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			INTRODUCTION

			While this story may appear to be about zoos and reptiles, it is really the story of a city kid who found determination and strength and realized that being different was just fine. These are the stories that unfolded along the way, from catching alligators in the reservoirs of New York and capturing giant frogs in West Africa to finding mummified human heads in a Bronx apartment, eels on a bus, cobras on the loose, and crocodiles that make change. My path to success and accomplishments was not easy; it was strewn with obstacles, both real and imagined. And throughout, I had a great many adventures.

			I was born in 1936 in a fourth-floor apartment in an eight-family tenement building in Brooklyn, New York, to ordinary working-class parents who had very little money. Our railroad-flat apartment derived its name from the arrangement of the four rooms, one after another in a series: a kitchen and the bathroom at the back of the building, two bedrooms, and a “parlor” at the front. There was no central heat, only the kerosene stove in the kitchen and a gas heater in the parlor. The latter was closed off with sliding pocket doors during the winter and left unheated except for Christmas week, when the white sheets that covered the sofa and velveteen chairs would be taken off. Then the room would come alive with the arrival of the Christmas tree, lights, and presents. Otherwise, the frigid parlor became a natural refrigerator throughout the winter, and smelled wonderful from the hanging homemade sausages and hams we stored there.

			My father was a warm and sensitive man. He came from Pennsylvania and, having dropped out of grade school to work in the local coal mines, had never had the opportunity to finish his education. Dad was a truck driver, and he loved animals. Mother was a tiny dark-haired woman with a down-turned Roman nose that advertised her Italian ancestry but did not detract from her simple beauty. She was a special person, having tutored her brother through college and graduate school, although she herself had little education. Sometimes she would take a violin from the closet and softly play it in the semidarkness of the bedroom I shared with my grandfather. She’d play only a piece or two, then put it away for another fleeting time.

			Mom died from cancer when I was twelve years old, but not before she and my father gave me a treasure—their caring and compassion for animals and a curious interest in everything that moved, particularly if it had scales and everyone else was afraid of it. It was during her long illness that Mom encouraged me to take a correspondence course in taxidermy, hoping to give me some diversion from the troubles ahead. The ten-dollar tuition was a lot of money, but the path it set me on would give me a direction from which I would rarely deviate: a love and respect for animals. I write this while one of our cats walks across the keyboard, generating her own editorial comments.

			Catholic grade school ended poorly for me, and public high school was worse, punctuated with failing grades and capped by a minimal general diploma. I was a hostile, rebellious, unconventional teenager. By ordinary standards, my future looked bleak. I, however, was not ordinary. When I began high school, my adviser, a well-meaning English teacher who hadn’t a clue as to who or what I was, told me to forget any future as a veterinarian, which was the only career anyone had suggested for me. I seemed to march to the beat of a different drummer. The teacher’s problem was that she could only hear the band the “system” played. I liked animals; worse, I liked snakes and everything about them. To her way of thinking, if you liked animals and you wanted to amount to anything, your only future was as a veterinarian. Any interest in snakes was viewed as a repulsive childhood waste of time, a childish expression of rebellion and hostility, indulged in by a teenager. In fact, given my poor grades, she was most likely thinking I had no future at all. Today, I probably would have been considered to have a learning disability. Back then, you either would make it in the system or you wouldn’t. I wouldn’t.

			My introduction to reptiles and animals came early. Our family traveled to an upstate New York resort each year for a week in the country, as the guests of my affluent aunt and uncle, and I was sure to return each year with an assortment of turtles and frogs to keep as pets. I never knew life without a dog. Every stray pigeon and abandoned hamster found its way to our home. There were trips to the Bronx Zoo, the Central Park Zoo, the Prospect Park Zoo, the New York Aquarium (then at Battery Park in lower Manhattan), and the American Museum of Natural History. I didn’t know it then, but I would look at these places as second homes for the rest of my life.

			My first paying job, at the age of eleven, was after school, carrying fruit and vegetable crates for a fruit stand across the street from home. I held that job until the owner’s son hit him in the eye with a potato, giving him a shiner, over an argument about the old man never coming home. I never saw the old man’s wife. The store soon closed permanently. I guess he finally went home.

			My father remarried two years after my mother died. He was afraid that a young boy left to his own devices throughout the day could soon come to no good end. Dad was right, as my failing grades had begun to tell. Rose, my stepmother, could not replace my mother. And I obnoxiously grew to know everything about everything—all anyone had to do was just ask me. Before my dad remarried, I’d been pretty much on my own. Soon, a young brother came along to occupy Rose’s time. We moved to a larger house of our own, and I claimed the basement as mine. It became a workshop and private haven for me and a handful of equally reclusive friends. I even cleverly created a false bookcase down there, which hid a tank holding a baby American alligator I had purchased at a local pet shop. I was surprised one day to learn that my father had not only found out my secret but was surreptitiously feeding the alligator pieces of bologna in my absence.

			Throughout high school, while other kids were going to proms and dating, I worked. I got a job after school and on Saturdays with a commercial taxidermist by the name of M. J. Hoffmann Co. It was an interesting and bizarre place. I soon found that a taxidermist could not practice his skills without one important ingredient: dead bodies. When I needed birds, I would go through the garbage cans of local pigeon fanciers and racing-bird shops looking for dead pigeons. Some shops magnanimously charged me twenty-five cents each for “fresh” dead birds, which were preferable to the “aged” dead birds that had to be dug out of the bottom of the shop’s trash cans. When I needed fish to practice on, the local fish market sold whole fish. It was useless to try to explain why I wanted the fish uncleaned. Mammals were more difficult; other than an occasional road-killed fox, raccoon, or opossum, none were available.

			I recall my parents’ distress when an inspector from the sanitation department knocked on the door and asked if we were killing dogs. They had come across a skinned carcass of a red fox I had disposed of in the trash that morning, and had suspected the worst. Even though Hoffmann regularly took in dead pets to mount at high prices, I loved dogs and found that aspect of the profession highly distasteful. Hoffmann usually charged the full amount in advance, knowing that after the several months it took to complete the mounting, many pet owners would not be as aggrieved as they were right after the pet died, and he might not collect the fees. I remember an exception. I was assigned to reglue the hair on a small, mounted Pomeranian that was soon to be picked up by its bereaved owner. Their grief had overwhelmed them several weeks after the dog had died and been buried, so they had dug up the dog.

			Besides running a taxidermy studio, Hoffmann also operated two catalog businesses. One business filled mail orders for taxidermy supplies, such as animal glass eyes; the other imported and sold human glass eyes. The difficulty arose when clients for human eyes came to the taxidermy shop, having been led there by the same address listed for both in the telephone book.

