



[image: cover-image]










The Snakebite Survivors’ Club


‘Travel books don’t come much quirkier than Jeremy Seal’s compelling little treasure . . . a thrilling read’ – Daily Mail


‘There is more to this book than snakes, and Seal’s eye for the absurd makes him an amiable travel companion’ – The Times


‘Creepy, sharply observed and wonderfully bizarre’ – Independent on Sunday


‘There’s a wealth of amusing history and tall tales here . . . Seal’s tone throughout is perfectly judged for the job in hand, namely a sprightly travel book with a dangerous difference’ – Time Out


‘The book is packed with fascinating stories . . . enlightening’ – Express


‘A fascinating odyssey’ – Daily Telegraph


‘An enjoyable oddity . . . it makes for an evocative, occasionally spine-tingling read’ – Literary Review


‘The real stars of the book are the snakes, and lurking in the undergrowth of Seal’s measured prose, their weaponry and its effects never fail to appal’ – Observer


‘Highly entertaining’ – Condé Nast Traveller


‘One of the most unlikely yet satisfying travel books . . . Seal’s writing style kept me gripped to the end. A grimly fascinating read and guaranteed to make you watch where you walk’ – Wanderlust













JEREMY SEAL


The Snakebite
Survivors’ Club


Travels Among Serpents


PICADOR











To my darling mum,
with love













There are few English persons who have not relatives in India, Australia, America and Africa, and from whom they are continually hearing of escapes or accidents from snakes.
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Prologue


I stood in the doorway, deferring the moment with a fretful cigarette. One of the gorillas across the way returned my gaze through the bars of its cage, and we eyed each other for some time. The ape had sad, fathomless eyes. The human, I guessed, must have anxious, haunted ones.


The gorilla scratched itself, yawned and toppled back into the straw. I turned towards the building behind me. It was square and neo-classical in style. A decorative frieze ran round the portals in which were carved iguanas, snails, salamanders, frogs, alligators, pythons and, in place of prominence on the keystone, three hooded cobras wearing berets of black bitumen that had dripped from the roof in the heat of a former London summer. A group of school children approached. ‘Oh no, Priscilla!’ yelled a young boy. The contents of the building had dawned upon him. ‘This is the scary one!’


Years before, as a child, I had stood in this same doorway. I remember how I had imagined within a bottomless pit overflowing with snakes, plaits of snakes spilling on to the shiny floor to untangle themselves and slither numberless down long corridors, and the images had stopped me in my tracks. My palms had prickled with sweat and tears had welled up in my eyes, and thirty years later little had changed.


I was not, of course, alone in my fear of snakes. Ever since the world’s first ‘serpentarium’ or ‘reptilium’ opened at London Zoo in June 1849, in the Swiss chalet-style building which had formerly housed the zoo’s carnivores, children have screamed between the portals and adults have turned



away, pale-faced. Beatrice Thompson, who enjoyed frequent visits to the zoo at the end of the last century, remarked how she had ‘known many women of the educated classes firmly refuse to enter the Reptile House at all’.


True, the image of the overflowing snake-pit had since left me, but a more particular, more threatening vision had taken its place: a single snake seething at my feet, a wave of chevrons and diamonds breaking yellow and brown, then the instant of sharpness and blood nudging scarlet from the puncture marks as the disappearing snake flicked its tail at the grass. The snakebite sequence began as a recurring dream. I then started imagining it, imagined it so often that I began to anticipate it and it became in time a fact of my future, as if I was living in a world littered with live ordnance which I was one day destined to tread upon. I began to believe that I was going to die of snakebite.


So what was I doing here, so close to my fear? The answer perhaps lay in an 1805 penny tract called Wonderful Account of the Rattlesnake and other Serpents of America that I recently came across in a library, where I found the suggestive description of snakes possessing their prey – birds, rabbits and other rodents – ‘with infatuation’, so that they ‘flutter or move slowly, but reluctantly, towards the yawning jaws of their devourers, and creep into their mouths. . .’ I knew that feeling. So too, I suspect, had everyone who had ever stood at the entrance of reptile houses and snake parks, daring themselves to cross the threshold despite their abhorrence of what they would find inside. I was drawn to snakes even as they disgusted me. The fascination was as strong as the fear; a kind of transfixing awe, an infatuation, was the result. The presence of snakes seemed to cast a strange light across the landscape, a light that might attend the end of the world; spare, stark and alive with a crackly energy. A charge



pulsed through such moments, and made them among the most compelling of my life.


Just as I could not keep myself from snakes, so I was drawn to survivors of snakebite, that singular clique, that club whose members had been touched by something dark, exotic and preternatural. They were like those who had experienced shipwreck, lightning strike or even alien abduction; they wore a badge of otherness that the rest of us could only shiver at even as we asked, our mouths slack with fascination: being bitten; what did it feel like? That was the point; we wanted to know. If we examined our curiosity deep enough, I suspected we might even acknowledge that these people, these survivors, had experienced something far stranger than we would ever know, and what we truly felt, despite our shivers, was something akin to a kind of dangerous envy, even a yearning for the experience they had survived.


Which perhaps explained why I should be standing outside the reptile house at London Zoo on a spring afternoon in 1996, gathering myself to step inside.











One


The Reptile House


I do not think you will spend a very long time in the Reptile House at the Zoo.


– Enid Blyton, The Zoo Book


MARCH 1996


I eventually stepped inside, of course. I’d eventually stepped inside back in my childhood, just as many others had done before. The contents of the reptile house finally drew us in. E. G. Boulenger, the zoo’s aquarium director in the 1920s, called the entrance to the reptile house, and the conflict between fear and fascination that habitually played there, the site of the zoo’s one truly ‘interesting psychological entertainment’. The snake show, which testified to man’s fascination for these creatures, had been around in its various guises long before the opening of the reptile house. In the seventeenth century, halfpenny promoters and impresarios discovered how the terrible magnetism of boa constrictors and other exotic species could transform the appeal of their travelling menageries. Those specimens that survived the uncertain sea crossing home from Brazil, the Far East or the American colonies, were billed as fabulous, fatal



creatures from distant lands, and attracted rapt audiences when they were displayed in London rooms. A BEAUTIFUL RATTLESNAKE ALIVE, read a headline in the General Advertiser in January 1752.





This exotic Animal is extremely well worthy the Observation of the Curious; Its Eyes are of great Lustre, even equal to that of a Diamond, and its Skin so exquisitely mottled and of such surpassing Beauty as baffles the Art of the most celebrated Painter. . . There is not the least cause for Fear, though it were at Liberty in the Room: but that the Ladies may be under no Apprehension on that Account, it is kept in a Glass-Cage. It is very Active, and is the first ever shown alive in England.





The zoo’s first snakes were mostly from the Royal Collection, which had formerly been housed in the Tower of London, and were presented to the Royal Zoological Society, the zoo’s patron, by King William in 1831. Lack of suitable housing consigned the collection, which included an Indian python, a huge constricting anaconda and over a hundred rattlesnakes, to spending its first eighteen years at the zoo in cramped boxes. The opening of the reptile house at least allowed the survivors – there were some twenty snakes on show at the beginning – space to move and branches on which to arrange themselves, even if the pythons tended to eat the blankets that were provided to supply warmth during the winter.


