

[image: ]




[image: ]




AUTHOR’S NOTE



Some of the people included in my book prefer to maintain their privacy, so I have either made reference to them without using their names at all or changed their names and other identifying characteristics to ensure that they will not be recognized.






To my mentor and friend
Martha Stewart, without whom this
book would not have been possible
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FOREWORD
by Martha Stewart

I “met” Marc Morrone one night, late, on Channel One, a Long Island cable station. I was flipping through the offerings when I saw a bespectacled youngish man standing behind a table covered—and I mean really covered—with every kind of domesticated animal and bird, and rodent and amphibian. The quantity of animals was astonishing, but even more unbelievable to me was the fact that all the animals were walking or crawling around unfazed, or fluttering or swooping on branches or perches above the table, oblivious of cameras and lights and hubbub. There were no squabbles that first half hour while I stood, transfixed on the screen, watching this nerdy, charming guy talk a mile a minute about all his “friends” in front of him.

The next morning I called him from my television studio and begged him to bring his menagerie to my show. He was an instant hit, and his knowledge and commonsense suggestions to pet owners and pet lovers everywhere has proved to me that he is the real thing.

After scores of appearances on my show, Marc has increased his following nationally as well as internationally, and his suggestions to the myriad questions he is asked weekly have proven to be practical, useful, and just plain good.

His story, told here in charming narrative, encourages us all to be better pet keepers. I hope you enjoy it as much as I have.


A WORD FROM JIM FOWLER

Marc Morrone and I are either “blessed” or “cursed” with a special kind of genetic programming that enables us to not only work with animals of all kinds, but also to educate people about the animal world. We are driven to raise awareness about all species—large and small, wild and domestic, commonplace and unusual. No living creature is deemed insignificant or disposable, and we believe that the survival of humans is linked with the survival of animals. That is our shared mission, to help save not only animals but all of the natural world.

When I was in fourth grade, I became fascinated with birds of prey and the art of falconry, the “sport of kings” during the Middle Ages in Europe. Even my name, Fowler, refers to someone who trains falcons and other predatory, hunting birds. Our family crest was and still is a hooded hawk on a raised glove, along with a lure. Even as a ten-year-old boy, my destiny was clear. For Marc, it was Gerald Durrell’s determination to collect and study as many animals as he could. For me, at first, it was the wings in the air and those captured on our family crest.

As an adult, I became a professional lecturer about and trainer of those birds of prey. There were not only birds in my house, but a zoo of opossums, bobcats, snakes, weasels, and a host of other species, along with the customary dog. When I went on tour, I traveled with eagles, falcons, a cheetah named Arthur, and two giant anteaters named Lawrence and Florence. To get even “wilder,” I traveled to Africa, where I trapped lions for a small budget film and later lived off the land with Kalahari bushmen. Sputnik for them was like “marsupial” to most Americans at that time.

After that I conducted the first studies of the giant Harpy eagle in the Amazon, a leviathan that ate thirty-pound monkeys as an appetizer. My studies completed, I brought two of them back to the United States, where I showed them to thousands of Americans on television. From there, I spent nearly thirty years with Marlin Perkins on Wild Kingdom. On leave from the show in the late 1960s, I also conducted the first studies of the giant Andean condor in Peru.

What I have done in my travels and in the media, Marc does in his business and as an educator and media personality. Occasionally, I appeared with him on The Martha Stewart Show, and such a pair we were.

Today, if you listen to any of Marc’s lectures or radio programs, what you hear is his affection for all creatures great and small, weird or commonplace. In his live or television appearances, he is pictured with a menagerie of animals and his scarlet macaw, Harry, perched on his shoulder. Frequently, the animals he features become living ambassadors for the natural world, with Marc helping to deliver their message of hope for sustenance and survival. Whatever the environment—television, radio, his pet store, or educational lectures—this is a man of unflagging enthusiasm for the world of animals. The hamster is no less engaging than the noble parrot. The ferret is seen as a charming companion, and the simple goldfish is not so simple after all. After watching Marc talk about rabbits in one of his appearances, I told him afterwards that only he could make a rabbit interesting.

Marc is a man on a mission. We humans are responsible for the care and maintenance of our planet, and Marc is a tireless educator to that end.

