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  Atlantic forest bushmaster (Lachesis muta rhombeata)—nineteenth-century engraving (Courtesy of the American Museum of Natural History)


  Some local names for the bushmaster (with suggested translations)

  Mapepire Z’anana, Trinidad (“The Pineapple Snake”)

  Matabuey, Costa Rica (“The Ox-Killer”)

  Konoko-Se, Guyana (“The Forest Dweller”)

  Cascabel Muda, Costa Rica (“The Silent Rattlesnake”)

  Plato Negro, Costa Rica (“The Black Plate”)

  Pico-de-Jaca, Brazil (“The Stinging Jackfruit”)

  Cresta del Gallo, Venezuela (“The Rooster Comb”)

  Verrugosa, widespread in South America (“The Warty One”)

  Diamante, widespread in South America (“The Diamond”)

  Surucucú-de-Fogo, Brazil (“The One Who Strikes Repeatedly at the Fire”)


  “To me, the haunts of snakes and other creeping things, have always been more attractive than the whirl of seaside and mountain resorts during the summer months.”

  —Raymond L. Ditmars, June 28, 1900


  Summer 1896. The Bronx, New York City.

  JUST LIKE A COFFIN. Five feet long, three feet wide, and three feet high, the wooden box dominates the landing.

  “The expressmen must have had some job getting it up here,” muses the nineteen-year-old. According to the delivery note, the sender is a “MR. R. R. MOLE, PORT-OF-SPAIN.” After three months the consignment finally showed up at port yesterday aboard the SS Irrawaddy of the Trinidad line, and just a few hours ago the crate was delivered by horse and cart to the large brownstone house on Bathgate Avenue. Dinner seemed to take forever but now it’s over. Insisting that his parents remain two stories below, the young man can at last get to work with hammer and pry bar. He ignores the intermittent buzzes coming from the room adjacent to the landing. Forcing off the lid, he prepares for the draught of fetid air, a sure sign of a dead specimen, but is relieved to detect only a faint nutty odor. Under several inches of brittle straw lie various large burlap sacks, each knotted and labeled. Turning over a tag, he shudders as two words are revealed in a neat script.

  LACHESIS MUTA

  The sack expands and contracts in response to the breathing of its contents whose rough scales press a distinctive pattern against the fabric.

  Like the surface of a pine cone, he thinks.

  “Everything all right up there, Ray?” his mother’s voice disturbs the youth’s reverie.

  “Fine. Don’t anybody come up!” He needs to get a move on.

  Heart pounding, the teenager grasps the bag above the knot and lifts it from the crate. It’s disappointingly light given that Mole’s note describes an animal of “about eight feet long.” Books and articles had led him to expect a specimen of that length to be far heavier. Holding the sack away from his body, he enters a small adjoining room via a door fitted with strong springs. Glass-fronted cages are arranged in two tiers along one wall. Above them stretches the desiccated skin of a large snake, a python maybe.

  The buzzing, emanating from one of the upper cages, intensifies. The teenager places the sack in a large empty cage on the lower tier and loosens the knot. He reaches for a broom handle; attached to one end is a piece of stiff wire twisted like a shepherd’s crook. Using this, he inverts and raises the bag, hoping to coax out its tenant from a safe distance, but the animal is not cooperating and instead braces itself against the cloth, defying gravity. The beast does at least offer up a glimpse of alternating salmon-pink and jet-black markings. Impatient to see more, the young man whips away the sack with his hand, spilling the creature out into the cage.

  He would never forget the turmoil of impressions etched on his brain in that instant: the snake’s length far exceeding that suggested by its weight; the keeled scales lending the skin a rasp-like quality; the waxy sheen of the animal; the blunt head; and, set above pinkish jowls, the reddish-brown eyes with their elliptical black pupils. In the moments these features take to register, the front half of the reptile’s body rises to form a huge “S” while the glistening pink tongue forks at the air.

  Then the snake advances.

  In horror the teenager backs away, knocking over a chair.

  The reptile follows.

  Never has he encountered a viper actually prepared to pursue him. In his experience, even the most venomous of snakes are cowards and, unless cornered, flee at the first sign of trouble. With the staff he tries ever more forcefully to check the giant reptile’s progress, attempting to lift and push it back, but the limbless body of his adversary slides over the hook like jelly. The snake is between him and the door, cutting off any hope of escape. The buzzing is now an uninterrupted, deafening drone.

  Downstairs his mother drops her knitting. “That was definitely a crash I just heard, John.”

  “Relax, my dear. Ray seems to know what he’s doing,” responds her husband with little conviction. They both glance nervously at the ceiling.

  And still the serpent advances.

  The inch-long fangs and excessive amounts of venom for which this species is notorious dominate the young man’s thoughts. Can this snake know its own power? Can that dancing tongue taste his fear?

  The teenager has almost nowhere left to go when, in his peripheral vision, he notices a broom. He flicks it behind him with the crook of his staff. Retreating another step, in one motion he grabs the implement and shoves the bristles sharply into the face of his pursuer. The snake pauses, pulls its body into a tight coil and beats out a rhythm against the floor with the strange horny tip of its tail. The youth catches his breath. Saved!

  Broom in hand and more confident, he advances on the reptile. Several additional firm jabs encourage the serpent to turn and creep toward the cage. The teenager gently raises the snake’s chin with his staff enabling the viper to glide into its new quarters. He slams shut the glass door to the cage and slumps to the floor, gasping and prickled by sweat.

  Now for the boas.
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  The bushmaster, as it appears in Raymond Ditmars’s 1931 book, Snakes of the World.


  PROLOGUE

  His Unwavering Grip

  “The Bushmaster is a bold and particularly dangerous snake, inclined to deliberately edge toward the intruder, bringing the lateral, S-shaped striking loop to nearer and better advantage. Its great length of fangs and large amount of poison render a well-delivered stroke of the utmost gravity.”