Crowds flocked to the zoo in their top hats and bonnets. Visitors doubled to over 300,000 during 1850, but the public enthusiasm was not entirely due to the snakes. The arrival of a hippo in late May of that year, the first one seen live in Europe since Roman times, also aroused enormous curiosity. Among the retinue that had collected around the celebrated



hippo in the course of its long journey from Africa to Regent’s Park were two Egyptian snake charmers, who agreed to give a display at the reptile house the day after their arrival. A naturalist called Broderip was present at the display, and remembered how ‘there was not much difficulty in getting a front place, but those behind pressed the bolder spectators rather inconveniently forward’. Snake shows tended to draw impressive crowds, but front-row seats were guaranteed available. The same paradoxical feeling I’d known in the doorway, the irresistible allure and dread that snakes simultaneously inspired, as if the audience needed to be there, just not right there, was evident even in the manner in which the snake-show crowd arranged itself.


As the crowd looked on, the senior charmer commanded his assistant to remove an Egyptian cobra from ‘a large deal box with a sliding cover’. ‘The serpent,’ wrote Broderip, ‘instantly raised itself, expanded its hood, and turned slowly on its own axis, following the eye of the young Arab, turning as his head, or eye, or body turned.’ Later, the older Arab brought his face close to that of the raised cobra, daring it to strike. ‘Suddenly,’ wrote Broderip, ‘it darted open-mouthed at his face, furiously dashing its expanded whitish-edged jaws into the dark hollow cheek of the charmer. . .’ That both charmers took apparent bites from cobras that day, and suffered no ill effects, convinced the scientist in Broderip that the fangs had been removed. Not that he retreated any less readily than his stampeding fellow spectators when one of the snakes temporarily escaped the reach of the charmers.


That the Egyptians came to no harm that day may have inspired reptile-house attendant John Girling’s tragic folie de grandeur two years later. On the morning of 20 October 1852, after seeing off a friend bound for Australia which



had occasioned a night’s determined carousing consisting, according to The Times, of three pints of beer, ‘a quartern of gin at the public-house in Shoe-Lane, another afterwards, and again another at 8 o’clock’ in the morning, Girling felt unwisely moved to demonstrate his own snake charming skills. Swaying uncertainly, he removed a ‘Morocco’ snake from its cage and draped it around the reluctant neck of a passing attendant from the humming-bird collection, before returning it to its cage and proclaiming, ‘Now for the cobra,’ which he grabbed and proceeded to swing around his head. This cobra, whose fangs were perfectly intact, promptly struck Girling on the nose. He was immediately conveyed to the University Hospital in Gower Street, where he died shortly after nine o’clock, less than an hour after he was bitten.


In the aftermath of Girling’s death, The Times was quick to reassure the general public about safety standards at the reptile house. ‘Visitors,’ it explained, ‘are enabled to see the serpents in perfect security, through the thick glass fronts of the compartments, and nothing can be better than the arrangements of the Society in this portion of their display. . .’


So, I was safe from snakebite. I was in a wide, soft-lit corridor that returned to its beginning, describing a rectangular tour around a large, central island. The only light issued from the glass-fronted pens sunk flush into the walls on either side of me. They resembled a series of screens broadcasting artificially floodlit landscapes; montages of rock and branch, and scattered brown leaves dry as biscuits in which little activity was evident. I steadied myself; I was among snakes.


Children raced between the pens, recharging their excitement at each visit. The adults moved with a whispered,



library calm, unaware that they were among the deaf. All snakes can detect are ground-borne vibrations, a fact I’d long since absorbed if only for self-preservation’s sake. That snakes spoke the language of vibration may have been the limit of my herpetological knowledge, but I at least exploited the fact to the full whenever I was in even the most mildly suggestive surroundings. As for my personal minefield, long grass, I would stamp my way through, giving snakes every warning of my approach and relying on their reported readiness to flee. In fact, as the puzzled stare of a stranger informed me, the proximity of snakes had evidently triggered the same response at the reptile house. I was unconsciously clomping down the corridor, like some seasonally confused loon thinking to kick the snow off his boots. Sheepish, I apologized and strove to proceed more normally.


I had a particular purpose at the reptile house. I was not here merely to reacquaint myself with surroundings that transfixed me just as much as they appalled me. I was looking for particular snakes. Over the years, as if to increase their hold upon me, my feelings of fear and fascination for these creatures had seemed to batten upon four particular species of snake; snakes that had shed their herpetological confines to become creatures of fable and superstition, laden with meaning, symbol and allure, but capable of extraordinary virulence too; snakes that drew me towards them like night creatures which I was powerless to resist.


I found them in the reptile house’s central island. The snakes exhibited here were inmates in a kind of reptilian maximum-security wing, self-enclosed so any escapees presented no threat to the public. This, then, was where they kept the highly venomous species. Until recently, the spirit of that memorably melodramatic Victorian phrase, the ‘thanatophidia’ or the ‘death-dealing snakes’, had been echoed by



the sign introducing this section of the reptile house as ‘The Killers’.


And so I came to the first of my four snakes. The Indian cobra lay hidden among foliage and only a brief portion of its body was visible, sleek as a new tyre. Even so, what I could see of the real thing seemed to have no connection with the hooded posture that has come to be this snake’s signature, a byword for a kind of absolute intent that has persuaded manufacturers of everything from cars to camera equipment, helicopters to beer, shoes to overhead projectors, golf clubs to radios and surfboards to stroboscopes, as well as millions of devotional Hindus in modern India, to entrust their products or even themselves to its dark, iconic allure.


As the display on the pen explained, the snake that had accounted for Girling still killed between 10,000 and 20,000 people per year in India. In Girling’s day the Indian cobra was the most feared of all snakes and attracted melodramatic epithets like ‘grim death’ and ‘awful presence’. It was also considered irascible. In the 1870s the lower glass sections of the zoo’s cobra pens were painted over to stop the snakes striking at passing humans, and damaging themselves against the panes in the process.


I walked on, for if the cobra had been accounted the most notorious snake of all during the nineteenth century, then another species entirely could lay claim to that title in our century. The black mamba of Africa, said the display, was ‘one of the world’s most deadly snakes; one that came to the zoo in 1954 was supposed to have killed six people’. This particular snake, however, was in no mood for killing. As I watched, it began to shed its six-foot skin. By rubbing its head against a branch, it forced a tear in the old skin. Now the shedding could begin. The snake inched itself clear with a series of patient, tiny shrugs, as if from a tight sleeping-bag



that it turned progressively inside out. The old skin peeled away, trailing from the snake, desiccated, dandruffed but intact, to reveal a skin beneath that was shiny new, almost laminated.