I hope you read A Man for All Species with relish and delight. It is also a treasure chest of information on how we can best live with animals of all kinds—wild, captive, and domesticated. He is indeed “a man for all species.” Welcome to his world, and yours.



Jim Fowler

Mutual of Omaha’s Wild Kingdom

Former Wildlife Correspondent, NBC Today show

Honorary Member and Former Honorary President, Explorer’s Club

Author of Jim Fowler’s Wildest Places on Earth


PREFACE

I was a very young child, around five years old, when I began to think about having my own zoo. Of course, I was too young to understand the big concept of a zoo, but I did know that I wanted to collect and study as many animals as I possibly could.

By the time I started school, I was already transforming my bedroom, and then the front porch, into a “starter zoo” with specimens I had collected from a vacant lot down the street from my house in the seaside town of Long Beach, New York. My parents were exceedingly patient with my collection of insects and earthworms.

When I was eight years old and my family moved to Cold Spring Harbor, I started my first animal business, creating little vivariums and terrariums for neighborhood children. In high school, I expanded my elementary business into a bird-selling business that introduced me to the importing world. I was eighteen years old when I started Parrots of the World, opening my first store in Rockville Centre, Long Island, in 1978.

For thirty-two years I have imported, exported, sold, and cared for more animals than most people could ever hope to see in a lifetime. For the past twenty years I have shared my knowledge about animals and my experiences with America on media venues from local cable television to The Martha Stewart Show, where I am known nationally as the “pet keeper.”

My pet-keeper status has also led me to four question-and-answer books with BowTie Press, and to the book you are about to read.

The reason I wrote this book is simple. Like Gerald Durrell, the famous animal collector and author who was my first mentor, I am compelled to share my knowledge with others—for the good of humanity and for the good of the animals in our care. Like Alba Ballard, the “Great Mother” of parrots, I am mandated to help anyone who asks for my assistance with one of their animals. Like Konrad Lorenz, acknowledged animal expert and noted author, I want people to know that hamsters are no less valuable as a pet than are dogs. Like Roger Caras, well-known media and dog-world authority, I speak to the masses about their lives with animals. And like Martha Stewart, my dear friend and media mentor, I entertain in order to teach.

Being the pet keeper is not without disappointments, trials, and controversy. I see everything, good and not so good, as part of the life I have chosen and accept.

It’s good to be the pet keeper.


PART I
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A PET KEEPER IS BORN
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Long Beach, New York, in the 1960s was paradise for a child like me. Even though our house was small and there was no backyard, it was only a short walk to reach the empty lot at the end of the block, an empty lot that became my laboratory for the natural world.

The vacant lot was overgrown with ragweed, briars, and poison ivy. There were also stands of milkweed and every stem had the caterpillar of a monarch butterfly clinging to it. I’d carry several of the caterpillars home to watch the chrysalis develop. Whenever I could be, I was down in that lot, catching every kind of insect I could find. Grasshoppers were one of my favorites because of how their mandibles worked. My maternal grandfather, Arnold, was proud of my bug collecting, and also that I knew what “mandible” meant. I had been reading since I was four, mostly The Audubon Nature Encyclopedia, and I always wanted to use the right word. My mother had bought me the books when she recognized my passion for bugs and other animals. My father was very quiet most of the time, but I knew he understood how important all creatures were in my life. But the most directly involved and expressive was definitely my grandfather.

“It’s not big enough, Marc, not big enough.”

He looked at the grasshopper I had caught and encouraged me to find an even bigger one. Some of the grasshoppers I caught were actually locusts and could fly, so I had a butterfly net to help. Off I went again in search of an even bigger bug.

On this occasion, I hit the jumping jackpot. I had walked behind the house, where I found the biggest grasshopper I had ever seen. It was enormous, at least three inches long, and it didn’t have any wings. I crept up to it and grabbed it. Grandpa would be really proud of this one.

“Grandpa, look what I found!”

I could tell by the way he looked at my prize that it was indeed an excellent specimen.

“That’s a big one, Marc. I can use that one to make my drawings.”

My grandfather created the models for the Welch Biological Supply Company, and he worked from models based on real-life specimens. The grasshopper I had caught would enable him to capture the tiny details when he made his resin model. I was very proud of my contribution to his work.