  —Raymond L. Ditmars, Snakes of the World (1931)
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  By the 1990s, Bristol, an ancient city in southwest England, could boast a lively cultural history. The poets Samuel Taylor Coleridge and William Wordsworth likely enjoyed a brandy or two in one of the countless public houses here in the 1790s. Perhaps they argued over slavery? Much of former port’s wealth was then generated by shipping Africans across the Atlantic. In recent years a series of popular music acts had emerged from Bristol and its environs, Portishead and Massive Attack the most prominent of these. Cary Grant was born here, so were the Plasticine heroes Wallace and Gromit. Darth Vader was played by a Bristolian although James Earl Jones gave him voice, the gentle agricultural tones of the West Country actor considered more hobbit than dark lord. The spray-painted stencils of guerrilla artist Banksy continue to mark out the city.

  Yet for me, Bristol’s attraction was its status as the global center for wildlife filmmaking. The British Broadcasting Corporation’s Natural History Unit had been churning out programs here for decades, including all of David Attenborough’s highly regarded documentaries. Dozens of smaller independent production companies specializing in wildlife had emerged in recent years, making shows for the BBC or overseas broadcasters such as the Discovery Channel or National Geographic. So in 1996, with a newly minted zoology degree under my arm, I headed for the “Green Hollywood” with half-formed thoughts of filming exotic creatures on tropical islands.

  After several years not filming exotic creatures on tropical islands—in fact, not filming very much at all—things had finally been picking up. A brief spell at the BBC had led to employment as an assistant producer at an independent. I now had successful film trips to Indonesia and the Americas on my résumé. But the repercussions from the terrorist attacks on New York and Washington just four months earlier were being felt in unexpected places, and natural history filmmaking was not immune. Business in the independent sector was already in the doldrums. Budgets had been slashed and even the BBC was tightening its belt, choosing to produce more new programs in-house and loath to fund ideas from independents.

  Before 9/11 our particular outfit might have weathered the storm thanks to a strong relationship with a major broadcaster across the Atlantic. We had just produced two films about serpents for National Geographic Television featuring veteran herpetologist Rom Whitaker. Snake Hunter North America and Snake Hunter Costa Rica saw the India-based but American-born host return to snake-hunting haunts from his childhood and catch up with old acquaintances. Along the way, viewers learned about serpents and other wildlife. The shows, blending natural history with adventure, were pitched somewhere between the sensationalism of Steve Irwin and David Attenborough’s restrained style. Snake Hunter had attracted good audiences and we were now researching ideas for further installments. The scenarios were coming thick and fast: Rom drops in on an Italian snake festival, Rom catches mambas and spitting cobras in Africa, Rom swims with sea snakes off the coast of Malaysia. We were also developing a new program idea about a viper that had briefly appeared in Snake Hunter Costa Rica. It was known as the bushmaster.

  This particular snake had fascinated Rom since childhood when he read about it in a book entitled Thrills of a Naturalist’s Quest. Published in 1932, this is one of several autobiographical accounts written by a certain Raymond Ditmars, curator of reptiles and mammals at the New York Zoological Park, familiarly known as the Bronx Zoo. In the book Ditmars describes how, as a kid in late nineteenth-century New York, he started bringing snakes home as pets. Venomous species living near the city were added to the reptilian menagerie, including rattlesnakes and copperheads, the latter named for their reddish-brown pattern. After much resistance his parents yielded to their son’s hobby, by the mid-1890s surrendering the entire top floor of their house to the expanding collection.

  Matters came to a head when young Raymond received a crate of snakes from Trinidad. (Customs rules were laxer in those days.) In a chapter called “Episode of the Bushmaster,” Ditmars describes excitedly prizing open the wooden box dispatched from the West Indian island by the enigmatic Mr. R. R. Mole, a newspaper publisher and fellow serpent aficionado. Among the tropical boas, rat snakes, coralsnakes, and fer-de-lances in the exotic consignment was the star of the show: an eight-foot-long bushmaster in good condition, which, the delivery note stated, Ditmars should “be extremely careful with liberating.” On its release, and ticked off for being cooped up for several weeks, the viper supposedly chased the young snake devotee around the room, the rest of the family downstairs oblivious. With the help of a broom Ditmars persuaded the bushmaster to slither into a cage and lived to tell the tale. “I figured it had received one of the surprises of its life,” he writes, “and it had certainly given me the worst jolt of mine.”

  While researching the Costa Rica program I had gathered a few basic facts on bushmasters. The serpent inhabits rainforest from Brazil to southern Nicaragua. Like rattlesnakes, another group of venomous snakes confined to the Americas, the bushmaster is a pitviper, so called for the shallow depressions on both sides of the head between its eye and nostril. These pits are lined with temperature-sensitive cells connected to the visual centers of the brain, enabling the snake to pinpoint prey with stereoscopic heat vision in total darkness. Bushmasters are not the world’s largest venomous snake—that accolade probably goes to the king cobra of Asia—but a bushmaster killed in Trinidad reportedly exceeded twelve feet in length, making it the longest of all vipers.

  Bushmaster venom isn’t the most toxic either, although the volume potentially delivered in a single bite makes the snake extremely dangerous, not least because the fangs, sometimes attaining two inches in length, inject the poison deep into the flesh of victims. And if those death-dealing teeth snap off, backup fangs wait in the rear, ready to swing forward and report for duty. In his 1648 natural history of Brazil, the physician Guilherme Piso reported that bushmaster bites quickly caused pain, dizziness, colic, delirium, and fever. Soon after, the blood rapidly corroded and boiled up through the nostrils, ears, and even the hands and feet. Death came within twenty-four hours. Not for nothing that in Costa Rica the snake was affectionately known as mata buey, the “ox-killer.”

  The bushmaster’s scientific name, Lachesis muta, is just as dramatic. Lachesis was one of the three Fates of classical mythology who determined the length of a person’s life, while “muta” means “silent,” hinting that the bushmaster is a rattlesnake that has lost its noisy appendage. That the snake vibrates the peculiar burr-like tail tip when annoyed just adds to this impression, although in truth other snakes perform similar defensive behavior and scientists now believe that bushmasters are only distantly related to rattlers. Despite this, the bushmaster is still known as la cascabela muda in many regions. The viper’s murderous reputation had attracted attention in martial spheres too, where “bushmaster” could refer to an Australian military vehicle, a regiment of the Arizona National Guard, and a firearms manufacturer.

