good star” Then, as now, however, Dean was more
imerested in writing fiction and collecting snakes.

When Burroughs died of heart flure in 1997, Dean
was it his bedside; he happened to be visiting that momh
(T don’t think it was a2 coincidence,” he says). He had
never seen someone die before, and stayed at Burroughss
house for days afterward—even sleeping in his bed—
'.\'l‘]ll.:" [ans came .41'||,i wenet, ]1":I'l.':II'I|_'| |-|1'5"r'\"l."| 50N l-|1|.' l.il.ln.ll.

Mowadays, in between endless interruptions from the
Serpentarium downstairs, Dean is working on a couple of
riovels, at least parts of which are based on his own experi
ences, He shows me the thick manuseniprof one, Succumbu
{Mama Sleep), but then will only let me read s Ciest line:

“The beauty of Hell is that it 15 self-regenerating,”

I 1S IMPOSSIBLE TO MEET DEan Ripa and not think of

lohn Laroche, the '“!—‘&‘-"lt cecentric outlaw orchad

breeder Susan Orlean wrote about in The Orebid Thief,

portrayed by Chris Cooper so brilliantly in Adaprasion
But the similarities are only in kind, not physical. For
one thing, Dean still has all his teeth, and he is dackly,
bowvishly handsome, looking much younger than his age.
The only off-note is his slightly malevolent grin. Aned
while the orchid thiefs vanous obsessions “arnived unan-
nounced and ended explosively, like car bombs™ (he had
already abandoned orchids by the time Orlean Ninisled
writing about him), Dean’s passions—panting, writing,
and, most especally, snakes—seem etermal. “I'm doing
the exact same things now that | was doing when [ was ten
vears old,” |‘.|a._' S1VS,

Dean dreams about snakes all the nme. Sometimes they
are good dreams: thar he discovers he owns snakes he
didnt know about, that aliens abduct him and take him
to a secret part of North Carolina thar was incomplerely
glaciaved (there is always a scientific explanation in Dean's
dreams). revealing a colony of rare snakes. He also has
nightmares thar his snakes are dying, thar they're eating
one another, that he forgor o feed them, that he must pro-

tect them from some unseen dunger. He almost never
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dreams that s snakes bite or kill him: it s ;Ii'.'.'.:_'_.'.‘- the
snakes that are in jeopardy, that he must save,

“The greater the value of a collection, the greater the
risk of loss that it Tepresents, I’iu]ipp Blom writes im o
ffrr]'r :J.'.'rf‘ vl ||L_,|r“f An f.l.'.'r',l.l.'.'r.’-' I.Ilnf.'.'.' i rl,l'. [Tl.l|r,|l|'1 ks |J.l.'.'."
Callecting To collect is to continually negotiate with the
afterlife, with the fact that you can't take it with vou. Even
warse, iF you collect living things you must also confron
their momalivy. In The Orclid Tlhief, Susan Orlean calls
collecting “a sort of love sickness.” Because orchids die,
“tor desire orcluds,” Orlean says, 18 1o have a desire that
will never be, can never be, fully requited.” S0 what kind
of person devotes his life 1o collecting something both
FEETR]] tal and ill;'.l-.”_'_.'.-" A -:4:-|.'|4'|.11n|l 1]|..|I 1% -I||:|| |:| ||;|,:|-,| (4%} |;|;'g'!1
alive and thar might at any moment kill you?

Dean insists his romance has always been with danger,
not death, He has eleven tmes endured the bites of poten-
tally lethal snakes, including the comonmowh that bat
him when he was fourteen. “|Sjome Greek said that men
give themselves more trouble than is ordained by the
Gods,” Burroughs wrote 1o Dean in 1989, " A panish priest
would tell vou that your trouble is scruples. Like you
make things more complicated than chey need 1o be and
mare categorncal... S0 ke things philosophic and
remember you have reached a point where antivenom is
almoest more dangerous than snake e Dean claims
Burroughs meant this last comment liverally, since
antivenom really can be as deadly as the snakebite iself.
Sll, it strikes me as beautiful, Zen-like advice,

I ask whether he suffers lingernng effects from the
envenomings, “I don’t know about lingering effects, but |
don’t feel so greal,” he says, and laughs weakly, Like he’
not exactly joking. He claims he has a headache, and so |
offer him semething {I've got every kind of pankiller in
my purse, | tell him, thanks to a recent dental proceduse),
“Well, then you'll lead a long life,” he says wearily, He
does admit he’s more easily fingued these days, but that i

may e a result of the malana, schistosominsis, Ll?."u’.'t'lh.‘l:}'-
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and miscellaneous other opical alments he contracted
during his travels, His hands are weaker from the bites, he
says, and he has a greater tolerance for pain, Also, he lears
death less than he used L, b this 15 mot |‘,;:4_'|_';a:.;u"i|._1. i
F,-\-HE Ihlng ".."'u'11|:1|l_'. what scares me 1sn't death,” he clar-
ifies, “but that I'll forget to fear death,™ He doesn't mean
this figuratively or philosophically,. He means: dunng
feeding times,

Religious snake handlers sometimes trv 1o buy snakes
from Dean, but he won't sell to them, claiming his snakes
ilre _il.:lt.l: Lo -.iq'.'ill”f.' ["-['|:I1.':.' don't have |.'|1|'-|,1:i;|| faieh for my
snakes. helicve me,” he says)h Yet he has no objection to
what the handlers do, and even declares, “1t | had a religion,
that would probably be v, At least they're willing 1o test, to
prove what they believe,” He adds, “Actually, T might be a
mu};'u. anumst, i 'm anything. I'm interested in veodoo,
bue [ would never call myself s voodoaist, Ldon't like o g
izcd things, groups, mobs, The most [rightening thing in
the world 15 2 group af pm‘.p]u_mﬂ ”ﬂ”ff-'.’-'.k' there™

When too many visitors pack the Serpentarium, Dean
hides out here in his apartment. But. Lask, [ thought your
purposs with the Serpentarium was Lo educate people.
“I'm not here 1o educate people,” he says. *1aouldn't give
a damn what happens to them.” But then he adds, grude-
ingly, “Well. there are some people worth something, and
wdeally they'd get something out of ie.” By now ['ve grown
accustomed (and rather devoted) to Dean’s rhetorical
style—outrageous overstatement, subsequent qualifica-
tion—bui | think | recognize something else, something
authentic here: a cenan strain of mtroveried misanthropy
that often leads people to commit their hves to animals,
soanething | chink | know about from my famaly. [nteovens
and loners love animals. It runs the spectrum, 1 think,
from my fathers bovhood shyness to full-fledged
autism—Temple Grandin and all those like her who
winderstand anmmals better than people. Whether its a
quirk of personalicy or a genuine disorder, it's a trait | find

familiar and -\.||;|_11:_:|_'|_-., ._|_||||[-\5|1_i|_::_=|,

is located at 20 Orange Street in downtown
Wilmington, Morth Caralina. It is open 11
A4 165 rad, daily, (Summer 15 bounst season:
off-season hours may varg ) Feedings take
place at 3 pu, on Saturdays and Sundays.
Admission is £7; call (910) 762-1669 for
graup rales For more information about Dean
Ripa's snake callection {or to purchase a
snakel, visit wwaw. bushmastersanline com or
wiww. capefearserpentarium.com. To hear Dean
Ripa sing, visit www.deannpa.com.
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