There were some bugs I was never able to catch for him. He wanted a praying mantis, and I looked hard to find one. When I finally did find a mantis sitting on a branch, I was so mesmerized by it I couldn’t move. The mantis turned its head toward me and just stared at me while it cleaned its front legs like a cat. It was like watching an alien life force. I was so fascinated by the way it looked that I didn’t try to catch it. Another bug Grandpa wanted was a dragonfly, but I was terrified of those. They, too, were fascinating to watch, but someone had told me that they were like darning needles; if you grabbed one it would bite. It took me years to learn that this was false.

That may have been an old wives’ tale; but the puffer-fish bite was a reality.

More than almost anything else, my grandfather loved fishing, and I was his constant companion on those outings. He kept his bait in the refrigerator drawer, usually live eels. Other times we’d dig with our pitchforks in the sand to find the best worms. Fishing with my grandfather wasn’t just about fishing; it was about his sharing his knowledge of all living things. He knew how things worked, how legs worked, how mouths worked, and why they worked the way they did. He was a walking encyclopedia. Hanging out with him, I saw everything in living detail. I saw “how” worms and sand crabs buried themselves in the sand. I saw “how” birds dove underwater to catch fish. If I couldn’t see “how” crabs were able to scuttle from side to side, my grandfather would explain it to me. If the crab was a female, and she was carrying eggs underneath her body, he explained why we had to let her go so that we would have more crabs the following year. I was always learning, learning, learning.

Except for the puffer fish.

We caught it by accident, and my grandfather put it in a bucket by itself.

“Don’t touch it, Marc. Those fish have sharp, sharp teeth because of the crabs and shrimps they eat.”

I looked at the fish and thought how remarkable it looked. Maybe just a little poke.

I screamed. The bite really hurt, not only because of the sharp teeth, but also because of my grandfather’s sharp words. He explained again how those teeth worked. I truly felt like a hapless shrimp.

Our fishing expeditions were full of explanations and demonstrations. He “showed” me how a sea robin used its unusual fins by capturing one of the fish and putting it in one of his buckets. He “showed” me how the stinger works on a stingray we caught. He “showed” me how the flounder’s two eyes move from the side of its head up to the top. When I was with my grandfather, I lived in a world of magic made real.

Away from the ocean and back in my neighborhood, my favorite captures were crickets, most of which I found in empty beer bottles and soda cans. I watched endlessly to understand more about them. I even fed them Cheerios so that I could observe how their mouths worked when they ate. The cricket has four jaws: one going to the right, one going to the left, one going up, and one going down. Like a little scientist, I studied how all four parts of the mouth moved up and down on the Cheerio. It was so rhythmic and precise. I also studied how their wings moved in order to make noise. If I had any questions, I went to the encyclopedia my mother had bought for me. Those books also taught me that when the female cricket breeds, she sticks her ovipositor directly into the soil. The crickets I caught lived in little jars in my bedroom, so they were always close at hand for observation.

Most children wake up in the morning to a room filled with toys and trinkets. I woke up to hundreds of eyes and thousands of legs.

For that reason, my mother rarely visited my room; and she didn’t mind at all that I usually kept my door closed. I think she must have secretly worried that one of my specimens might escape somewhere into the house. Like the garter snake I had caught that did manage to find its way under the sofa. She still talks about that snake. I guess it made more of an impression than I thought.

“Hey, Mom, look at this one!”

I held up a small jar whose occupant was my prize catch so far.

“It’s a special kind of cricket, and it spits out this nasty, black liquid when I pick it up.”

My mother smiled. She really was proud of my scientific leanings. I decided not to share the fact that her little scientist had also tasted the black bile, and he knew it was bitter.

On Saturdays, my paternal grandfather, Pietro, would visit. Sometimes he would take me to the Bronx Zoo, where my favorite animals were the gorillas. At that time, they had a rare mountain gorilla, and at some point the gorilla disappeared. She probably died, but no one would tell the public what had happened. There are no mountain gorillas left in zoos today, only lowland gorillas, and I have tried unsuccessfully over the years to find out what her fate was. What I do know is that my zoo visits allowed me to get right up against the cages, and to not only see but also smell the animals. Children today can’t usually do that, and I’m grateful that I was able to do so.