  Like many other vipers, the bushmaster is an ambush predator, taking patience to a new level: groundbreaking field research led by the Cornell University scientist Harry Greene showed that one specimen in the Costa Rican forest spent two weeks in the same spot until it caught a rodent. The bushmaster is the sole viper in the Americas known to lay eggs; others, such as rattlesnakes, bring forth live young. It is thought the mother stays with her clutch to guard them—a surprisingly unusual behavior for snakes.
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  The Colombian biologist Isidoro Cabrera with the skin of a bushmaster (Lachesis muta), c. 1950. In life, this snake, a female, exceeded nine feet in length. (Photo by Federico Medem. Courtesy of William W. Lamar)

  FOUR years on and I was amassing supplementary detail to put in the pitch document for the television program on the bushmaster. I investigated other aspects of the biology and mythology surrounding this mysterious and deadly serpent, gathering tidbits from the Internet and poring over neglected textbooks in local libraries. I grew more interested in Ditmars, too. Rom Whitaker had explained that the curator’s stories had sparked his enthusiasm for all things reptilian. Others said the same thing. In 1956 the herpetologist Clifford H. Pope acknowledged a lifelong indebtedness to Ditmars for stimulating his interest in reptiles and was among many regarding the zoo man’s works as classics. Newt Gingrich was another unexpected devotee. The former US speaker recalls writing to his hero for advice as a twelve-year-old: “I got a very nice letter back saying he had died the same year I was born.” Rom tells a similar story. For Time magazine, Raymond Ditmars was simply “the best-known snake man in the U.S.”

  Reading further, I learned that celebrity had come early in Ditmars’s career. As a teenager he began extracting venom from rattlesnakes and other deadly species, manipulating them with all the skill and precision of a surgeon twice his age. The poison was passed to scientists seeking cures for snakebite. This rare pastime caught the attention of city newspapers, with whom he established a lasting and fruitful association. A few years later the New York Zoological Society appointed Ditmars assistant curator in charge of reptiles at the impressive new zoological gardens in the Bronx. Over his lifetime Ditmars produced seventeen books and a wealth of articles on natural history, his influence and interests extending far beyond the world of snakes, lizards, crocodiles, and turtles. He also delivered countless public lectures and was among the first producers of natural history films. In 1934 Ditmars appeared in Who’s Who, sharing the pages with Josef Stalin and Mickey Mouse. He was friends with Theodore Roosevelt and the millionaire industrialist Andrew Carnegie. When he died in 1942 at the age of sixty-five, Raymond Ditmars was a national institution. He had even been immortalized a year earlier in a successful movie. The Lady Eve, a romantic comedy directed by Preston Sturges, opens in the Amazon rainforest (actually a botanical garden close to Los Angeles). A stout, bearded professor passes Henry Fonda a rare snake called Emma in a box to be delivered to “Dr. Marsdit.” “Keep her warm as you get farther north,” says the scientist, “and sometimes let her out of her box to play a little.”

  Astonished that I had known nothing about such an illustrious figure, I sought Ditmars’s other books, all out of print for decades. I discovered that the hair-raising incident with the bushmaster kindled an obsession to catch a specimen for himself from the wild. Ditmars studied, wrote about, and filmed all manner of animals, but the viper continued to gnaw at him. In several of his books he reproduced the same ghastly photograph of a bushmaster. Despite the evil cat-eye stare, the snake in the picture was dead, its maw fixed open in a half grin, half sneer, the tusk-like fangs straining indecently at their fleshy sheaths, desiccated tongue forks tickling the chin.

  In later life, Ditmars’s vacations were spent hacking through Latin American forests in search of a wild specimen. These quests caught the public imagination, making national newspaper headlines during the 1930s. The bushmaster was Moby Dick to Ditmars’s Captain Ahab, but unlike in Herman Melville’s famous tale, the idea here was to capture and keep alive the lethal and elusive quarry. When the occasional bushmaster collected by others did turn up in the Bronx Zoo reptile house, the specimen invariably died within weeks. Perhaps this enigmatic denizen of the forest was simply not meant to be caught?

  I trawled archive film footage websites for motion pictures of the celebrated snake man. Searches for “Ditmars” generated disappointingly few hits and none featured any kind of snake, let alone bushmasters. All I could find was a single black-and-white newsreel from 1933 entitled “First Look At Vampire Bat.” The footage is brief. A trim, balding gentleman in an immaculate white suit stands in windswept gardens, somewhere on the grounds of the Bronx Zoo. He holds a live bat that, the accompanying notes state, comes from the Chilibrillo Caverns of Panama. Ditmars could be saying something, but the clip is mute. The bat struggles uselessly, the curator gently pinioning each wing in his steady hands. I later discovered that this was the first time a living vampire bat had been exhibited in the United States. By the 1930s Ditmars was at the height of his fame and the vampire bat garnered him yet more publicity. However, in the background was the bushmaster, tempting Ditmars to return to the tropics for just one last look.

  I suggested that our bushmaster film might include a flavor of this quest, revealing Ditmars as the archetypal snake-hunter blazing a trail for the likes of Steve Irwin, with whom modern audiences would have been familiar. But 9/11 changed all that. The only program ideas National Geographic now wanted had to feature the mountains of Afghanistan, Osama bin Laden’s hideout, or anthrax, his supposed latest weapon against the West. Snake films were out. My company had to let me go. Life went on. I rejoined the BBC and worked on other shows.

  But what I wouldn’t realize for several years was that, just like the Panamanian bat, the long-dead curator from the Bronx Zoo now had me in his unwavering grip. Close by, the bushmaster too lay in wait.


  1

  Working up Snakes

  “Poisonous snakes have always fascinated me. Just how and when this fascination started I can’t remember.”

  —Raymond L. Ditmars, Strange Animals I Have Known (1931)
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  July 26, 1891. Central Park, New York City.

  “LOOK WHERE YOU’RE GOING, SON!” HOLLERS A POLICE OFFICER. But the fair-haired youth is oblivious as he careers through the traffic that even late on a Sunday clogs the intersection of Seventh Avenue and 110th Street. He slips between two drays loaded with crates and reaches Warriors’ Gate, a large gap in the low stone wall bounding the northern edge of Central Park. At last, a pause for breath. He has after all just run most of the way from his house some six blocks distant.