			As distasteful as the work sometimes was, I learned more vertebrate anatomy in those years, by taking dead animals apart, than I could ever have learned in a classroom. Hoffmann employed two venerable and seasoned taxidermists, who worked feverishly during the hunting season and went fishing during the “off-season.” Old Man Miller was seventy-five and an artist at mounting birds of every description. Charlie did the mammals: deer heads, fox, bear, moose—and pets. They took “the dumb kid” under their tutelage and taught him everything they knew—all by hands-on experience. I skinned carcasses, prepared papier-mâché mannequins for mounting deer and elk heads, replaced faded colors on fish bodies with oil paints, made wax tongues for bear-head rugs, shaved hides to thin them, made molds of plaster to help re-create body shapes, and skinned and polished thousands of deer feet for gun racks. Every bone from every animal that came into the shop to be skinned and mounted—moose, deer, bear, dog, cat, or anything else—was buried in the yard behind the building. Every shovelful of soil I dug to bury some leg or skull only excavated some previously buried remnant of a carcass. Hoffmann was frugal to a sin and refused to pay for waste-hauling services.

			An arsenic paste was painted on the inside of skins to preserve them, and this became my regular job. I knew nothing about arsenic toxicity, and apparently neither did Hoffmann. I frequently held a roast beef sandwich in one hand as I pasted with the other. I became expert at sewing linings and borders on bear, tiger, and zebra rugs— pretty skilled for a teenager.

			Hoffmann would buy great horned owls from a Canadian trapper, then convert them into clever crow decoys that flapped wooden, feather-covered wings and bobbed when a chain was pulled. The owls usually came in a cardboard box of ten or fifteen carcasses. They were apparently caught with a steel-jaw trap that had been baited with meat and placed on a tree limb. When an owl landed for the meat, it would be caught by a leg, which would often get severed from its body. On one occasion, when the birds arrived, Hoffmann reached in to pull one out to check for damage, he let out a scream. One bird was not dead, and it had seized his hand with its inch-long talons. I felt that the bird was totally justified.

			I soon landed my first freelance contract with the American Museum of Natural History. The Preparation Department wanted me to mount a dove chick in a nest for a special exhibit, and they were offering a fat twenty dollars. The problem was that the fee included me providing the chick. As I walked down the off-exhibit area stairway leading from one floor to the other, on my way out of the museum, I happened to pass by an open window. There on the ledge was a dead pigeon chick, abandoned in a nest. I had my body and my twenty dollars. Later, I took on the job of mounting fifty tropical flycatchers, dried bird skins that had been collected nearly sixty years before, at ten dollars apiece. I was sure that I was on my way to becoming rich.

			Little did I know then that there was a zoo in my future. I would begin my working life at the very bottom of a profession that few people can even imagine, as a broom-pushing, turtle-feeding, glass-cleaning, often terrified reptile keeper at one of the most prestigious zoos in the world, the Bronx Zoo, New York Zoological Society. I began my zoo career on Saturday, August 21, 1954, at the starting salary of $2,700 a year. I dreamed that when I broke $100 a week, I would actually be rich. Working at the zoo would hardly achieve that goal, at least not in the short term.

			Dating had to be cheap to be possible. Fortunately, the zoo community had its share of fine young women who shared similar interests and lacked extravagant tastes. In those days—quite the opposite of zoo communities today—few women were hired into the animal-keeping ranks of major departments, mostly because the departments were dominated by abusive and intolerant men. Women did find part-time positions, at even lower wages, in the children’s zoo, caring for the same animals men might care for at higher wages in other departments. I won’t disclose the name of the young woman I asked out on a date soon after I began my career as a reptile keeper at the zoo. A couple of hours before our date was to begin, a six-foot-long American alligator died, and after a bit of begging, I was allowed to have the body to make into a skeleton. Priorities being what they were, the young lady and I, along with the dead alligator, headed by car upstate after work to find a suitable burial place for my treasure. I planned to return after several years to retrieve the alligator skeleton, which, by then, would have been rendered by nature into a fine educational artifact. At some point, we came across some open fields and a woodchuck hole. With only a little excavating, the alligator was put to rest, and we proceeded to enjoy our date without the deceased animal.

			Soon after, I entered the armed services. Two years later, the day came when the alligator bones were to be retrieved. I retraced our previous route, minus the young woman, who had married by that time. Only now a new interstate highway existed where only a rural road had been before. My landmarks were gone. The alligator remains unretrieved to this day. I sometimes wonder if someday, someone digging will find my alligator and report a new northern range extension for the species. This, perhaps, may lead to a rash of publications concerning new insights into the cold-temperature tolerances of ancestral alligators. I’ll never disclose the location, and I am sure the young woman will never acknowledge that date either.

			The zoo became my passion. Slowly, I would rise through the ranks, first to senior keeper, then animal manager, and finally superintendent of reptiles at the Bronx Zoo.

			Next came marriage and a family. I have been most fortunate in both of my marriages. My first marriage was to the zoo’s switchboard operator, Winnie, a fine person and a devoted mother to our two wonderful daughters, Wendy and Bonnie. It ended in divorce after twenty years. By 1979, at age forty-three, I was a single father raising one of my two teenaged daughters in a small Bronx apartment.

			My professional interests now turned to the new field of wildlife forensic sciences. National and international laws had been enacted in the early 1970s to control the commerial trade in animals, which was decimating wild populations. My specialty, crocodilians, headed the list of newly protected reptiles racing toward extinction. As I trained special agents and wildlife inspectors of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, I made many new friends among wildlife law enforcement agencies. I became known as a forensic specialist who could handle any venomous snake or crocodile during inspection in a cluttered airline cargo building, be at hand when federal agents needed to enter premises where alleged smugglers might be harboring dangerous reptiles, help law enforcement agencies prosecute violators, and give testimony as a court-certified expert witness. I made some enemies as well, among members of the reptile-leather trade and even among some of my own colleagues. My career in forensic science has cost a lot of bad guys a lot of money—and a little prison time as well.

			Around that time I first saw Myrna, a feisty, loving woman with a passion for science and honest living. A doctoral student interested in alligator maternal behavior, she was under the tutelage of my old curator, Herndon G. Dowling, then a professor of biology at New York University. Short, pretty, and bouncy, Myrna was a fireball of enthusiasm and activity. She was teaching as she continued her doctoral research; and, like mine, her marriage eventually disintegrated.

			It wasn’t until Myrna started doing fieldwork in alligator behavior that our paths crossed. Dowling urged her to discuss our mutual research interests in crocodilians, but my hard-nosed reputation had preceded me, and the terrified young woman had to be dragged to the Reptile House by a mutual friend. After that initial meeting, however, we spoke often as she worked on her thesis, observing mother alligators attending their nests and young in the swamps of Georgia and Louisiana. Periodically the phone would ring in my office and the voice at the other end would say something like “Peter, this is Myrna. Howard Hunt”—her colleague from the Atlanta Zoo—“just fell off a boat dock and broke his ribs, and I have a can full of baby water snakes you could feed to the baby king cobras. Do you want them?” “Absolutely,” I would say, and she would continue to relate what her alligator mothers were doing.