The mamba had surprised me. I had imagined myself meditating on the death-dealing malevolence of this snake. Instead, as the mamba rid itself of the old skin with a final thrust of its tail half an hour later, I realized I’d been watching a creature return itself to an ageless, pristine beauty. As I turned away, I noticed a crowd had gathered around the pen, transfixed by the rebirth of this black mamba. Outside, lights were coming on and the air was full of faxes and radio waves and passenger jets, and we were reduced to silence at the heart of the city as this creature stripped itself of its every blemish, and returned to a new beginning that we could only dream of, mocking our mortality. I’d just had a glimpse of the snake’s other self, its capacity for magic as well as for murder.


Less widely known but accounted more deadly yet was my third snake, the taipan of Australia which, the display explained, ‘produces venom that is six times more deadly than that of the Indian cobra’. Before the availability of antivenom (the antibodies given intravenously that counter the effects of venom), only one person was known to have survived the bite of a taipan, a nineteen-year-old Queensland man in excellent physical condition who was bitten through the highly mitigating effects of boot, thick socks and calloused skin. I had been in rapt awareness of the taipan ever since the otherwise dryish Hamlyn all-colour paperback Snakes of the World hyperbolically informed me in my early teens, when my dreaded fascination was well established, that ‘if a man is bitten by this monster there is little hope of recovery and death within a few minutes is the most likely



result’. The rust-red taipans were compellingly active, their slender five-foot bodies fashioning momentary cat’s cradles among the branches in their pen.


It was proving an instructive visit. I was beginning to appreciate what I was doing here, coming back to this place that had haunted me since my childhood. It was a way of gently acquainting myself with the snakes I most feared, a chance to view them from the safe side of thick glass before the rather more serious business ahead. Soon, I would set out to confront these snakes on their own ground in India, Africa, Australia, and, the habitat of my fourth and final snake, America. I was not yet sure what I hoped to achieve in those distant places, except that I might come to understand something of the remarkable, sometimes paralysing effect these creatures seemed to exert upon mankind and, more particularly, upon myself. Whether I wanted to make these journeys or whether I was being drawn to make them despite myself I could not say. Such was the singular effect of snakes.


Snakes in the wild, of course, were a different prospect altogether to these captive specimens and I wondered whether I was up to the journeys I had planned. But whenever the fear came upon me, I could always summon up the snakebite survivors’ club, a club that met only in my mind to intrigue me, but also to give me solace. For if snakebite was my greatest fear, then snakebite survivors were the psychological antidote, living evidence that snakebite need not kill. I thought of snakebite survivors just as, I liked to think, racing drivers bolstered their nerves by recalling the miraculous escapes from high-speed crashes of their colleagues or skin divers remembered incredible stories of survival from shark attack; that if it happened, there was still hope. Plenty of people survived snakebite: the words ran



round my mind until they became a mantra, a reassurance that I could survive my experience of snakes.


And so I came to my fourth snake, the American one, and leaned my hand against the glass as if to touch it. Which was when the rattlesnake seemed to explode; its body a writhing ribbon of diamonds uncoiling like a harpoon rope behind the heavy, bulbed head. Its mouth yawed open in a blurry, pink-mouthed strike. It hit the glass where my left hand lay.











Two


America I


Defense Counsel: How many of you are afraid of snakes?


(Many jurors raise hands.)


Defense Counsel: How many of you are not afraid of snakes?


(No response.)


– Trial transcript extract, The State versus Summerford, February 1992, Jackson County Courthouse, Scottsboro, Alabama


APRIL 1996


On a Friday evening in the fall of 1991, as people all over Alabama sat down to TV dinners, or mowed the twilit lawn for the last time till spring, Darlene Summerford Collins took a bite from a diamondback rattlesnake. She saw only a blur of motion, a pink flash of gaping jaws as it lashed up at her descending hand. Its fangs found flesh high on the thumb, close to the wrist joint of her left hand.


Darlene had been bitten before. The Lord knows, she’d handled enough snakes over the years. Used even to carry photos of snakes in her purse to show to friends; favourite



ones – copperheads, moccasins, that greenish timber rattler she so liked. And her husband Glenn had been handling them for the best part of ten years, lately in the little church with the teetering steeple on Woods Cove Road outside of town, letting them get into his hair or using them to wipe the sweat from his face, handling Satan just like any true believer.


Only now, her husband was standing over her with a gun, the pistol she’d bought at Scottsboro Pawn just six months earlier, his hand twisting cruel, thick plaits in her red hair as she looked down at her thumb and the bead of blood that stood proud a brief moment before running across her palm, seeking out the lifelines.


The lid,’ hissed Glenn. ‘Put the lid back on the box.’ As she did so, the snake rattled its tail in anger. She had heard its tindery buzz many times, but never before had the sound made her nauseous. In the musty shed, she could smell the snake and the fetid scent of its anger, the drink on her husband’s breath and the coal-dust smell of gunmetal. Now Glenn was dragging her to another box. She could plainly see the contents: two large rattlesnakes whose diamond-patterned backs were faintly echoed in the mesh tracery of the chicken-wire lid.


‘You praying now?’ he whispered. He smiled. ‘I bet you praying now.’


Foreboding coiled tight in her belly. Around her thumb, there was already a vicious clamping pain where the venom was going to work. But what was making her sick was something else: it felt as if her senses had gone. She was sure she could hear the river – and when had she ever done that? – and smell doughnuts from somewhere, and every consonant Glenn had uttered was now careening around her head, just in no particular order and a couple of octaves



lower. There were times she had thought every moment in her life was leading her downwards, but not to this, not to murder from multiple rattlesnake bite. Not by her husband.


That was over four years ago. By the time I reached the house, Glenn and Darlene were long gone, but something of that distant fall evening still clung to the place, a baleful, poisoning mood that had spited time and made me shiver. The house lay beyond Scottsboro’s outskirts, where the neat lines of weatherboard homes fronted by mailboxes gave way to the scruffy smallholdings on Barbee Lane, a long nibbled ribbon of blacktop that cut into the countryside. Chained dogs lay among the gutted auto parts – the engine blocks, radiators and rusted exhausts – of pick-ups spray-painted in bright pinks and purples. Workshop radios interspersed music and commercial messages. Save a light breeze mussing its mane, a single horse stood motionless in a field.


The house stood at Barbee Lane’s far extent, among the stands of pine, hickory and beech that led down to the Tennessee River. The river threw a big southerly lasso loop through Alabama. It entered the state in the north-east from Tennessee and, mindful of its name, left it for Tennessee to the north-west. For much of its length, however, it was a shapeless thing. A series of bloated blackwater sloughs had backed up behind dams all the way to the Mississippi, depriving the river of its sinuous, serpentine coils. As if in compensation for the loss of its grace, the flabby river had at least acquired an excellent reputation for catfish, lurking monsters that weighed up to a hundred pounds. Fishermen never knew what might fetch up along the Scottsboro stretch of the Tennessee.