  He is soon off again, sprinting across lawns and hurdling flower beds, only one thing on his mind: to get to that wild northwestern corner of the park before sundown. He was a mere boy in knickerbockers when he first discovered garter snakes basking on the rocky ledges and outcrops beyond the old Blockhouse. Years later the serpents still fascinate him, especially on warm summer evenings like this one when he can spend hours marveling at the lithe movements, the flicking tongues, the scales glistening in the fading light.

  But today will be different. Something catches his eye that stops him dead. A poster is fixed to a tree trunk: SNAKE SHOW AT THE MENAGERIE. 7:30PM TONIGHT. PROFESSOR GEORGE R. O’REILLY EXHIBITS HIS REMARKABLE COLLECTION FROM AROUND THE WORLD.

  “Just my luck,” he laughs. “A snake show starting right now, and here I am at the far end of the park!”

  Half an hour later and the panting, sweaty teenager staggers toward the sheds and open-air enclosures housing elephants and bears, monkeys and wolves. The stench of animal waste floats in the evening breeze. Two camels watch mournfully as he passes into the former arsenal, a castellated building now serving as the menagerie’s administrative offices and whose entrance hall is the temporary venue for tonight’s exhibition. He’s surprised to find a sizeable crowd of visitors filing respectfully past several dozen glass-fronted display cases arranged on trestle tables. Perhaps not everyone in this city hates snakes after all.

  The youth begins inspecting the cases, each labeled with its reptilian contents. CRIBO. FER-DE-LANCE. PUFF ADDER. PARROT SNAKE. Many species are new to him although he does recognize the olive-brown colors of a water moccasin. Nicknamed the “cottonmouth” for its habit of gaping a whitish maw at enemies, this snake is a venomous native of the United States, chiefly the waterways of the South where it is more dreaded than its cousin the rattlesnake. The moccasin is said to strike on the slightest provocation—and without the rattler’s boisterous warning. One case is marked TIGER SNAKE—EXPERT RAT CATCHER (FROM TRINIDAD). Coiled motionless within is a yellow-and-black serpent whose length he puts at about four feet. A live mouse has been placed in the same case: supper. The rodent is agitated, approaching and repeatedly sniffing at the reptile. At one point it even clambers over the snake’s head. The teenager watches, hoping for a kill. Nothing happens so he moves on.

  At the far end of the hall, a newspaper reporter with pen and notepad questions two smartly dressed, vociferous gentlemen.

  “Oh no, it’s a simple enough task,” booms one of the latter, the County Clare accent unmistakable. He is tanned, has an athletic build, and sports a closely cut brown beard and mustaches waxed to an upward point in the French style. “You use your forked stick to pin down the snake, then grasp him behind the head and fling the rest of his body over your shoulder. The animal can coil around as much as he chooses after that.”

  “Although, mind you keep a firm grip on his neck,” adds his colleague, “or there’ll be trouble! Isn’t that so, O’Reilly? Ha ha!”

  As the trio descends into laughter, the teenager advances on O’Reilly. “Excuse me, Professor, but which is your favorite snake species of them all?”

  “Well, young man, what’s your name?” replies O’Reilly, his blue eyes still smiling.

  “Ray, I mean, Raymond.”

  “Well, Raymond, my favorite species, eh? That’s a tricky one. You saw the cribo over there, did you?”

  The youth nods.

  “That fellow loves to eat other snakes, including the poisonous ones, and he’ll take on vipers almost double his size. To me that’s mighty impressive . . .”

  O’Reilly pauses.

  “. . . but for pure majesty it really has to be the snake we’ve just been talking about: the bushmaster! Or, as my friend Mr. Libert here from Trinidad knows it, the mapepire z’anana!”

  The two words are pronounced slowly, deliberately.

  “While other deadly vipers such as fer-de-lances inhabit the lowlands close to human population,” continues the Irishman, “the bushmaster lurks in hilly regions, deep in the vast forests of South America. He’s damned difficult to find. But when you do, watch out! He sometimes grows more than thirteen feet in length. His fangs are of a wondrous size and his venom is copious!”

  “And he’s strong too,” interjects Libert. “Body’s thick as a man’s arm and he can launch himself over three-quarters of his own length!”

  “Goodness me!” The teenager is enthralled.

  “Yes, you undoubtedly need your wits about you when taking a bushmaster,” says O’Reilly, “although I didn’t have too much bother subduing one in Trinidad a couple of years ago. Eight-footer turned up in Chaguanas after I offered a reward.”

  “Is it in your exhibition tonight?” asks the young snake enthusiast.

  “Alas no, Raymond. The specimen lasted but a few days. In my experience, the bushmaster never takes well to captivity.”

  Many other questions follow. Toward the end of the evening Ray returns to the tiger snake case finding much the same situation: no telltale bulge in the snake, its cage mate alive and well. Indeed, the rodent now appears relaxed, sitting back on haunches cleaning whiskers just a few inches from doom. Still the snake fails to stir, not even a tongue-flick. Either that snake’s not hungry or he’s made of India rubber!
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  THINGS were going well. For years I had been filming interesting wildlife in exotic places, including on some tropical islands. Raymond Ditmars and bushmasters were all but forgotten. Or were they? Passing through London one day I found myself with time to kill. Instinct led me to the Natural History Museum and, in particular, its library where an afternoon could be whiled away perusing classic works crowded with vivid illustrations of zoological specimens. I gravitated toward the snake books. A 1742 edition of Charles Owen’s An Essay towards a Natural History of Serpents: In Two Parts looked amusing. Topics covered included “Fiery Serpents that infested the Camp of Israel” and “Divine Worship given to Serpents by the Nations.” Also catching my eye was Ophiolatreia, an anonymous “exposition of one of the phases of phallic, or sex worship” which was “privately printed” in 1889.