Grandpa Pietro truly understood me. He said that I had the “Morrone gene,” a special gene that gave certain Morrone men the drive to understand and experience animals. He told me the story of his father, in Italy, who had rescued a lizard while out walking with some of his friends. His father had noticed a lizard just lying there in front of him on the path, and stooped down to pick it up. The lizard had become too cold to move, and so his father had picked it up and put it under his cap to get it warm again. Most men would have simply stepped on or over the lizard, but not his father. When the lizard had regained its body heat, his father turned it loose farther down the path.

My grandfather went on to explain that it was probably someone with our kind of gene who first looked at a wolf and said to himself, “Maybe there’s a way to make that wolf hunt for me.” Or someone else like us who looked at a hawk that had just caught a rabbit, and thought, “Maybe I could hunt with that bird.” That gene was definitely in our family, in me, but my father didn’t have it at all. He did everything in his power to help me with my animal obsession, but he didn’t share that gene with me and my grandfather.

It wasn’t long before my bug collection expanded into creatures with bones, toads and frogs in particular. Now my bedroom was home to both chirping and croaking sounds. I also had goldfish and turtles that my parents bought me, but those pets didn’t seem to last very long.

My first bird was a baby sparrow that I had found in the area behind our house. I took him home and fed him bread crumbs, because that’s what everybody said you should feed birds. Only by chance, a neighbor named John Lombardi knew that you couldn’t feed them bread, and he bought me a jar of mockingbird food that was in powder form. I mixed it with water; and sure enough, my sparrow survived. I raised him up, and mostly kept him in his cage. One day, he escaped from his cage and flew away. I was heartbroken. A few hours later, I went outside to play with some of my friends. Suddenly, one of my friends pointed up into the air behind me. He had this really astonished look on his face. I didn’t see anything.

“What are you looking at?”

Whoosh! Something landed on my shoulder, and there he was. My little sparrow. I picked him up on my finger and took him inside to give him some food. For the rest of the summer, he flew loose in the neighborhood during the day. Then he would come home at night to sleep in his cage. I felt a little like Saint Francis.

For the rest of the summer, my feathered friend lived a perfect life—free by day, safe by night. One day, I returned from school and he wasn’t there. I asked my mother what had happened, and she told me that she had seen him fly away with a little girl sparrow. I thought to myself, “How nice. He’s going to live a happy life with another bird.” It was five years later that my mother finally told me the truth, that my sparrow had been run over by a car. I would have preferred the happy life ending.

After the disappearance of my sparrow, I asked my mother if I could have a parakeet. My grandmother had parakeets, and I always thought it was funny how they would fly all over the house, and how some of them would land on my grandfather’s beer glass and drink. I didn’t quite understand why those birds didn’t live very long. I still have the picture of me sitting in my grandmother’s living room with a parakeet on my shoulder. I gave that picture to Martha Stewart, and it’s one of her favorite pictures of me.

My mother said I could have my own parakeet, but I would have to save the money to buy one. I got a can, drew a picture of a yellow parakeet, and wrapped the picture around the can. Then I started collecting bottles and doing odd jobs, putting all my quarters into the can. Finally, I had enough to buy a parakeet, and my father took me to the pet department of a big department store. I remember that the canaries cost a whopping twenty dollars each, but the parakeets were only two dollars. I chose a yellow parakeet that I named Jinxie. I was absolutely fascinated by that bird. I’d watch it eat, I’d watch it preen. Everything it did was interesting to me. In order to hand-feed him, I dipped my finger in water and rolled it in the seeds. It was nearly magical to watch him use his little tongue to gather the seeds from my finger. Sadly, like most parakeets at that time, he didn’t live very long. He probably died of a bacterial infection, caused by the water dish that hadn’t been cleaned often enough. That’s why today in my pet store, I insist that my employees wash every water dish with soap and water, every morning.

When my family decided to move to Cold Spring Harbor just before I started second grade, my passion for animals continued to flourish.

When I turned seven, I had already learned as much as I could about the natural world that Long Beach could offer. A new world was about to unfold—my parents decided to move to a new house in a more undeveloped part of Long Island.
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Our new home was in Cold Spring Harbor, Long Island, where we had not only a bigger house but also a backyard. Now I had room to expand my collection to include salamanders, frogs, and birds. And there was a pond just three blocks away from our house, and woods that went so far past the pond that I couldn’t see where they ended. I had found paradise.

It hadn’t been easy moving my large bug collection to the new house, but both my parents and grandfather had helped me carefully load them up in the back of the station wagon. My new bedroom was even bigger, and we had an eight-by-ten-foot front porch. Mom agreed that I could use the porch for my “bones” collection, so now there was room for everything I wanted.