			Finally, one day my friend and coworker Bruce Foster urged, “Peter, why don’t you get together with that little alligator lady and take her out?” It was a brilliant suggestion and I did, but there were times when it seemed that our relationship could hardly hold together, as we both led our own exciting lives. At one point, I went off to Cameroon, West Africa, on an expedition to hunt giant Goliath frogs as her flight took her to China for three months on a Fulbright Scholarship to study Chinese alligators. But we were well suited for each other, and we were married in 1984, by a judge in his chambers, on his and our lunch breaks.

			My professional reputation grew with each new publication in scientific journals, magazines, and books. My secret, however, was that I was barely educated. Although my work on crocodilians and reptile husbandry was referenced in scientific publications around the world, I did not have a college degree. Myrna now used her new powers of wifely persuasion and an army of close friends. At age forty-five, I found myself back in school, at Empire State College (a branch of the State University of New York), pursuing a bachelor’s degree in biology and forensic science under the mentorship of a tiny, wonderful African-American professor, Dr. Dorothy Burnham. Compared to the rest of the student body, I felt old—and terrified— but I was trapped. Next came a master’s program in cell biology, at Long Island University. The department chairperson, Dr. Dennis Curley, and Myrna, who had taught there as an adjunct professor, had me boxed in; I would be educated, despite my protestations. I had dozens of publications to my credit. I had again been most fortunate.

			After years of painstaking and often frustrating lab work, I finally finished my degree. Graduation day seemed to excite everyone except me. Our young son, Peter; Myrna; and her dad, Sheldon, insisted that I attend graduation exercises. I protested, but to no avail. I was the oldest graduating student among several thousand, and I would stick out like a sore thumb. Give me the diploma and let me go in peace! I cried. No! they answered—my son deserved to see his father graduate from graduate school and be proud. I relented, against my better judgment.

			Graduation day went badly. We were late, and I ran to catch up with the procession of young, smiling people marching up the steps of the Brooklyn Academy of Music, a concert hall in downtown Brooklyn. A sea of black robes and caps with golden tassels flashed as thousands of parents captured their offsprings’ crowning moment on film. As I caught up to my unknown partner in line, a pretty young woman just out of her teens, I wanted to die. Donning my black robe, I pulled my graduation cap from its protective plastic bag and jammed it on as we entered the doorway. “Excuse me, sir,” the young woman said, looking up at my head. “Why is your hat light blue when everyone else’s is black?”

			Death had struck. My hat was blue in a sea of thousands of black hats, for everyone to see. “I am old, and blue is the color for old people,” I replied. “Oh,” she said acceptingly. I don’t know why, in the luck of the draw, I had gotten a blue cap, but it’s typical for me to be different, whether I like it or not. The robe company had probably sent my black cap to some graduate who should have been wearing blue. I was now sure that the dean would stop the proceedings in mid-graduation and ask from the podium, “Sir, why is your hat blue?” I closed my eyes and told myself it was not blue; it was black. Several thousand polite and generous people in the audience that day took pity on a terrified old man and said nothing.

			One day in 1988, I received a call from the new curator who was overseeing the reconstruction of the Central Park Zoo in Manhattan. The New York Zoological Society (later to become the Wildlife Conservation Society) had recently taken over the management and operation of all three of the badly run city zoos and was rebuilding them one by one. Ten years later, I would retire as curator of animals of the Central Park Wildlife Center; hold an appointment as research associate, Science Resource Center, Wildlife Conservation Society; and enjoy a professional reputation as an author, forensic scientist, and expert in my field.

			My travels have taken me from the deep forests of West Africa in search of giant frogs, to Amazonian forests and the endless grasslands of the Mato Grosso of Brazil, to the mangrove swamps and giant crocodiles of the western Pacific islands. This book is a chronicle of my experiences, trials, and tribulations. I would not trade a single one of them away, for never have any two days in my life been the same, or boring or mundane. I have worked with thousands of people and animals throughout my career. In certain places in this book, I have changed the names of some people to preserve their privacy. It is less important what their names are than what and who they are, what they did, and what took place. Besides, animals never need to be apologetic or evasive about who and what they are or what they do.

			The stories told here are true. Many of the incidents involve animal escapes, or at least animals forgoing the confines of their captivity. These episodes are rare indeed, and certainly not a normal occurrence in a professionally operated institution. They are often best recalled as the source of much amusement—and sometimes a great deal of curatorial anxiety.

			While other people may remember the stories presented here in different detail, they are my stories, and I reserve the right to relate them according to my own recollections. To my colleagues and me, they are not necessarily unusual encounters or unique experiences. Then again, I am not the best judge of what is amusing or exciting to most people, and my peers are undoubtedly of the same square-peg stock as I am. Nothing I say in this work should be construed to give instruction, particularly where dangerous animals or venomous snakes are concerned.

			I do hope that a youngster or two, somewhere, laboring over his studies and beaten down by the careless words “You will never be able to . . .” will manage to find some determination and trust in themselves, and perhaps a few laughs and a little excitement in these pages. All things are possible.

		

	
		
			1

			YOU BELONG IN A ZOO

			My stepmother finally reached her limit of endurance and declared, “You are an animal, and you belong in a zoo!” I immediately took her at her words, more out of spite than anything else. But where? I had visited the Bronx Zoo many times as a child, being bitterly disappointed when I found the Reptile House interminably closed for renovations, over what seemed to be years. The Bronx Zoo was more than just a place named in a book; it was real. Wouldn’t it serve her right, I thought, for me to get a real job and get paid for working with snakes, the very thing that had marked my animal-keeping interests as “childish and immature”? Did I dare?

			But I speculated that my chances were nil. I was just eighteen years old and had no real experience with taking care of reptiles, other than the pets I had kept through childhood. I had read volumes on reptiles, written by the late Raymond L. Ditmars, the first curator of reptiles at the Bronx Zoo. It was 1954, and his last books had been written in the 1940s. He was dead, but who had replaced him? I immediately addressed a letter to the Curator of Reptiles, Reptile Department, the New York Zoological Society, whomever he might be. I extolled my live animal-keeping accomplishments, which really were very meager compared to my experience with dead animals and my great interest in reptiles. I asked for a job.

			To my surprise, and my stepmother’s, I promptly received a reply from Dr. James A. Oliver asking me to come to his office at the Bronx Zoo for an immediate interview. A few days later, I found myself at the Administration Building, a grand edifice with a lounge for members of the New York Zoological Society that was replete with working fireplaces, plush sofas, potted palm trees, and oil paintings of flamingos and cranes. Oaken shelves filled with books about animals and scientific journals lined the hallway outside Dr. Oliver’s office. Even the smell of lemon-oil furniture polish made it seem like an important, serious place, and a respectful hush filled the air. Oil paintings of scholarly looking people hung from the walls and over the fireplace: Madison Grant, William T. Hornaday, and Henry Fairfield Osborn. All the men wore a suit jacket, a white shirt, and a tie. A tall, gray-haired man in a brown plaid suit, smoking a distinguished-looking down-curved pipe, was leaving the building. Another venerable-looking balding man, with silver hair and a silver mustache, sat reading from a leather-bound book about birds. Neatly dressed women in businesslike dresses, wearing elegant but unobtrusive earrings and necklaces, spoke in whispers as they carried sheaves of white papers from office to office. This was all very intimidating to a kid from Brooklyn who had barely made it through high school. My experiences with white-shirted intellectuals had largely been with teachers, the insurance salesman, and the family doctor. These must be scientists, I thought. I was glad I had worn my Sunday clothes rather than my black leather motorcycle boots and denim jacket.