The Barbee Lane house lay in permanent shadow. It had a tin roof, ripped tar-paper walls and a highly visible sign warning against trespass. A cardboard-coloured dog, a large



one, barked fiercely and baulked my uncertain approach. For a while, we just looked at each other. The dog’s look was more direct. Guessing he might not be a patch on the house’s current tenant, I returned to the car.


I drove past the imposing brick courthouse in Scottsboro’s main square, and the flourishing attorney’s offices that fed off it. Beyond their brief affluence, however, were autopart stockists emphasizing the essential – ‘Need a new engine? We can help’ – and pawn shops that had long since quit claiming any measure of discernment – ‘Car title pawn. And guns, jewellery, anything’ – and the unclaimed luggage dealers that airports from New Orleans to Atlanta supplied with job lots of umbrellas, coats, suitcases, boots, hats, paperbacks, bottles of aspirin, Walkmans, laptops, pens, even forgotten photos of loved ones caught in distant, suburban sunshine, posing beside car ports in Ohio, or on the balconies of Florida condos with just-about views of the ocean.


Woods Cove Road wound out of town on the west-side, passed the Jackson County hospital, crossed the railroad tracks and headed through cornfields before being sucked into the wake of the interstate to die premature, serving just a few loose farmsteads – and the old church – on the way. The church looked old enough. Less like a church though. Concrete plinths where the fuel pumps once stood still fronted the former country store and gas station, set to catch unwary shins. The building was flat-roofed, whitewashed and jerry-built. Spare squares of sorry chipboard patched the front. A poor, hand-painted sign said ‘Paster Frank. Everyone welcome. Friday night. Sunday night. 7.00 p.m.’ Pastor Frank, I figured, must have followed in Glenn’s footsteps for a while. The first rime of rust on the padlock suggested, at best, an irregular ministry.


I rubbed at the window. A spider’s web slung across



the pane gave even the indistinct gloom within a fractured appearance. There was the suggestion of old lino switch-backing across the floor. A chair lay on its back, like a man with his knees tucked up to his chest as if to protect himself from an unholy kicking. Around the back of the church, a stack of decrepit pews were turning into mould among the sycamore trees, their ply sheets yawning open like the pages of well-thumbed Bibles.


More effort had gone into painting the church’s name, The Church of the Lord Jesus Christ, in a blue arc around a cross. In Glenn’s time, I mused, this had been the Church of Jesus With Signs Following. At that time the words ‘Mark 16, vs 15-18’ were painted with a shaky reverence on an inside wall; ‘And these signs shall follow them that believe,’ read the verses referred to. ‘In my name shall they cast out devils; they shall speak with new tongues; They shall take up serpents; and if they drink any deadly thing, it shall not hurt them; they shall lay hands on the sick, and they shall recover.’ In Glenn’s church, like others scattered throughout the Southern Appalachian mountains, a place unto itself among a jumble of intersecting southern state lines, they had taken the Bible at its every word.


Glenn Summerford did the lot. Spoke in tongues, drank deadly strychnine and drain cleaner, and even took electric shocks in God’s name. But it was the snake-handling he really took to. Did it with an abandon that frankly scared his packed congregation as much as it inspired them. Glenn had come to the Lord the hard way, leaving in his turbulent wake a trail of criminal charges from illegal racoon-hunting and grand larceny to the attempted murder of his mother-in-law – with a vase.


Darlene could tell you all about his violent temper, drinking bouts and infidelities. She was one of thirteen



children who had grown up on handouts near Dutton township on Sand Mountain, the looming plateau on the east-side of the Tennessee River that stands between Scottsboro and the sunrise. She and Glenn had met when they were young. By the mid-1970s, she was falling for his considerable, if diabolical charisma. He had fire and life. What he’d noticed were her enormous blue eyes and that hair you couldn’t ignore, ginger-red as agricultural twine. Within months of their marriage, however, he was kicking her around, accusing her of cheating on him with young boys, even with her own brother, and drinking with a ferocity that drove him still deeper into sloughs of jealousy and murderous rage.


Then, one day in 1982 Glenn wove out of a bar and, promising himself a new start, fell into a friend’s pick-up bound for a church service across the state line in Kingston, Georgia. Propped in a pew, he watched men remove rattlesnakes from wooden boxes stacked by the altar, and pass them among themselves during the singing with a strength and confidence that he had only ever got out of bottles. He could not hear the snakes’ angry rattles above the cacophonous wailing, the Hallelujahs and the music – thumping drums, twanging guitars, crashing cymbals and the roar of miked-up male voices – but he could see them tense in the initial grip of their handlers and then, miraculously, go rope-limp. Even as the men draped them round their shoulders or held them by the midriff, letting them hang by their sides, the snakes made no attempt to strike. One man tucked a young rattler in his shirt pocket; its tail protruded like a limp, gorgeously patterned dandy’s kerchief. Later, when things got a little crazy – women were keeling over, shuddering like cardiac cases or were slumped, sobbing against the altar – the men even threw the rattlesnakes into the air, sending



lightbulbs swinging, hustling the shadows away, and caught them on their descent.


It might, granted, have been on the road to Cartersville, the nondescript strip of fast-food joints and budget motels huddled along Georgia Highway 41 some forty miles north of Atlanta, rather than to Damascus, but Glenn nevertheless sensed redemption in that small, clapboard church on a hill. This was simple instruction. The Word of the Book guaranteed salvation through the act of lifting the hinged wire lid of a wooden box, reaching in and taking from it writhing rosaries of evil incarnate. Belief would do the rest. Faith would disarm the devil. Perfect victory, they called it. By the end of the service, Glenn was converted. He was set on becoming a preacher, and handling snakes.


Soon, he had seventeen snakes in the shed at the bottom of Barbee Lane. Supportive preachers provided him with some. Others told him to go out into the woods, to sit down and pray and let the Lord send the snakes to him. Some he bought for a few dollars from local boys who caught them in the brushwood. He even found a couple of his own, sunning themselves among the pine trees in the spring and learned how to box them without harming himself. He took them to his first church services in Scottsboro, itinerant, short-notice arrangements that convened in borrowed rooms and old buildings all over town. His congregation even did a spell above a chicken restaurant. Locals accused them of being ‘freaks’, ‘Holy Rollers’ and ‘Jesus Onlys’, even broke what panes remained in their windows. So they came at last to the old gas station on Woods Cove Road.


They were content to hold their services outside of town. They were used to the margins; heaven, they and their kind had spent their lives on them, living out of trailers on



disability or scraping occasional work in the cornfields or for local concerns like the Church Pew Factory out at Rainsville.


As for the trouble, well, it just seemed to come with snake-handling. And anybody who regularly handled diamond-patterned Death in the Lord’s name could take any number of the eggs and insults that were hurled during the services. In their grandparents’ time, stirred-up bees had been released by disbelievers in the churches. Sometimes, churches had been torched. Brief infernos would light up the night sky, ashy smuts dancing on the breeze to put down gently on distant fields or shingle roofs.