  Then I pulled out an 1825 edition of Charles Waterton’s Wanderings in South America, the North-west of the United States and the Antilles. Waterton was a Yorkshireman, minor aristocrat, and tropical traveler. Wanderings details a decade’s worth of explorations beginning in British Guiana where his family had estates. Various encounters with wild beasts including jaguars, insects, and birds are described. At one point Waterton wrestled a boa constrictor, trussing its jaws with his braces. But what really struck me was his description of another snake: “Unrivalled in his display of every lovely colour of the rainbow, and unmatched in the effects of his deadly poison, the counacouchi glides undaunted on, sole monarch of these forests,” writes Waterton. “Both man and beast fly before him and allow him to pursue an undisputed path. He sometimes grows to the length of fourteen feet.” Counacouchi was the local word for bushmaster.

  Whether the explorer had actually seen one was debatable, but the snake obviously had a reputation. My interest in the bushmaster reawakened, I sought further descriptions and in another nineteenth-century volume I learned that the snake had a curved claw on its tail, supposedly planted in the ground as a fulcrum for pouncing on victims. One equally fanciful report had the snake “erect on the tip of his tail in the midst of a Brazilian road and barring the way as effectually as an eighteen-pounder.” In that country the bushmaster went by the name surucucú referring to the mysterious whistle it was said to emit in the dead of night. Peee-ooooooo-ooooooo-wheet!

  I could have lingered for hours but had a train to catch. I considered photocopying some of the more interesting pages, but the copy price was high.

  “You can take photos of the pages,” suggested a middle-aged male librarian seated at his large, elegant desk.

  Luckily I had brought my digital camera and prepared to snap away.

  “But you’ll have to fill this in.” I was handed a yellow form.

  Having completed the paperwork I again readied the Lumix and pressed the shutter button.

  This prompted the unmistakable sound of throat-clearing.

  “Please don’t use a flash!”

  This was reasonable given the age of the books, but daylight was fading. Admitting defeat, I went home.

  But something had clicked. During those few hours I had lost myself in a bygone era of discovery and travel. My fascination both with bushmasters and the American zoo curator they had so obsessed flared with new intensity. I spent the next week tracking down and ordering as many of Ditmars’s books as I could, titles like Strange Animals I Have Known, Confessions of a Scientist, and The Book of Insect Oddities. The book prices were occasionally eye-watering, suggesting his works were still in demand. Of most interest was Snake-Hunters’ Holiday, describing a collecting trip to Trinidad and British Guiana in the summer of 1934. The goal had been to trap a live bushmaster.

  This now sounded like my kind of holiday. But why? I had no desire to catch a viper myself. Lacking the expertise of a Rom Whitaker or a Steve Irwin, nothing would have been more reckless.

  Yet the quest still appealed. Putting down Snake-Hunters’ Holiday I resolved to go to New York and learn more about Raymond Ditmars. I would trace his career, follow in his footsteps, visit his haunts. My snake-stalking skills honed, I would then head down to South America and try my own luck at finding a bushmaster. How difficult and dangerous could it be? After all, bushmasters were responsible for just 0.01 percent of reported snake bites in Latin America. I tried to ignore the nagging possibility that because accidents occurred far from civilization, bushmaster bites were underrepresented in the figures, and that if I was bitten, the outlook wasn’t great. The locals seemingly knew this. During the filming in Peru of Werner Herzog’s 1972 movie, Aguirre, the Wrath of God, a lumber man was struck twice in the leg by a bushmaster. Legend has it that, without missing a beat, he lopped off the limb.
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  The Central Park Menagerie, New York City, 1893. A malodorous cluster of ramshackle sheds, cages, and open-air enclosures.

  “TEN years ago there’s no way I would have walked up here alone.”

  Regina strode ahead along the narrow path skirting a bulky protrusion of gray schist. Crowning the outcrop was Blockhouse Number One, the sole survivor of forts built in 1814 to ward off a British attack that never came.

  “Really?” I said, peering up at the rudimentary structure. Nestled among the oaks and maples framing the northern perimeter of Central Park, this seemed a peaceful enough spot despite the hum of traffic from West 110th Street down the hill to our right. Earthy, sylvan odors filled the cool, early autumnal air.

  “Yeah. Even in the mid-2000s, this part was still notorious for muggers, drug-dealers, prostitutes.”

  The Central Park Conservancy had spent three decades and almost a billion dollars restoring Manhattan’s premier green space. In the 1970s the park was in decline, and few ventured above 96th Street, but as the conservancy steadily worked its way north, the lowlifes were driven off. This corner of the park, known as the North Woods, was a “hold-over area,” among the last to be restored. The conservancy now maintained wildness of a different sort here, removing invasive plant species such as Japanese knotweed, Chinese wisteria, and Norwegian maple while re-planting native oaks, maples, elms, tulip trees, and sweet gums. Dead wood wasn’t tidied away but left to rot, providing habitats for invertebrates.

  “Things still happen, though,” she said as we paused for breath, “This is New York.”

  Just twenty-four hours before, I had flown into the city, the plane tracing the coast of Long Island before slowly descending toward Kennedy airport. A few hundred feet beneath me, surfers bobbed on the green waves of Atlantic Beach. Then, earlier today I had rendezvoused with Regina Alvarez at Central Park. A conservancy employee for nineteen years, Regina now taught at a small city college but maintained her links with the park. We had gone first to an area Ditmars had pronounced a snake haven: some rocky bluffs between West 104th and 105th Streets. But the only sign of life was dog-walkers chattering in a nearby clearing, their animals cavorting across the grass.

  Regina had already softened me up for disappointment during email exchanges. The serpents in the park now seemed to be exotics, unwanted pets such as king snakes or boas. Raccoons, red-tailed hawks, and other predators had probably wiped out the natives. Yet merely visiting one of Ditmars’s earliest haunts provided a minor thrill in itself.

  Half an hour later we emerged from the North Woods onto West Drive to be confronted by an unbroken stream of joggers, a form of New York traffic peculiar to Central Park. Waiting for an opportunity to cross I stared up at the skyscrapers looming over the trees on the horizon.

  Regina caught my gaze. “You used not to be able to see buildings from here, but in 2009 we had a storm one night. Lost five hundred trees in fifteen minutes.”

  The soil in much of the park was shallow, barely covering the bedrock, and offered tree roots scant purchase when high winds swept in from the Atlantic.

  “Some people like seeing the skyline from the park, others hate it,” continued Regina. “They want to forget they’re in the city.”