			Dr. Oliver was an imposing figure, tall, heavily built, with a wonderfully clear speaking voice. Oliver was a respected herpetologist and an academician, and in the coming years, I would never see him wearing anything other than a white shirt and tie. I was terrified— not of the illusory prospect of possibly having to catch and restrain a large, dangerously venomous snake as a possible test of my nonexistent credentials, but because I thought I knew something I was sure Oliver did not know: I was a fraud. In fact, Oliver understood exactly who I was: a young, interested kid looking for his first real job.

			Oliver’s secretary, a pretty, young, dark-haired woman in a simple but elegant blue dress, ushered me into his office, then returned to her typewriter and proceeded to spit out a string of tapping sounds. Oliver greeted me from behind his oak desk, surrounded by books, files, and piles of papers. On top of his desk sat a small glass aquarium, warming under a gooseneck lamp. There was no water in the tank, only sand and a rock cave from which the spiny, thick tail of a lizard protruded. I would later learn that this was Oliver’s special lizard, a spiny-tailed Indian dabb lizard from the deserts of North Africa and Asia, belonging to the genus Uromastix. This species derives all of the fluids it needs from the foods it eats. Each Saturday and Sunday, for the next several years, I would dutifully turn its light on at 8:30 A.M., off at 4:00 P.M., and place exactly three leaves of lettuce in its tank for food. As I never really saw the entire animal, for all I knew I may have been feeding a rock with a spiny tail. Oliver took care of it himself the rest of the week.

			The interview proceeded quickly and was not nearly as painful as I had expected, largely due to Oliver’s kindly manner. He could have been anyone’s father and teacher. “Tell me about your experience keeping reptiles and amphibians,” Oliver said. “What animals have you had and how long have you been successful in keeping them alive?”

			I recounted having had a dog all of my life, a small white-haired mutt called Bessie that had been given to me by my aunt Roberta for my first birthday. Bessie still lived—albeit barely, given her advanced years. I related how we took family vacations at a resort in Yulan, New York, each year and brought home an assortment of turtles and green frogs we had caught in the local lake. The following year we would take any survivors back to the lake. There was always a turtle or two to return, if that counted. I once had caught and unsuccessfully tried to choke and drown a water snake near my grandparents’ house in Pennsylvania. “Why did you do that?” Oliver asked. I wanted the snake’s skin, I explained. He appeared to be neither impressed nor amused. I continued: “I took a correspondence course in taxidermy from the Northwestern School of Taxidermy, in Omaha, Nebraska, when I was eleven. Throughout high school I worked part-time for a commercial taxidermist, the M. J. Hoffmann Company in Brooklyn.” I was quite expert at taking animals apart and replacing their unneeded bodies with artificial components. I said that I had also purchased a blue racer snake from the Quivera Specialties Company, a mail-order animal dealer. I was secretly glad there really was such a snake; all too often, animal dealers make up common names that have no relationship to officially recognized species. I did not tell Oliver that in fact I had ordered a Mexican imperial boa constrictor, but instead they had sent me a bag of about ten snakes that had immediately escaped—most of them down a drain—when I had unpacked them in my father’s rented garage. One of the snakes was indeed blue—at least I had glimpsed the color blue as its tail disappeared into a crack in the garage wall leading to the garden behind.

			I had also purchased a king snake from a pet shop, I said, and had kept it for several months. It was a poor feeder, I added. In reality, I had found it shriveled and dehydrated one day about a month after I got it. Feeling sorry for the snake, which I thought was suffering from an agonizing disease, I had killed it with a shot from my .22-caliber rifle. I later learned that the snake was simply in the process of shedding its skin, and the old skin, being deprived of sufficient moisture, had dried on its body. Had I known better, I could have soaked the snake in warm water and taken off the old skin harmlessly.

			“How about other live amphibians, like toads,” he asked. “Did you keep any of those?”

			“Of course,” I lied; I was feeling bolder. “I have kept a toad for more than ten years.”

			Oliver smiled, knowing better than to believe me. “Have you read books on reptiles?”

			Here, I could answer truthfully. I had, indeed, devoured every book on snakes and reptiles I could get my hands on, especially those written by Raymond L. Ditmars, the first curator of reptiles at the Bronx Zoo.

			At this point, Oliver said, “Let’s give you a chance. The job starts right away as a probationary keeper at the Reptile House. The work is dirty, and the supervisor is hard. You have to work forty-two hours a week and pay half the costs of your uniform and medical plan. You get one and a half days off a week, not necessarily together. The pay is twenty-seven hundred a year—plus or minus. Report to the supervisor of the Reptile House on Saturday,” he concluded. (Thirty-four years later, I would have another such interview, prior to becoming a curator in charge of the world-famous Central Park Zoo.) My career had begun.

			As the lurching cars of the Lexington Avenue express carried me back home to Brooklyn from the Bronx, my mind was filled with expectations and fears, and I couldn’t wait to flaunt my success to my stepmother, Rose. As usual, she had dinner ready for me, and I was hardly seated before I blurted out, “I did it!” I was now working at the zoo! She smiled in disbelief, not only at my signs of ambition but also at the zoo’s willingness to hire me, whose shortcomings she knew only too well.

			To my surprise, she, too, could not wait. As my father came in the door after work, Rose said, “Guess what your son did today?” Without waiting for an answer, she announced, “He got himself a job at the Bronx Zoo.” For the first time, there was pride in her voice.

		

	
		
			2

			WALKING INTO HISTORY

			It would be difficult to set the scene for where I would spend the major portion of my working life without first describing something of the origins and evolution of the place and the people who created it. The zoo had a character of its own, and anyone who became part of the zoo community was expected to share and project some of that character. Moreover, it is the world I would become an integral part of and that would mold my character and define who and what I was to become.

			The zoo’s curatorial staff was the elite, and the trustees were rich socialites and influential businesspeople. To be sure, I never felt I was—or could be, or wanted to be—a member of the inner circle, or “upper class,” of the institution. I first entered the zoo’s world almost sixty years after its founding. During that time, the fundamental organization had not changed a great deal. Men dominated all job levels and positions except for those as lavatory matrons, restaurant and gift-shop workers, and secretarial and administrative assistants. At that time, there were no women among the wild-animal-keeper ranks other than at the children’s zoo, which was devoted mostly to domestic animals. “Working with bears is a tough man’s job,” one weather-beaten supervisor said. Today, women perform outstandingly at all levels of the zoological community. I can only recall one African-American at the zoo, “Old Joe” the carpenter, as he was called. Unfortunately, this has not significantly changed, and there continues to be a dearth of African-Americans among upper zoo management.