Three nights a week, and for hours at a time, Glenn’s growing congregation just sang over the car horns sounding down Woods Cove Road, or ignored the sneering faces glimpsed at the windows, joyous to be worshipping the Lord in a place they could finally call their own. As for Glenn, he had a purpose and a congregation, a congregation that gave him status – and regular funds. For a while, those closest to the preacher dared even believe the violence and the drinking was behind him for good and all.


Their forebears, mostly from the Scottish Borders and from Northern Ireland, had first come to the Southern Appalachians, the frontier uplands of West Virginia and the Carolinas, Southern Kentucky and Eastern Tennessee, the hills of Northern Georgia and Alabama, as pioneering settlers in the 1700s. They had brought with them little more than the clothes they stood in, some livestock, a few tools and the King James Bible. Their isolated lives were parcelled out in work: clearing the land, building homesteads and churches with tramped earth floors, raising their stock for milk and food, hides and lard, and growing potatoes and corn. The rest was sleep and prayer. They kept to themselves, and called themselves Holiness people after their strict beliefs. They



kept Christian houses, read from the Scriptures, abjured alcohol and tobacco, lies and ‘backbiting’.


They dressed with a sober modesty. In the same spirit, later generations favoured shirts buttoned to the neck or workman’s bib overalls. Citing Corinthians, the women mistrusted jewellery and wore their hair long and unstyled except perhaps fastened in a modest bun. In the 1950s, they wore thrifty dresses made up from the cheap floral patterns printed on the sacks of canny feed manufacturers.


The twentieth century, however, increasingly set the Holiness people at odds with the American way. Unversed in commerce and contract, they had too often sold their upland plots, and their holy self-reliance into the bargain, to timber and farming interests for a pittance. The only work was elsewhere, in the cities of Chattanooga, Huntsville, Knoxville, Atlanta and Nashville, or in towns like Scottsboro and Fort Payne in Alabama, Cleveland in Tennessee and Rome in Georgia. They worked in the lumber mills and coal mines, in construction and on the railroad, in the stores, factories and restaurants. They drove trucks. And they felt defiled.


The modern world had touched, even tempted them, with its abominations. Society was fallen, awash with the filth of homosexuality and the provocative attires of Jezebel: strumpet make-up, earrings and bangles; beer, whiskey and cigarettes; the unpardonable utterances of the movie houses, of radio and television; chewing gum, soda pop and coffee; and, latterly, rock music, drugs and even homosexual marriages. For the Holiness people, the twentieth century was one long crisis. Seeing their kind being swept away on the foul currents of modern American life spurred them to return with renewed spiritual vigour to their rickety churches, where living right became once more a simple thing enshrined in



the unchanging Scriptures. It was here, in the first decade of the century, that men among them first found instruction in the final utterances of Mark to take up serpents. Snakes were evil; they embodied the century’s very mood. Handling them meant perfect victory over Satan. Handling them was to rise above the wickedness of modern America.


But Glenn Summerford’s redemption was to prove short-lived. By October 1991, the bad old ways that he had disavowed at Kingston nine years before had reclaimed Glenn with a vengeance. In the aftermath of some bad bites earlier that summer – notably from an exotic, a Mojave Desert rattlesnake out of Arizona that somebody had got off of a dealer – the preacher had been going under, leaving vodka bottles, crumpled Winston cigarette packets, trashy rented videos with dues to pay, serial infidelities and too many public brawls bubbling in his wake. For a few days, a bite from an eastern diamondback had turned his vision yellow. Too much booze and strychnine, too much suspicion, and too much plain rattlesnake venom in his blood had finally pushed him over the edge, pushed him to park the car out of sight one Friday evening so nobody might guess them in, to lock the front door and drag his wife to the shed where the snakes were kept, a gun to her head.


I took a motel room just off the interstate outside of town. The room smelt of stale cigarettes and lingering pizza. I dug out the phone book and found, between Chiropractors and Cigar, Cigarette and Tobacco Dealers, entries for fifty-one local churches of a bewildering range of denominations. There was African Methodist Episcopal, the Assemblies of God, Baptist, Catholic, Church of Christ, Church of God, Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, Episcopal, Interdenominational, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Lutheran, Methodist, United Methodist, Nazarene, Pentecostal, Presbyterian and



Seventh-day Adventist, but there was nothing under Holiness. Pastor Frank, Glenn Summerford and their like evidently inhabited a world outside the phone book.


The phone rang.


‘What’s happening?’ a voice asked me. Male.


‘Who do you want?’ I asked, assuming a wrong number.


‘You,’ he replied. I laughed. ‘After a good rubdown tonight?’ he asked, cutting to the chase. I dropped the phone and went out in search of somewhere to eat.


Geno’s Pizzeria, down by the lights on the edge of town, seemed safe enough from unsolicited rubdowns. Not that it was the kind of place to invite conversation. Peaky blondes served large men who stared at television screens from under baseball hats advertising agricultural machinery. Occasionally, they wiped beer froth from their moustaches with the back of their hands. I turned to Scottsboro’s Daily Sentinel. ‘Dear Abby,’ a correspondent wrote on the letters page. ‘My husband and I have a difference of opinion about what the date on a carton of milk represents. He says it is the “sell by” date, and I say it indicates that the milk is good until that date. Would you please consult your experts and let us know the answer.’


The man who walked through the door just at that moment – big boots, black beard, bandanna, khaki flak jacket – seemed less the sort to respect sell-by dates on cartons of milk than to grievously molest the dairy herds from which they came. Until he walked in, the other newspaper item that had caught my eye – Major Public Auction! Complete Liquidation of a Rocket Fuel Manufacturing Facility – had seemed most improbable. Now, the market was all too apparent. When he placed a bag on the counter, I expected him to growl Fill it from the till, bitch. And don’t try my itchy trigger finger. I did not expect him to tell the



waitress, perfectly respectfully, that she had given him Thousand Island dressing.


‘And I actually asked for Italian, miss,’ he added. ‘Mind if I ask you to change it?’


So, I mused, driving back to my motel, Scottsboro folk were a bit fastidious about milk and burger dressings. I just couldn’t square that with people who regularly got bitten handling snakes of their own free will and then refused hospital treatment to die in agony – an estimated one hundred of them since the first decade of the century when snake-handling had begun to be practised, without apparent precedent but with a fervent enthusiasm, initially among the country churches around Chattanooga, Tennessee, about fifty miles to the north of here. As the spring gnats danced in the headlights, I imagined the most recently dead, Melissa Brown in Middlesboro, Southern Kentucky, just seven months earlier in August 1995, being welcomed by earlier generations of Appalachia’s snakebite dead into an afterlife that they all believed in with the kind of untroubled, everyday conviction normally reserved for concepts such as a roundish earth.