  While snakes seemed nonexistent, other species were doing better. Beavers and chipmunks were making a comeback, and not long ago a coyote nicknamed Hal padded in.

  “The theory is he came in along the Metro North Railroad,” said Regina.

  “Shall we head to the Central Park Zoo?” I asked as we weaved through a party of gasping seniors.

  DURING the nineteenth century, just as today, the northern end of the park was a semiwilderness rarely disturbed by the landscape gardeners who focused on the neat flower beds and elegant avenues elsewhere. In the spring and summer months of the early 1880s, a blond-haired little boy would creep up to the ledges here after school, eager to see the dozens of garter snakes and brown snakes stretched out on the warm rocks. Non-venomous but exciting, several exceeded a yard in length. In the early days he would just watch. Then he started stuffing them in his pockets. On the weekends the young naturalist could spend an entire day gathering snakes in the park, occasionally recruiting others to the cause. With the twenty-five cents his father gave him for lunch he would buy a pickle for a penny and doughnuts for a nickel. He gave the rest to other boys in return for green chicken snakes and garter snakes. Central Park’s reptilian treasures fueled a passion for the lowly that had manifested itself in the boy long before his family had moved to the city.

  Raymond Lee Ditmars was born in Newark, New Jersey, on June 22, 1876, to John Van Harlingen Ditmars, a furniture dealer, and his wife Mary. He had one sibling, an older sister named Ella. Ditmars senior was of Dutch ancestry and a veteran of General Lee’s Confederate army, hence his son’s middle name. Raymond was an instinctive herpetologist in its truest sense. The term derives from the Greek herpeton meaning “creeping animal,” and as a toddler he would root about in the back yard for anything that crawled low to the ground. That meant ants and grasshoppers and caterpillars and frogs and turtles. Yet watching was not enough, the animals had to be held, had to be collected. One story has Ditmars training ten toads to dance in the parlor, the amphibians supposing the carpet to be grass. His mother warned her little blond boy that he would soon be “all full of warts.”

  The 1880s saw the Ditmarses relocating to a four-story apartment house in Harlem. That’s when Raymond started his adventures in Central Park, a few blocks to the west. Summer vacations were spent at Gravesend Bay in Brooklyn. For Raymond, the entertainments of nearby Coney Island were not the only attraction. In time the bay would suffer industrial pollution and was even used to dump military waste, but when Ditmars was a boy its salt marshes and sand dunes were pristine. Alive with turtles, crabs, and snakes, it was a habitat ripe for exploration. Once, aged twelve, Raymond found a pair of garter snakes among the cattails and begged his parents to let him bring them home. The answer was “No,” although he subsequently saved another garter snake from a stoning by his friends, secreting it in a soap box in the garden and feeding it bread and milk. He was later permitted to keep a dozen or so harmless types in his bedroom during winter months, provided they didn’t appear in the parlor or at the dinner table.

  The boy’s interests ranged beyond the small and slimy. Thrilled by his father’s war stories, Raymond hankered after danger, adventure, and travel. He fantasized about becoming a fireman. The perils inherent in such a career were tantalizing. Equally seductive was the opportunity to ride colorful vehicles drawn by magnificent horses or the Amoskeag and La France steam-powered fire engines. Many contemporaries shared such passions, but the yearnings stayed with Ditmars. His love of deadly reptiles would become the most obvious manifestation of a penchant for risky situations, but other hazardous natural phenomena were also attractive. Volcanic eruptions, lightning storms, and hurricanes fascinated him.

  Ditmars devoured accounts of mysterious lands and exotic creatures. The French American anthropologist Paul Belloni du Chaillu, famed as the first white man to prove the existence of gorillas, was an influence. Like other explorers, du Chaillu sold animal specimens to zoos and museums to bankroll his expeditions. Additional funds came from lecture tours and bestselling books. A passage in the 1861 classic Explorations and Adventures in Equatorial Africa chimes with Ditmars’s own benevolent view of serpents. Conceding that snakes were “dangerous animals,” Du Chaillu considered their presence “a great blessing to the country” in their destruction of “great numbers of rats and mice, and other of the smaller quadrupeds which injure the native provisions.” Moreover, they were “peacefully inclined, and never attack man unless trodden on.” Such enlightened attitudes are, however, absent in a later book that reports du Chaillu’s encounter with a large serpent close to a waterfall. The “ugly” black-and-yellow creature had a triangular head “showing that he was venomous.” As the snake slipped into the water, the author reached for his gun: “I had not to wait long before he appeared, when I fired the load of small shot, broke his back, and the reptile sank to the bottom.” A second serpent “just the color of the dead leaves” was spotted lying across the path. Du Chaillu bludgeoned the animal with a stick, decapitated it, and took the body in pieces back to the camp as food for his hunters.

  Negative responses such as these are, of course, the norm for most of us. This is what made Raymond Ditmars so unusual. Why did he love snakes when disgust, hatred, and, above all, fear of the cold-blooded seems hardwired in humans? Carl Linnaeus, an eighteenth-century taxonomist, described reptiles and amphibians as “foul and loathsome animals” with “their cold body, pale colour, cartilaginous skeleton, filthy skin, fierce aspect, calculating eye, offensive smell, harsh voice, squalid habitation and terrible venom.” It was for these reasons, he asserted, that the Creator had not exerted his powers to make many of them. But as much as we are afraid of reptiles so have we long been drawn to them, especially to serpents with their unfathomable limbless motion and their alien, unblinking stares thought to fascinate and terrorize prey in equal measure. So important have snakes been for us that they may even have shaped our belief systems, with some resurrection myths reportedly inspired by the way snakes are able to slough off their skin in one go like an unwanted stocking, emerging clean and bright. For Ditmars, and for generations of herpetologists since, perhaps what was key was the mystery surrounding serpent nature.

  Writing in his early twenties, by which time he’d extended his snake-hunts far beyond New York City limits, Ditmars offered a clue to the fascination. During a ramble in the Pennsylvania woods he noticed in the grass “a slender snake, whose delicately striped body resembled a dainty bit of ribbon,” steadily consuming a tiny toad. Pausing to watch the proceedings, he witnessed the arrival of another, much larger, serpent. The latter promptly grasped the smaller snake by the head and “swallowed feaster and toad until only an inch or so of wriggling tail protruded from its mouth.” Detecting “the human intruder” the engorged reptile “turned quickly and disappeared whence it came.” For Ditmars, this “curious little tragedy, so quickly enacted and among such queer creatures” reinforced his interest in the serpent race, prompting him “to collect and study the habits of these creatures.”