			[image: image]

			Crocodile and alligator pools in the Reptile House at the Bronx Zoo as they appeared in 1900.

			Much of the society’s history is chronicled in the news bulletins and annual reports that were the society’s original publications. In fact, the News Bulletin of the Zoological Society was born as plans came into place for the building of the new zoo in the Bronx. In his book,  Gathering of Animals: An Unconventional History of the New York Zoological Society, William Bridges, by then retiring curator of publications, gives perhaps the most incisive accounts of the society’s origins.

			Ironically, the New York Zoological Society, as it was called upon its creation in 1895, had its origins in the Boone and Crockett Club, which was founded in late 1887 by Theodore Roosevelt and ten guests at a dinner party. Membership was highly selective and included only a hundred prominent, influential, and wealthy men, including Roosevelt as club president. Roosevelt fit in well with the elite group, a collection of men who, above all else, shared a love of the sport of big-game hunting and a quest for bigger and record-sized trophy heads and horns.

			The club members, to their credit, were extraordinary activists. They soon expressed great concern that the world’s big game animals were being squandered by useless killing, and they predicted that the repeating rifle and disease would put an end to many African species. The sport was in danger of being lost; they might not have big game to kill in the future.

			A closer immediate focus was the uncontrolled hunting of deer with dogs in New York’s Adirondack Mountains. A committee within the Boone and Crockett Club was conceived in 1894, when Madison Grant, a young Columbia University–educated lawyer who virtually lived for the sport of big-game hunting, urged Roosevelt to act. Roosevelt did, brashly and literally without club authorization. He created a committee to establish a zoological society and build a zoo and installed Grant as its chairman.

			Madison Grant and his politically prominent brother, De Forest Grant, propelled themselves into the effort. These powerful men had been instrumental in ousting the corrupt Tammany Hall political machine that had dominated New York City, and now they resolved to introduce legislation both to stop New York State’s exploitive deer killing and abusive commercial hunting practices and to create a zoological society with powers to establish a zoological park in the City of New York, dedicated to the conservation and propagation of big game. They hoped that from the zoo animals’ offspring, a future stock for trophy hunting would be supplied. Around 1888, the City of New York had acquired lands for public parks; thus, the timing for establishing a zoological park was perfect. Other cities had already established or were in the process of creating their own zoological parks: the National Zoological Park in Washington, D.C., in 1889; the Zoological Society of Philadelphia thirty-six years earlier; and the Zoological Society of Cincinnati. Why not a zoo in New York City?

			On April 26, 1895, by an “Act to incorporate the New York Zoological Society and to provide for the establishment of a zoological garden in the city of New York,” the New York State legislature mandated the creation of the New York Zoological Park. Two years later, on March 24, 1897, the City of New York accepted the society’s proposals for a new zoo. The city granted the society a “tract of wilderness” that would become an oasis, a jewel in the heart of urban development.

			For every supporter for the building of the new zoo, there was someone in opposition, particularly among New York pet dealers and traders, who feared that the new, moneyed zoological society would compete with them in selling domestic animals that might be bred at the zoo. Troublesome, too, was the small collection of animals, known as “the Central Park Menagerie,” held under decrepit conditions behind the Arsenal Building at the southern end of Central Park. It was considered the “poor man’s zoo” for the many New Yorkers who had little money to spend on entertainment, and who could view the animals at Central Park for free; the wealthy upper class who lived along Fifth Avenue deemed the collection an eyesore and a nuisance. It was reasonable to assume that the “big” zoo in the Bronx, run by the rich and powerful, might consume the smaller menagerie. The society’s founding fathers actually had no such intention, being, indeed, rich snobs, disdainful of the lower classes, and desirous of preserving their lofty goals and social status in the new zoological society. Even in recent years it was rumored that one concern of the founders was that opening the original membership of the society to the general public would “mongrelize” the society. In the first News Bulletin of the Zoological Society, number 1, June 1, 1897, membership in the New York Zoological Society called for “no initiation fee.” However, with individual annual membership dues of $10, a life membership of $200, a patron’s fee of $1,000, an associate founder’s fee of $2,500, and a founder’s fee of $5,000—all considerable amounts for the times—there was no danger of the lower-class masses of New York joining.

			This division of social classes was perfect fodder for the Lower East Side politicians who thrived on the popular vote of the masses. The land upon which the new zoo would be built had to be provided to the incorporated New York Zoological Society, under legal agreement and legislation by the City of New York and the Commission of Public Parks. Control of the infant zoological park was almost wrested from the Boone and Crockett Club when it was found that Andrew H. Green, a popular New York political figure, had already introduced a bill in the New York State legislature to create an alternative zoological society and build a zoological park in New York City. He had no intention of allowing such a political plum or the mass voter appeal of the Central Park Menagerie to fall into the hands of the rich. Some quick creative stacking of the board of incorporators for this second zoo with Boone and Crockett Club members and their relatives avoided the takeover. A clause requiring the New York City Parks Department to turn over the Central Park Menagerie animals to the New York Zoological Society was changed to indicate that if the Parks Department elected to dispose of any animals, the society had first preference in acquiring them.

			Little did I ever dream that nearly a century later, in 1988, I would find myself as curator of animals at the Central Park Zoo (now called the Central Park Wildlife Center), the site of the original Central Park Menagerie, dealing with the same political animosities and rules of engagement set down in those earlier years. The concerns and predictions of the Lower East Side politicos and pet traders had come true. By 1985, the New York Zoological Society had grown into a global conservation organization known for its world-class institutions, the Bronx Zoo and the New York Aquarium. It had thousands of members from all economic levels and all walks of life. Meanwhile, each of New York’s boroughs had developed pitiful “menageries” at the whim of their individual elected local politicians. These small zoos were always understaffed and underfunded, and their animals languished under substandard conditions, in cramped, barred cages.

			The society did, indeed, consume the city park zoos, but not by design. After a series of tragic and fatal mishaps involving zoo animals and humans, and in response to the concerns of animal-rights organizations, New York City turned over the administration of all city zoos to the New York Zoological Society. These were reluctantly accepted, torn down one by one, and rebuilt to modern standards. To be sure, the zoological society’s executive board continues to be made up of the social elite and wealthy. But today, these are men and women who are genuinely concerned with the future of wildlife for the sake of wildlife as a treasured living heritage and who are deeply involved with the zoo’s administration. Rather than promoting big-game hunting, board members use their political forces, influence, and drive to change the face of conservation policy and wildlife science around the world.