Melissa Brown had been bitten just below the elbow at the little church out the back of Middlesboro by a four-foot long timber rattler, one of some fifty snakes being handled during the morning service that Sunday. Fifteen minutes after the bite, she had lost the use of her legs. She had laid up at her preacher Jamie Coots’s apartment in Bella Gardens until Tuesday morning, almost forty-eight hours later, when her husband, Punkin, unsuccessfully urged her to think of their five children, ranging between sixteen months and nine years, and allow herself to be taken to hospital. ‘She suffered hard the whole time,’ said Jamie Coots, suffered until she lost consciousness on the same afternoon, when an ambulance



was finally called at 3.38 p.m. By that time, however, Melissa Brown was in full arrest and was pronounced dead on arrival at Middlesboro Appalachian Regional Hospital.


Wherever Melissa went that Tuesday afternoon, she had no doubt what she’d find there: joy unspeakable in the arms of the Lord, and all the snakebite dead whose example she’d followed. People she knew from the church revivals and homecomings that attracted Holiness communities from all over the Southern Appalachians, days of prayer, song and hog roasts in churches and summertime brush arbours, simple shelters raised in fields and on hilltops. There was Bruce Hale who had died just six months before her after taking two bites from a rattlesnake at the New River Free Holiness Church outside of Lenox, South Georgia. There was Jimmy Ray Williams who died in Tennessee in 1991, and his father, Jimmy Ray senior, who had died in the same county as his son eighteen years earlier, but after drinking strychnine. There was the handsome preacher Charles Prince who’d grown up with rattlesnakes under his bed (Tennessee, 1985), Mack Wolford (West Virginia, 1983) and John Holbrook (West Virginia, 1982). There was Claude Amos (Kentucky, 1980) and the three who died in 1978.


Further back, there were those whom Melissa knew only by repute or through familiarity with their sons and daughters; happy Lee Valentine (Alabama, 1955) and, three weeks before him, snake-handling’s founding father, George Went Hensley. Hensley, whose name sounded more like a direction, was said to gather up serpents in his arms ‘like a boy would gather stovewood’ and claimed to be able to cure the dying and to walk the Tennessee River. He finally succumbed to an eastern diamondback near Altha, Northern Florida after surviving some four hundred previous bites that had left him ‘speckled all over like a guinea hen’. There were the four



who died in just six weeks of 1946 within just a few miles of each other near Cleveland, Tennessee – Joe Jackson on 13 July, Henry Skelton on 17 August, Walter Henry on 25 August and Hobart Wilson on 2 September. There were the three who had died in September 1945 – Anna Kirk in Virginia, Lewis Ford in Tennessee and George Coker in Kentucky – and Johnny Hensley, Maudie Lankford and Jesse Coker in 1944. From August 1940, there were Martha Napier and Jim Cochran, who both died in Kentucky. Melissa was in the company of the faithful. She had come home.


*  *  *


‘Lift the lid,’ said Glenn as they stood over the second box. ‘I said lift it.’ Darlene’s left hand was now throbbing so bad from the bite that she did so, gingerly, with her right hand. A charge ran through the box’s contents; the snakes drew themselves tight.


‘Tell you what,’ said Glenn, kneading the barrel of the pistol in the nape of her neck. ‘You handle that snake right there,’ he pointed to the larger one, ‘without it bitting you, the Lord says I’ll let you live.’ But the Lord, Darlene knew, had nothing to do with this. If the Lord was anywhere, he was certainly not here. She tasted bile. She was in danger of joining Appalachia’s posthumous rattlesnake bite club.


Only thing was, she was not willing.











Three


Australia I


If a snake bites you in this country, instant death follows. One of the most deadly and common snake’s bite is so bad that the person bit only shivers and falls dead immediately.


– Letter from William Coke, a guard officer posted to Australia, to his family in England in 1827


OCTOBER 1996


In the latter days of September 1801, an evident gentleman, but of a singularly protesting and cantankerous sort, was put aboard the Atlas at Cork. Sir Henry Browne Hayes was a notorious Irish prankster and dandy who had, in a recent and ill-advised development, become a convict. The Atlas, a transport ship, was headed for New South Wales with the first fair wind.


Earlier that month, when Browne Hayes’s death sentence was commuted to transportation to the thirteen-year-old penal colony, history might have expected a chancer’s sigh of relief from him. In fact, the spared man was mortified, and not because the usual convict terrors unduly concerned him. Hang forced labour, floggings, terrible victuals, home-sickness,



Australian humour or even the awful parties they were heard to hold down there, he might have declared. In fact, the irrepressible Browne Hayes might have turned the whole episode into a picaresque jaunt as befitted his colourful life had it not been for reports that the place was crawling with the things he dreaded more than anything. Snakes.


By the time the Atlas left Cork for Rio and the Antipodes, Browne Hayes had already recommended himself – and his considerable private income – to the vessel’s venal captain, James Brooks. Captain Brooks took time off from attending to the 2,000-gallon cargo of rum he would sell at vast profit in Sydney to arrange for Browne Hayes’s relative comfort, and so line his pockets further. The other prisoners fared less well. In the course of her nine-month voyage, the Atlas would lose sixty-five convicts, over a third of her complement, to disease and deprivation. Prisoners spent much of the crossing shackled below in a mephitic fug of disease and excrement. An enraged reformist wrote of the convicts’





bad and filthy bedding; some not having half the covering of their bodies; the privation of the nutritious part of their diet, by scumming the fat off their Brooths; the defect of their Cloathing in the most intense cold. . . complete and painful Testicular Ruptures hanging towards their knees. . . the asthmatic and swell’d or ulcerated legg’d subjects . . .





A comfortable cabin and the best available food allowed Browne Hayes to look beyond the rigours of the great sea voyage, but the lack of distraction was perhaps not in his best interests. A Testicular Rupture or ulcerated legg might have been just the thing to keep his mind from lingering on what lay in store for him.


Lurid reports of the snakes to be found in Australia had



been reaching Europe from the very first days of Australian settlement, and would colour missives home long into the nineteenth century. When Alexander Marjoribanks, a gentleman traveller, arrived in Sydney in 1840, he did as tourists should and visited nearby Botany Bay, where the first convict fleet had originally come ashore in 1788. He wrote,





On coming to the bay I looked in vain for the great variety of flowers from which it obtained its name. In fact I saw more serpents than flowers, so that I should have felt inclined to have called it Serpentine Bay. Talking of serpents, I may mention that the bite of most of them in that country is almost instantaneously fatal.





In 1861, Horace Wheelwright wrote in his Bush Wanderings of a Naturalist:





What the bushman has most to dread in the Australian bush are the snakes. I do not believe any part of the world can be more infested with these reptiles in the summer season. Let him walk where he will – in the depths of the forest, in the thick heather, on the open swamps and plains, by the edges of creeks or water-holes . . . nowhere is he safe . . . at any moment he is liable to tread upon a deadly snake, coiled up in his path . . . watching him with his basilisk eye, ready in a moment to make the fatal spring.