  While du Chaillu’s attitudes to serpents may have been ambivalent, the young Ditmars would have been left in no doubt as to the opinion of another adventurer of the time. For George R. O’Reilly, an itinerant newspaper editor and school professor of Irish origin, snakes were an abiding passion. As Ditmars would later write, O’Reilly had “been in nearly every temperate and tropical country in the world in his search and study of serpent life.” The live specimens were then dispatched to zoos in North America and Europe. His experiences ranged “from the ludicrous to the other extreme. In Africa he was worshipped by the natives, and in the West Indies was regarded as a raving maniac.”

  The tools of O’Reilly’s trade were simple: opera glasses to spot his quarry, a long forked stick to catch it, and a calico bag or two in which to bring it home. He also carried an eight-foot butcher knife and chain-smoked Havana cigarettes, their blue fumes supposedly keeping mosquitoes at bay. Much of the snake-hunting took place in Trinidad, where O’Reilly had once made his home, and in nearby Venezuela and British Guiana. He later moved to Newark, New Jersey, with some five hundred snakes as housemates, a good proportion of which he had bred himself. De Kay’s snakes, ribbon snakes, garter snakes, watersnakes, and other harmless varieties rubbed up against venomous copperheads, water moccasins, and rattlesnakes. According to Ditmars, the collection was “positively alarming” to the uninitiated and wherever O’Reilly “took up his abode” the entire district became “immediately uncomfortable.” When interviewed by the New York Sun, O’Reilly forbade the reporter from printing his address for fear that his neighbors might “present a petition to the landlord requesting that the serpent expert be ignominiously bounced.”

  As with Ditmars, the motives for keeping snakes were not obvious. O’Reilly told the paper that he did not sell or exhibit them, but amassed them “simply to be the better able to study their habits closely.” Aesthetic qualities were an important element as the opening passage in one 1892 article written by O’Reilly makes clear: “As we find every color of the rainbow used by nature in the adornment of birds and insects, so among the serpents do we meet with the same lavishing of tints, not less striking in brilliancy of contrast, not less subtle in harmonious blending of shades, not less delicate in tracery of pattern.” The Irishman never missed an opportunity to emphasize other noble attributes. “I consider that snakes play a most useful role in creation, even the most venomous kinds,” he once said. “In every country snakes prey upon the smaller destructive animals, and are thus the farmers’ friends.”

  O’Reilly even performed surgery to save badly injured animals. He was once brought a copperhead by a local farmer whose son had damaged it with a pitchfork during a difficult capture: “The snake was nearly dead when I got it, but as I’m something of a snake doctor, I set at work to save its life.” The copperhead lived and that night gave birth to nine young. (Ditmars would later prove similarly adept at such veterinary work.) Despite O’Reilly’s assertions that snakes were a private affair, at least one public exhibition is recorded from 1891, when the professor—still living in Trinidad—had brought seventy-five specimens representing thirty distinct species to the Central Park menagerie.

  The teenage Raymond Ditmars probably visited the show, since the menagerie was Central Park’s other main attraction for him. During the 1860s, park employees started receiving animals as gifts, mainly unwanted house pets, but also such exotic species as an alligator, a peacock, a boa constrictor. Presently, a malodorous cluster of ramshackle sheds, cages, and open-air enclosures grew up in the south-east corner of the park to accommodate them. Some exhibits were donated by military officers from far-flung locations (General Sherman left an African cape buffalo here), others came from the traveling circuses of P. T. Barnum and others taking a break during the winter. The menagerie represented the city’s only substantial animal collection and at its height more than seven thousand daily visitors would gaze upon the bears and monkeys, elephants and camels, eagles and macaws. People then moved on to view stuffed versions in the nearby Arsenal which, for eight years, served as the temporary home of the American Museum of Natural History until the museum’s first permanent building opened in 1877. Was it the roar of lions, commonly heard across this southern corner of Central Park that drew the crowds despite the stench? Who knows, but the free entry price must have been part of the appeal, above all for the indigent masses of the city’s slums and ghettos.

  Mammals and birds predominated, but snakes and other reptiles were sometimes displayed and it was these that most interested the young Raymond Ditmars. He befriended the keepers, exchanged animal husbandry tips and once helped a ten-foot-long boa constrictor slough off its skin by draping it with a wet blanket. Snakes in captivity often failed to shed, leading to serious infections. Dry conditions were the chief cause, and moistening the reptile usually did the trick.

  During visits to the menagerie Ditmars met another influential figure, a genial medical doctor named C. Slover Allen. Although expert in ear, nose, and throat maladies, natural history was Allen’s true calling. “Every object in nature had for him a fascination which impelled him to study the animate or inanimate with equal ardor,” wrote his obituarist in 1893. Early publications focused on hawks, ducks, and other birds, but the physician switched his attentions to an enduring problem: finding a snakebite cure.

  While he never did arrive at a solution, Allen gathered valuable data on the water moccasins and rattlesnakes, which he trapped during vacations to Florida. The venomous snakes were maintained in a Fourth Avenue laboratory where the doctor extracted their venom. This hazardous procedure—euphemistically known as “milking”—involved grasping the serpent by the neck and applying its jaws to parchment, cheese cloth, or a similar material stretched over the mouth of a glass beaker. As the snake bit into the membrane, it sent two jets of lethal fluid into the collection vessel. Allen demonstrated his reptiles at meetings of the Linnaean Society of New York City, the leading naturalists’ club of the day, of which he was an enthusiastic member. When the experiments were completed, the serpents were handed over to the menagerie. Just like his hero Allen, Ditmars would spend holidays collecting snakes, and he too would become a public educator on all matters reptilian.

  A FEW minutes later, Regina and I stepped back into Central Park at the East 64th Street entrance. A sign on the stone pillar to our left read TO THE ZOO AND CAFETERIA. Rather than slog the forty or so blocks south, we had caught an MTA bus down elm-lined Fifth Avenue. In front of us stood the redbrick polygonal towers of the old Arsenal building, with which Ditmars would have been familiar. He would not have recognized much else around here.