			The big-game sport-hunting motivations of the Boone and Crockett Club are long gone, having been replaced with a strategic intent to further wildlife conservation, education, and research. The Boone and Crockett Club’s Heads and Horns Museum of trophy big-game heads, horns, and antlers still stands as it was built in the early days, on Baird Court in the heart of the Bronx Zoo. However, it now houses not the trophy records of sports hunters but the administrative offices of various society departments.

			I knew the Heads and Horns Museum well. As a young keeper, I had to service a herd of giant Galápagos tortoises that we regularly overwintered in the warm basement of the Heads and Horns building. Once the animals were fed their rations of fresh fruits and vegetables, I would wander into the darkened recesses of the basement. Stone rooms the size of some New York apartments were filled from floor to ceiling with skulls and horns of African and Asian antelope, sheep, elephants, and rhinos, moldering trophies whose misplaced value had been in their size as seen through a hunter’s gun sights. Every so often, I would catch a small glint of light, reflected from an eye, and momentarily be startled in the semidarkness, only to remember that the lifeless eyes were made of glass and the animal had lived long ago. I would walk along the length of one immense horn extending from the skull of an Asian water buffalo and stabilized by the stack of skulls and other horns buried beneath it. At the end of the horn I could reach between the mildewed heads and pull free the dainty spiraled horns of a gazelle, or the tusk of a wild pig. It was a sad place. One day, these relics too, would be gone, allowed to decay in the dampness of the basement, like the bodies of the wild animals they came from, and then ingloriously buried in a Bronx garbage dump.

			The first major renovation of the Reptile House had just been completed prior to my arrival in 1954. Remnants of the people who had come before me, as well as their work and accomplishments, could still be found in those portions of the building that had either escaped the architect’s imagination or had not escaped the red pencil of budgetary constraints. Brass coat hooks from 1898 still held winter coats and hats on the inside of the office door. The head keeper’s desk, still painted official forest green, with the metal identification tag of the Department of Parks, showed the scars, chips, and wood splits of decades of service and a million bruises from rolling office chairs being drawn in as thousands of daily reports were completed. The concrete heads of turtles, frogs, and alligators, building cornices removed during construction, lay piled in a heap of broken cement in the Reptile House’s basement. I recall the difficulty in sweeping away the water that collected on the floor of the main exhibit passage because of the gouges and irregular depressions worn into the concrete by fifty years of footsteps as dozens of keepers before me had cleaned the cages of thousands of snakes.

			[image: image]

			Renovated crocodile and alligator pools as they appeared on the author’s arrival in 1954.

			Although the original 1898 outside of the building was not changed, and still included its original architecture of red and yellow firebrick walls, concrete entrance columns, great wooden entrance doors, and cornice figures of alligator, crocodile, toad, and turtle heads, the inside public display halls and exhibits had demanded a drastic modernization. A leaky roof, cold weather, and an insufficient coal-fired heating system had, over the years, cost the lives of many warmth-loving reptiles. Basically, the interior of the Reptile House had been gutted of its main exhibits. The building was so cavernous as to allow a second floor to be installed midway between the first floor and the roof. Yet the office, storage room, and kitchen at the north side of the building had been left to the ages, as had the lobby entranceway and basement, although a completely new oil-fired heating system had been installed.

			The new second floor held a treasure. Two inconspicuous cardboard boxes lay against a wall, as though awaiting the final verdict in a trial that would determine what should stay and what should be erased from future memory. Besides the dust and crushed cement debris of construction, the boxes contained all that remained of the correspondence of Dr. Raymond Lee Ditmars, the first curator of reptiles. To generations of kids fascinated with reptiles, Raymond L. Ditmars is an icon. Born in Newark, New Jersey, in 1876, Ditmars had no advanced education and received only an honorary doctorate in 1930, after many years of scientific accomplishments. In many ways, I would follow in his footsteps.

			In his early years, Ditmars’s position as a journalist for The New York Times served him well. In 1899, his editor assigned him to write an amusing story about an amusing character, himself, as an unusual lover of snakes. Instead, he decided to interview Dr. William T. Hornaday, the director of the new zoo then being completed in the Bronx. Ditmars walked out of the interview not only with a side note to his own story but with a new job as curator of reptiles and, much to his parents’ relief, a new home for his private collection of snakes.

			Over the decades, he succeeded in taking the science of herpetology and the study of reptiles from the dead, musty world of museums and European universities to the exciting world of public interest. His books and articles chronicling his discoveries and adventures over his many years at the Bronx Zoo are long out of print. But even today, copies—no matter how used, tattered, or worn— remain for only a short time on bookstore shelves before they are purchased for the delight of reptile enthusiasts throughout the world.

			Ditmars pioneered the captive care of reptiles, took thousands of photographs to describe them and record their habits, made people aware of the reptile and amphibian species that lived throughout the northeastern United States, and brought new and exciting tropical species to New York, to be exhibited for the first time to a curious public. He worked throughout his life to dispel the public’s many myths and fears about reptiles and other strange animals and focused on exhibiting such creatures as vampire bats, poisonous snakes, spiders, and scorpions. His special interest was the possible use of snake venoms in the treatment of disease. When a keeper at the Bronx Zoo was bitten by a venomous snake, Ditmars was one of the first to use a new serum, manufactured from the venom of South American pit vipers, as an antivenom. Ditmars died in 1942, after retiring due to illness. His obituary in The New York Times featured a most appropriate heading: “Enthusiasm Unconquerable.”

			I had come on the scene as a new keeper just in time to be part of what might be called a shakedown period. Truly, the new building was a huge departure from the traditional way in which reptiles and amphibians had historically been exhibited. It was modern in design, and not only were new environmental systems incorporated to help ensure the well-being of the animals but the well-being and mental health of the visiting public were also considered. At the time, it was a psychological given that reptiles and amphibians, particularly snakes, were disgusting, reprehensible, and certain to initiate nightmares in even the most insensitive visitor. I can still recall when a young mother came into the Reptile House with a four- or five-year-old child in tow. On entering the main exhibit hall, she wrapped a sweater over and around the child’s head, then proceeded to race through the building, all the while describing the hideous and revolting things that the child was being spared from seeing. I wondered what nightmares that kid was going to have from this parentally induced experience, having only been able to imagine what sinister evil creatures had surrounded them outside the darkness of the sweater.

			Because of such fears, concern for the continued mental health of the visitor had figured in the design of the newly renovated building. The inside was a marvel of its time. The floor of the public space was of institutional green, gray, and black terrazzo, and an aluminum railing swept the perimeter of the exhibit hall. The railing was intended to offer some slight feeling of safety by enforcing a secure arm’s-length distance between a timid visitor and any “disgusting” snake on the other side of the glass, yet bring the visitor as close as possible for a view of the animal. It might also have been intended to act as an impediment to would-be animal tormentors. The railing never accomplished either purpose, but it did provide seating for small children who had become a burden to the parents who had carried them about the zoo all day.