In 1910, the Reverend John Flynn, who would go on to found Australia’s Flying Doctors, published a pamphlet called The Bushman’s Companion: a Handful of Hints for Outbackers. The extensive section ‘What To Do In Case of Snakebite’ suggests that anybody in a position to give first aid should ‘stab in with knife all round bite’, ‘suck for dear



life’, ‘rub in permanganate of potash’, ‘don’t allow patient to sleep’, and administer ‘black coffee – very strong’. But since his pamphlet devotes the greater part of its length to the inclusion of extensive hymns, ‘Auld Lang Syne’, lessons from the Scriptures, directions for making a will and, finally, the Order of Service for the Burial of the Dead, Flynn does not appear to have had much confidence in the medical treatment his publication counselled.


As the Atlas bucked across the Indian Ocean after putting into Cape Town, Browne Hayes also had ample time to reflect on the incautious actions that had brought him to this terrible pass – ‘the queer matrimonial speculation’, in the coy phrase of the author of a paper addressed many years later to the Cork Historical and Archaeological Society, ‘which qualified Browne Hayes for free passage to New South Wales in 1801 and for perpetual residence there’.


Sir Henry, it seems, had quite fallen for one Miss Mary Pike, a young Quakeress, when visiting her father at home in Cork one evening in July 1797. It is rumoured that Mary was both beautiful and spirited; she was indubitably worth £20,000. The combined effect of personality, looks and wealth which had long captivated the young bucks of Cork society, all but undid Sir Henry and inspired him to recklessness. He resolved to attempt Miss Pike’s abduction.


Late on the night of 22 July, Mary was roused from her bed by a servant with urgent news: word had been received that Mary’s mother had fallen ill at the house of a relative, and wished to see her daughter. A carriage was hastily made ready and Mary set off, only to be stopped on the Glanmire Road by five masked and armed men. As Mary’s coachman fled into the night to raise the alarm at a nearby hostelry, the gang removed her to another carriage whose driver was none other than the scheming Sir Henry.




The knight hastened to his own house, where a priest was on hand to perform the service of marriage. Mary resisted. With a gallantry of sorts, the heartbroken Sir Henry proposed to shoot himself if she continued to do so. Which she did; and he didn’t.


The ensuing stand-off continued throughout the night, not least because the authorities never arrived to terminate proceedings which had long since descended into farce. The magistrate’s men had checked the Browne Hayes driveway in the early hours – strange goings-on had been reported locally – but soon moved on, having found no fresh horseshoe marks leading, tell-tale, towards the house. Sir Henry, it was to emerge, had had the horses shoed backwards.


By the next day, Sir Henry had released Miss Pike unharmed. It had rapidly become apparent to him that she was quite uncharmed by his reputation as an amateur actor and by his amusing stories of the famous silk canopy, his dandy’s signature, which he fitted to his tent when on exercise with the Cork county militia. If this surprised him just as much as her lack of enthusiasm for the abduction had – he thought she might at least have found the enterprise exciting – he was enough of a realist to accept that his attempt to win her hand had self-evidently failed. So he cut his losses and made good his escape.


From the descriptions that accompanied the 500 guinea reward offered shortly afterwards by Mary’s family for the abductor’s capture – ‘rather fresh-coloured, a little pockmarked, and brown hair, with remarkable whiskers’ – it is not hard to see why this well-connected, young Irish beauty turned Browne Hayes down. Still, she must have admired his chutzpah three years later when, tiring of the chase, Browne Hayes finally gave himself up to an old family retainer, a Mr Coghlan, preferring to see the reward stay



within the Browne Hayes household (although some have uncharitably suggested that the payment to Coghlan was less a gift than in settlement of an outstanding debt).


Sir Henry began his life in New South Wales in a Sydney jail. But on his release, he was given ‘special convict’ status, and ‘suffered to be at large without the formality of a ticket-of-leave’. In August 1803, he paid £100 for a hundred-acre plot on the southern shores of Port Jackson, latterly Sydney Harbour, a partially farmed spot above a horseshoe bay. A sandy beach looked out on to black rocks where the spray broke, with views across to the north shore. He called his new home Vaucluse.


It was an undeniably handsome setting, but Ireland it was not. In a frenzied attempt to create an impression of home among the alien tangles of Australian bush, Sir Henry sent extravagant shopping lists back to friends and supporters in Ireland. One, headed ‘flower and seed list’, which started with the likes of ‘eight pottels early beans’, ‘half pound prickly spinnage’, ‘two pottels furze seed for hedges’, ‘salsify’ and ‘sperritt’, ended with a poignant request for ‘snails’ and ‘hedgehogs’. And this from a man who had survived a death sentence and countless brawls, and would go on to make shipwrecks a personal speciality.


Sir Henry’s fellow convicts, however, soon proved themselves no respecters of his property, howsoever he adorned it. Aggrieved ads appeared in the Sydney Gazette, bearing his name: ‘REWARD OF TEN GUINEAS: WHEREAS several highly ornamental trees of Honeysuccle and She-Oak have been lately cut down on the lands of VAUCLUSE . . . supposed for boat building, as the crooked parts were only removed . . .’; and ‘TEN GUINEAS REWARD’ for information about the person ‘who, on Tuesday or Wednesday night last robbed my garden, at Vaucluse, of a quantity of Water-Mellons;



and on Thursday being fired at, left Bags and Bludgeons behind.’


There were, however, far worse trespassers than thieving convicts to contend with at Vaucluse. ‘The part of the country where I live,’ he declared despairingly to an acquaintance, an army major, one evening in 1804, ‘literally swarms with venomous serpents; there are black snakes, brown snakes, gray snakes, yellow snakes, diamond snakes, carpet snakes. . .’


The newspapers were hardly reassuring. In 1804, the Gazette carried the typical story of a ‘fine boy’ who had been bitten in the left arm by a large black snake while tending his father’s stock on the Hawkesbury River to the north of Sydney. ‘Growing sick and faint soon after, the poor little fellow went home, to chill with horror the hearts of his afflicted parents, who had to witness his almost immediate dissolution.’


Sir Henry might have appreciated the kind of advice that I would come across in an Internet discussion group almost two hundred years later. On my computer screen, somebody called Juanita explained that she was seeing four or five snakes a day in her Seattle garden, sightings she didn’t in the least enjoy. She was variously advised to ‘get a giant purple stuffed cartoon snake and leave it around until there is no reaction to seeing it or handling it’, and to ‘put a snake picture on the refrigerator door’. ‘Give your snakes a nice name,’ said another sympathetic adviser, ‘such as Fred or Suzy. When you see one, say hello to it before backing away.’ The suggestions continued: ‘hang out at your local petshop’; ‘find a snake owner who is willing to let you meet one’; ‘go to the zoo and watch all the different species’; and finally, ‘you would do well to consult a good psychologist’. Without therapy, this item of advice went on, Juanita soon wouldn’t



be able to ‘walk past shrubbery that might contain the dreaded object’, ‘read an uninspected newspaper or magazine’, ‘stand being near anything remotely resembling the dreaded object (such as earthworm or rope)’, and, finally, ‘hold down a job or have a social life’.