  In 1983 the Central Park Zoo, as the menagerie had been renamed, was demolished. After five years and $35 million of investment, the Central Park Wildlife Center was born under the stewardship of the New York Zoological Society. Gone were the cramped, depressing, jail-like cages that had prompted one parks commissioner to call the zoo “a Riker’s island for animals.” In their place was a series of innovative, naturalistic, and spacious exhibits arranged into tropical, temperate, and polar climate zones. More animals were on display now, but those requiring space, such as lions, elephants, and hippos were moved elsewhere causing some people to grumble.

  Interviewed by the New York Times, the society’s then general director Bill Conway made no apology for the improved animal welfare standards: “This is a mini-zoo to show things likely to arouse people’s interest and sense of caring.” That meant whizzing squadrons of penguins viewable from new underwater angles and tropical birds freely fluttering between trees. As well as entertaining and educating visitors, the society wanted to generate sympathy—and funds—for conservation projects around the world. A modest entry fee was charged for the first time, which did not dent its success.

  Three decades later and the place still seemed popular with New Yorkers and tourists alike. Time was limited so Regina and I didn’t go into the zoo. Instead we wandered to a small lake called The Pond at the southernmost extremity of the park where turtles thrived in the shadow of the nearby old Plaza Hotel. I imagined an obdurate guest insisting upon a bowl of turtle soup and a bellboy being ordered across the busy street with a net.

  Regina looked at her watch. “Perfect timing.”

  She pointed back at a row of brick archways close to the Arsenal. Atop them the George Delacorte musical clock jolted into life: a goat, a penguin, an elephant, a kangaroo, a bear, and a hippopotamus, each posed fancifully in bronze, were set spinning. The tune of a well-known nursery rhyme ding-donged out across this frenetic corner of the park.

  DITMARS realized that even more exciting serpent-hunting adventures could be had beyond Central Park. As a teenager he extended collecting trips far and wide. Sorties were made across the Hudson to the bluffs of Fort Lee, New Jersey, where ring-necked snakes and hognoses could be snared, and past the Statue of Liberty to Staten Island, always a reliable place for keeled green snakes. Another green-colored type of snake, just as gorgeous, favored the meadows of Plymouth County, Connecticut, while large black rat snakes foraged on rocky ledges the length of the Hudson River Valley. He would sometimes find them draped across tree boughs. Were they asleep? It was hard to tell with an animal lacking eyelids.

  After the thrills of tracking down and snatching these sleek, fast-moving creatures, Ditmars loved sharing his experiences with others. In January 1893, aged sixteen, he formed the Harlem Zoological Society with other youths who shared his passion for nature. In the warmer months, the boys, each sporting a little triangular silver pin with H.Z.S. in blue, scoured the Bronx Park and surrounding countryside for turtles, salamanders, lizards, butterflies, beetles, moths, and, of course, snakes. His friend Charles Ward Crampton later remembered Ditmars as “a great companion. Hardy, untiring, considerate, never let a branch fly back in your face, always took turns going first, never showed off, always generous in dividing up the spoils.” The creatures were brought back for examination and discussion. One report has Ditmars using tweezers to help a garter snake shed its skin while his colleagues looked on in amazement. The New York World reported that the boys met fortnightly on Thursday evenings at the houses of different members where “exceedingly clever and well illustrated” original papers would be read out. Ditmars was portrayed as “working up snakes.” Indeed he possessed “one of the finest live collections of these repulsive reptiles in New York city,” which he “affectionately” handled. Included was a six-foot-long “thunder snake” from California and two Florida diamondback rattlesnakes “whose bite is the most deadly of their kind.” The youth had not caught them himself; he had acquired them from his friend Dr. Slover Allen who had died a few months earlier. Nevertheless, by this point Raymond Ditmars had graduated from the nursery slopes of snake keeping and was now testing himself with some truly formidable animals.

  According to the New York World, the Harlem Zoological Society boasted associate and honorary members, including a certain “Prof. Beutenmüller” who “takes a great interest in the boys and their work and encourages them in every possible way.” In fact, Ditmars’s association with the professor went beyond the mere sharing of amateur pursuits, for William Beutenmüller, curator of entomology at the American Museum of Natural History, was by now also his boss.


  2

  Pleased with a Rattler, Tickled with its Fang

  “There is probably no class of creatures less known, more hated, and unjustly persecuted than reptiles; but observation brings about a transformation of ideas in the minds of their most persistent enemies.”

  —James N. Baskett & Raymond L. Ditmars, The Story of the Amphibians and Reptiles (1902)
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  October 23, 1894, American Museum of Natural History, New York City

  The sound of hurried footsteps on polished red tiles reverberates down the length of the corridor. Removing hat and scarf, he passes gloomy exhibition galleries to his left and right. The occasional display specimen is visible by the gaslight seeping through from the brightly illuminated hallway: a regiment of impaled beetles, the spirals of an ammonite, a stuffed tiger-cat with unblinking marble eyes. The aroma of pickling alcohol hangs on the air.

  Ahead, the grand door to the museum library is open. Ray is relieved to see that for once he’s early; most of the fifty or so seats arranged in rows for tonight’s meeting are empty. Several members stand in a huddle at the opposite end of the chamber, some are smoking pipes. Bearded and scholarly looking, their focus is another man, equally bewhiskered. He’s sitting at a huge reading table that is covered in green cloth. Ray identifies him as Dr. Joel Allen, head of the museum’s Ornithology Department and president of the New York Linnaean Society, the scientific organization at whose gathering Ray is hoping to speak.

  Engrossed in talk of the evening’s agenda, none of the men notices the timid eighteen-year-old hovering at the doorway.

  “So we’ll start with Mr. Dutcher’s encouraging news on the protection of the terns on Great Gull Island,” says Allen, leafing through papers. “Mr. Granger will next read out Dr. Shufeldt’s article ‘Peculiar phases of color assumed by certain birds.’ Sadly the surgeon himself is unable to attend this evening.” This last comment is met by grumbles from his colleagues.
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