			The second floor had been designed with a balcony opening at each end; one was a sweeping oval in shape, the other a square bordered with planters from which artificial plants and flowers hung down into the public space. Huge beige canopies, unfortunately, prevented the public from looking up through the openings to see the beautiful original ironwork that supported the roof.

			The building’s new floor plan promoted a leisurely stroll from exhibit to exhibit. The visitor entered through the original wooden doors into a lobby that faced a large display, and was drawn immediately to the awesomeness of two twenty-foot-long, huge-bodied reticulated pythons from Southeast Asia, coiled high in the center of the exhibit. From there, the visitor walked in a horseshoe direction, around an “island” devoted to giant snakes, poisonous lizards, and snakebite; past open pools of piled-high turtles; and along gracefully curving low walls holding gothic stone planters, behind which four giant twelve- to fourteen-foot-long, eight-hundred-pound alligators basked. Three open pools for crocodilians had been added at the west end of the building in a glassed-in greenhouse conservatory setting complete with broad-leafed tropical plants, scarlet-flowering Bolivian shrubs, and hanging beards of Spanish moss on dead cypress tree skeletons, with tropical vines growing everywhere. Eventually, the visitor exited at the side of the building, but not before passing three large aquaria containing a mammoth alligator snapping turtle, sea turtles, and water snakes.

			The building as a whole was designed to provide the visitor with an exciting experience that put them in a naturalistic setting of tropical plants and exotic animals while still maintaining an institutional feeling, which meant safety and security from the “loathsome,” dangerous creatures within the exhibits; it was no little philosophical contradiction. Because of this feeling of protection, people were being brought closer to snakes to learn more about them and to thereby assuage their fears, rather than being simply kept far away from them. In the 1950s, most people were preoccupied with looking to the scientific marvels of the future; so why shouldn’t a reptile house have the same futuristic look?

			The Reptile House’s exhibits would set the trend for all future zoological exhibits. They were, indeed, far advanced for their time and new in exhibit concept. Mrs. Helen Tee-Van, the wife of the zoo’s director, had great artistic perception and was a major influence on how the building looked and felt. (Mind you, she had no great love for snakes either.) Exhibit techniques had not yet advanced beyond the traditional presentation of having one exhibit after another, like so many paintings hung side by side in an art gallery. It was only a generation before, under the direction of Raymond L. Ditmars, that collections of living reptiles had been considered to have scientific merit. Husbandry and the environmental needs of animals were barely known. Herpetology was still light-years behind ornithology or mammalogy as a scientific discipline. Ditmars, by trial and error, had developed techniques for keeping reptiles alive in captivity. Now it was Jim Oliver, a member of a new generation of scientist-herpetologists, who would take keeping reptiles in cages to a higher level of captive husbandry and research—and I was there.

			Instead of presenting a series of snakes or lizards lying on bare concrete floors with only a crockery bowl for drinking water, the designers made every attempt to create an artistic display of each and every exhibit. We still called them “cages,” although in the 1970s the word  cage was replaced by enclosure, and still later by the more sanitized  exhibit, as zoos became more and more attuned to the criticisms of the animal-rights movement. Each exhibit was painted in carefully selected hues to suggest where the animal found its home. Pinks and reds indicated desert regions, greens were used for tropical forest homes, and yellow or beige suggested a wide range of habitats.

			Each exhibit also included a pool large enough for the animals to soak in, with a drain and individual plumbing, and running water kept at eighty-five degrees Fahrenheit. It was the reptile equivalent of the first private home to be fitted with indoor plumbing and a toilet, replacing a bucket of cold water and an outhouse. Instead of bare concrete, the exhibit floors were covered with different grades, sizes, and colors of gravel or pebbles, selected to not only enhance that individual exhibit but to complement the exhibits to either side and those in that gallery as a whole.

			Imbedded in the pool and concrete floor were rocks and minerals obtained from the American Museum of Natural History geological collections. Green copper ore gave color to one exhibit, while white crystalline stalactites from a western cave garnished another; silvery mica sheets and white, clear, and pink quartz crystals dazzled in others. Artfully contorted driftwood, brown cypress knees, cactus skeletons, cork bark, and plant mulches offered decoration and limited the places where the animals could hide, out of visitors’ view. A hot-water heating coil, imbedded in the floor immediately in front of the glass, ensured that any snake or lizard that wished to bask and warm itself had to come into the visitors’ view to do so. Each exhibit was fitted above with theatrical lighting that ranged from intense colored spotlighting (achieved with a combination of glass and gel filters), to infrared lamps and ultraviolet lights to promote healthy growth to inmates that were otherwise deprived of natural sunlight.

			Each and every one of the ninety-odd exhibits that made up the visitor experience was planned, executed, and documented down to the position of each stone and branch and each nuance of illumination and color, so that no part of the exhibit would be subject to unplanned change. Last but not least, the visitor would be continually lulled by the sound of specially chosen, soothing classical music, played over a hidden public address system. I hated it. As the new keeper, I was assigned to replace and reset the six or seven 33[image: image]rpm records that were to play nonstop on the hi-fi in the Reptile House office. All too soon, the music became background white noise I no longer heard, and so I forgot to change the records when they were done. This would be my first shortcoming as a professional animal keeper: I couldn’t keep the record player going.
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			FIRST DAYS

			The wait for Saturday was unbearable, and when 6:00 A.M. finally came, I was already up and ready to leave. The train ride to the Bronx, the first of hundreds to come, was interminable. The few short blocks from the train station at West Farms seemed like miles. Other keepers were entering the chained gate adjacent to what had once been a boathouse and, earlier, a gristmill on the Bronx River. Around the turn of the twentieth century, West Farms had been the site of a number of breweries, which drew on wheat and barley crops grown on surrounding farms and milled right there on the river. It was all gone now, and West Farms was a hub for train and bus service into the Bronx. I reported to the Reptile House as instructed, carrying with me a can of Campbell’s vegetable soup, given to me for lunch by my stepmother. Actually, I never ate the soup but kept it safely saved among my most cherished possessions for the next forty-four years, passing it on to my friend and working companion Bruce Foster on my retirement in October 1998.

			When I knocked on the rear door of the Reptile House that first morning, Bob Sambuca, the department’s senior keeper, greeted me. Bob was going to be my mentor as I began to learn not only about the job and reptiles in general but about the simple mechanics of how to work. I was starting from the beginning, with no discernable skills. In reality, my taxidermy job, under the frugal personality and critical eyes of Mr. Hoffmann, had taught me that I was expected to produce the equivalent value of my pay, or else. I knew how to work.

			Many zookeepers had come by their jobs by way of the federal work programs that had followed the Depression years of the 1920s. Family dynasties had emerged, as each unemployed person who was placed in a zoo job—the level of their interest in animals notwithstanding— soon found a haven for scores of their equally disinterested relatives. It was good work. One long-term keeper would make believe he was deaf and dumb whenever a visitor asked him a question, so he could avoid having to interact with the public at all.