Juanita’s snakes, of course, were not venomous. Nor did they take to turning up indoors, as Sir Henry’s did soon enough. He continued,





Now, so long as they confined themselves to the lawn and garden I did not mind. It was bad enough to have them there, but, with caution, I could avoid them. But the brutes have lately taken to invade the house. We have killed them in the verandah, and in every room, including the kitchen. Last night, I found one, six feet long, and as black as coal, coiled up on my white counterpane, and another of the same dimensions under the bed.





Sir Henry admitted to his friend that he had been suffering agonies of mind for eleven days. In the absence of good psychologists, he sought celestial help instead. ‘I have been praying,’ he explained, ‘from early dawn to dusky night, almost without intermission, to my favourite saint, St Patrick. But he seems to take no more notice of me, nor of my prayers, than if I were some wretched thief in a road gang.’


Later that year, St Patrick finally seemed to relent. At least, a solution recommended itself to Sir Henry that, the knight felt sure, was divinely inspired. A series of letters were promptly dispatched to Ireland. In one, an agent was engaged to deliver 500 barrels of best Irish bog to the docks at Cork. In another, addressed to all ship’s captains putting into Cork en route to New South Wales, it was explained that the bog barrels were priority consignments required by the



colonial authorities for urgent botanical experiments. The captains were instructed to transport the barrels without delay; space might best be made for them, the letter suggested, by removing an equivalent weight of ballast from the ships’ bilges. Back at Vaucluse, a ditch measuring six foot wide and two foot deep was dug in readiness by hired convicts around Sir Henry’s home.


We build moats in our minds to keep snakes from us. Sir Henry, reckoning that a soil banished of snakes by the heavenly St Patrick might at least put off Australian ones, was going one better and building one around the periphery of his property. He was following an ancient tradition, albeit on a characteristically flamboyant scale; in medieval Europe, it was believed adders could not enter chalk circles. In Ancient Egypt and India, snake-shaped bracelets were worn as protective amulets. Until recently, hessian ropes were regularly slung around the foot of African bush tents in the belief that snakes would not cross them. And in the American West, it was the tradition of cowboys to make such magic circles by throwing their lariats around themselves as they bedded down on the range. Gruffly, these cowboys claimed that the coarse horsehair from which the lariats were made acted as a barrier against approaching snakes. That this was patently untrue most cowboys privately accepted; snakes routinely rub up against rough surfaces. But these were hard, practical men who, I suspect, were not minded to admit what the lariats truly became to them at night-time; a kind of amulet, a superstition, a reliance on older faiths.


The world has long been spotted with such magic circles. Some of them, like the faint imprint in the dust of a cowboy’s rope, only lasted until the wind got up or were even erased by the vibration of departing hooves. Others, snake-shaped bracelet charms hammered from metal in earlier millennia,



look destined to outlast man. When new foundations were dug to support a sagging verandah at Vaucluse House, Sydney, in 1928, workmen uncovered a seam of chocolate-coloured earth that arced through the light, sandy loam on either side; it was Browne Hayes’s magic circle, created over a century before by a class of convict less fortunate than Sir Henry. As Sir Henry had instructed them, the convicts had gathered at Vaucluse House on the morning of St Patrick’s Day. They set to work, shovelling the turf, recently landed from Ireland, into the ditch. A party of gentlefolk who had arrived by boat to lend their support to the proceedings looked on as Sir Henry broke out in snatches of song in praise of St Patrick. In the afternoon, when the ditch was filled, a convict who shared Sir Henry’s fear of snakes begged that he might collect the remaining scraps of magical turf for his own use. ‘Take it,’ Sir Henry replied, ‘but I would rather have given you its weight in gold.’ Later that day, Sir Henry and friends celebrated his new security from snakes by dining outside in the shade of a sail loaned for the occasion by a brig lying in the harbour.


Snakes, it should be said, are occasionally seen around Vaucluse. The magic may have faded over the years, but it is the pattern of circles over the years, large and small, temporary and permanent, to which Browne Hayes’s ditch singularly contributes, that testifies to the nature of man’s attitude towards snakes. We are minded to see them not as flesh and blood, like other creatures, but as half-lit spirits, visitors from another world with a disturbing agenda for humankind.


Closed doors, we have somehow always known, will not keep snakes out. What we use to deter other menaces – traps and padlocks, walls and weapons, poisoned baits – are acknowledged as having negligible effect. In the case of



snakes, the usual physical restraints seem inappropriate, even one-dimensional or simple-minded. So we rely upon talismans and fetishes instead. And magic circles are just one of the charms with which we have stocked our defensive armoury.


In the ancient world, it was long the tradition to repel snakes by the use of garlic. Even in the early twentieth century, it was the practice at nightfall to smear the ropes of tents in the African bush with it, as if to keep vampires at bay. Vampires, which visit humankind as bats, might as convincingly, I have often thought, come as snakes; certainly, these two denizens of the half-world have more than garlic and fangs in common. Vampires were believed to have similar trouble entering circles. Like vampires, who fall back in the face of the crucifix, snakes have long been regarded as the devil incarnate. Only a stake through the heart, the lore goes, could kill a vampire; in rural England, vipers were traditionally dispatched by being nailed to a tree until their death at dusk. The Lamia, the demon female of Greco-Roman mythology which is generally acknowledged as inspiring the Gothic vampire, actually takes the partial form of a snake, ‘a gordian shape of dazzling hue’ in the words of Keats’s eponymous poem. Which leaves us with the words vampire and viper, their similarities resonating stubbornly in the mind for all their different etymologies.





I too was going to Australia, and I was grateful for Browne Hayes’s example. The extremity of his predicament was a comparative comfort to me. His fear lent my own a perspective; he provided me with a kind of emotional ballast. I realized I’d been making his type my speciality recently. Like drunk John Girling, like Darlene, like Juanita, he was just one of many figures I had now collected, contemporary and



historical, to have suffered at the hands of snakes. I now recognized those hours in libraries, in archives and on the phone for what they really were; less research than a kind of recruitment drive to provide myself with comforting company for the journeys ahead. I had been signing up snake sufferers, press-ganging them into service as travelling companions who would lend me succour in the months to come by reminding me how much worse things could be. Their collective function, then, was to be eternally worse off – more snake-scared, more snake-endangered, more snake-bitten – than myself.


Browne Hayes had done me another favour; it was his story which suggested I carry a charm of my own. Sure, 1996 was not 1801, Heathrow was not Cork and the Boeing 747 was not the Atlas. The captain, moreover, would make pleasant in-flight announcements and clearly had no illicit rum interests that might jeopardize the comfort of his passengers. But if things had moved on, then the constant was the fear of snakes.


Clearly, Irish peat was impracticable. Anyway, I rather inclined to the old English reliance on ash wood; snakes, it was believed, never went near it. To make me feel safe, I would take a piece of ash with me. The afternoon before my flight, I took my penknife and wandered out on to the hillside opposite my home in Gloucestershire. A spinney of young ash trees ran along the road at the foot of the hill. From a branch, I cut a short, light length about the size of a bullet. It was in my pocket, sap-green still, as I left for the airport.
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