			Working at the zoo would hardly provide a living: zookeepers were poorly paid, considered on a par with drunken circus part-time workers and roustabouts. Salaries were lower than low, even by 1950s standards. My two-week take-home salary, after deductions for health benefits and uniforms, usually amounted to little more than seventy-five dollars. Interestingly enough, the keepers wore a khaki uniform, which they paid one-half the cost of and were responsible for keeping clean. However, at the end of their three-month probationary period, each zoo employee was sent to the prestigious Brooks Brothers clothiers, where he was measured and fitted for a complete dress outfit of the highest quality. Each employee received a pair of green 100 percent woolen whipcord pants, a double-breasted dress jacket complete with brass buttons, an Eisenhower jacket, two dress shirts with epaulettes and zoo emblems, two khaki ties, a wide brown leather garrison belt, and a summer and winter visored dress cap. All of this amounted to a cost per person of more than $300, a great deal of money by 1954 standards. Keepers and maintenance people were mandated to wear the dress uniform, with their shirtsleeves rolled down and buttoned, whenever they were required to perform duties or patrol the public spaces. The trustees had no wish to be embarrassed by unsightly employees. We could starve, as long as we did not appear to be doing so.

			To offset the poor wages, keepers often held several jobs. One keeper drove his night-job taxicab to work and ran a numbers betting business from the Ostrich House kitchen. Another operated a small electrical appliance-repair shop in the anteroom of the Zebra House. A supervisor ran a roofing-repair business, organizing schedules so that his “employee” keepers could leave the zoo in the afternoon to tar roofs. Another enterprising keeper quietly borrowed zoo animals at night, renting them out for shows and movie productions and returning them the following morning.

			The maintenance departments were another matter. Large wire refuse baskets, strategically placed in the maintenance yard, always started out empty each morning. By the following morning, after a full day of extended coffee breaks and lunches by the maintenance staff and a full night of unobserved inactivity by the night firemen and watchmen, the baskets were usually filled with empty whiskey and beer bottles. Plumbing repairs frequently displayed artistic creativity in the convoluted routes and miasmic connections they made.

			Bob, however, was of the next generation of keeper: young, intelligent, and interested in what he was doing. Bob was a good teacher. Tall and good-looking, he wore his black hair in a large wave above his forehead, in the style of the 1950s. He never lacked for girl-friends, despite a chipped front tooth; his smile more than made up for it. Bob was a Bronx kid, which gave him a confidence learned the hard way on the streets of New York. He eventually left the zoo to serve in the U.S. Army; he returned to the zoo later, but only for a short time. An irascible, likable, wild character, Bob had an insatiable wanderlust. Over the years, I often thought about him. Bob wasn’t afraid of much, except bugs.

			The first days were mind-boggling. There were unwritten rules by the score: Don’t ever lean on or put your hands on the screen top of a cage; poisonous snakes can strike and bite through the mesh. Don’t wear rings; if you are bitten on the hand by a venomous snake, your hand will swell tight over the ring, cut off the blood supply, and you will lose that finger to gangrene. Don’t wear sneakers; wear boots or at least good leather shoes—they are more difficult for a snake to bite through. Don’t open trash barrels with closed covers; we use them to soak snakes in, and there may be a dangerous snake inside. When you open a door to a room, look around, before you enter, for open cage tops or unusual items lying on the floor; the items may have been knocked over when a snake escaped its cage. Never, never, never pick up a cloth bag or what looks like a clean white rag lying on the floor or table; it may be a cloth snake bag being used to transport a venomous snake that can bite you through the bag. Always step back and open a cage door at arm’s length; a snake that is lying against the inside of the door when you open it may fall out on you, rather than at your feet. Carry your snakebite kit with you at all times, even when you go to a movie. (I did, for the next thirty-four years.) Check every door you close to be sure it is locked shut. Then check it again. Then check again. Never pick up a snake you don’t know. Treat every snake as though it is venomous; if you don’t let yourself get bitten by harmless snakes, you probably won’t get bitten by a venomous snake either. Never speak to a keeper who has a cage door open, or pass behind him; he may lose his concentration on the snake

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	
		
			To my son, Peter; 
my daughters Wendy and Bonnie; 
 and my grandchildren. 
The world is what they make of it, 
 and I hope they do a darn good job.


		

	
		
			ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

			To thank everyone in my life who contributed to the events leading to this book would fill a volume larger than the book itself. I especially thank my late father, Peter, and my late mother, Jeannette, who shaped my character and provided me with the genes that have served me so well throughout my lifetime, and Rose, my late stepmother, who endured my growing-up pains and unknowingly provided me with the title of this book so many years ago. I thank my esteemed colleague and dear friend, Itzchak Gilboa, and my first wife, Winnie Bulriss, who shared with and supported me through some of the most difficult and exciting years at the zoo. I owe them all a great deal.

			Special thanks and my gratitude must go to my wife, Myrna Watanabe, and my agent, Kris Dahl, whose prodding and support got me to put words on paper; to Dr. Herndon G. Dowling, who I don’t think ever forgave himself for telling Myrna she had to meet me; to my colleagues and close friends, Bruce Foster and Joel Dobbin, who helped create and often to share my many adventures; to John Soto, Bob Brandner, Kathy Fitzgerald Gerety, Bill Holmstrom, Tom Probst, and Joe Martinez, who knew how outrageous I was, but helped me measure crocodiles and chase snakes anyway; to Anthony Brownie; and to John Behler, who became one of my dearest friends. Special Agents William Donato and John Meehan of the United States Fish and Wildlife Service provided the spice and intrigue in my career, for which I am ever grateful. My gratitude would not be complete without a special note of thanks to the Wildlife Conservation Society, Dr. William Conway, and Richard Lattis, who made my zoological career a possibility.

			I also wish to thank Valerie Carr, Phyllis Edelman, and Tanja Schub, who helped edit or comment on the early manuscript, and especially thank my editors Bruce Tracy and Katie Zug at Random House for all their suggestions, comments, hard work, and support.

		

	OPS/images/Braz_9780307417824_epub_004_r1.jpg





OPS/images/Braz_9780307417824_epub_006_r1.jpg
lyz





OPS/images/Braz_9780307417824_epub_002_r1.jpg
TALES FROM
A LIFETIME SPENT WITH
COBRAS, CROCS, AND
OTHER EXTRAORDINARY
CREATURES

VILLARD @ NEW YORK






OPS/images/Braz_9780307417824_epub_005_r1.jpg
U mwmmwmww






OPS/images/Braz_9780307417824_epub_003_r1.jpg
YOU
BELONG IN
AZOO!

PETER BRAZAITIS






OPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Shift-BoldItalic.otf


OPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Shift-Light.otf


OPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Fort-Book.otf


OPS/images/Braz_9780307417824_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
g

Fage ofter page of allernately foscinating, awaiy
bait-2aising, aud yoing dloviey

about awinals, hofp jy caplivily and i fhe wify *

~THE CHRISTIAN SCIENCE MONITOR