Truthfully, there was never enough room. One time, I found an enormous batch of frogspawn down at the pond, and I put it in a tub in the basement. To my great surprise, there weren’t just frogs in that spawn. There were also salamanders and fish eggs mixed in with the frogspawn. When everything hatched out, I had my own little pond right there in the house.

I also had something that no other child in my school had: The Audubon Nature Encyclopedia in twelve volumes. My mother wanted me to be able to learn as much as I could about animals, not only from firsthand experience but also from books. I read every one of those books, some more than once. As a result, I became a very fast reader, an additional benefit to my animal education.

My biggest source for specimens was Titus Pond. The pond is still there, although less than half its original size and with very few species in residence. Approximately fifty by fifty feet at that time, the pond was home to more animals than I had ever seen in one place. Water bugs, frogs, tadpoles, painted turtles, carp, and the tiny, tiny spring peeper frog, all living in harmony among the cattails and water marigolds. Today, the pond is choked with weeds and hosts very little wildlife. But not then.

“Mom, I need some kind of net to catch things in the water.” Both Mom and Dad were completely supportive of my animal habits and helped me in every way they could.

Mom immediately set about sewing a special net out of an old curtain, with a handle not too long, and the net surface not too big. It was perfect, and I set off like Huck Finn toward the great Mississippi.

In less than a month, the porch was filled with croaking frogs, chirping birds, and tongue-flicking snakes. Sparrows were my favorite, and they didn’t seem to mind at all living in their small cages. With plenty of food and nothing to threaten their lives, they sang all the time. My mother liked them best of all, and she helped me to collect small twigs and such for their nests. Spring through winter, my menagerie lived outside no matter what the weather. No one seemed to mind, including the sparrows that continued to sing in the snow.

With the front porch at full capacity, I began to think of ways to save money for the animals I wanted to purchase someday. Given how easy it was for me to collect toads and frogs in particular, I decided to go into the terrarium business. While others had lemonade stands, I offered amphibians.

It started one summer when friends and I decided to do something different. Instead of selling lemonade like the other kids were doing, we went to the pond and caught tadpoles, frogs, baby toads, and even carp. We brought them back to my house and made terrariums and mini-aquariums out of Mason jars and whatever else we could find. We built a stand across the street and I sold everything we had caught. At age eight I had started my first “pet store” stand. I was beginning to realize that owning a zoo might be out of the question, but at least I would be able to have a pet store. I was also learning about so many species because different animals were coming and going all the time.

It wasn’t only animals I was learning about. My mother loved gardening, and so I learned a lot about plants as well. That knowledge would come in handy later on when a nursery went into business across the street from our home.

That first year in Cold Spring Harbor also saw the arrival of my first cat, Kitty. A jet-black stray, Kitty adopted me, and my parents agreed to let him stay. For five years, until I was twelve, he was my “collection partner,” bringing me specimens that I would never have been able to catch on my own.

He brought me shrews, chipmunks, and quail and other assorted birds. Whenever I could, I rescued these animals from the jaws of death and added them to my collection. The prize of his pursuits was a star-nosed mole that he brought back to me alive and no worse for the capture. I was fascinated by the way the mole’s nose worked, along with his specially designed digging claws; he lived there on the front porch along with the rest of my “family.” Most people never get to see a shrew, but Kitty especially liked to catch those. I was amazed to discover that one shrew ate one hundred fifty earthworms in one day. I knew that for a fact because I fed the shrew the worms and kept count. Once I’d studied a shrew, I would turn it loose. There was only so much room.

I was ten years old when I met Russell Taylor and my life changed forever. He and his family lived on a fifty-acre, nonworking farm not too far from where we lived. They reminded me a little of the Beverly Hillbillies, living there in the middle of the forest with their chickens, cows, ducks, and every kind of animal I wanted. They were also avid naturalists and birders, and I learned so much from Russell’s father, who watched birds professionally and even counted them for field guides and other publications. Every Christmas, I would join Russell and his father for the annual bird count. I was also able to study bird banding with Russell’s father, who was a master bander. I was very impressed, because even today there are very few master banders in the United States. I realized how fortunate I was to be surrounded by people—my family and the Taylors—who provided me with the perfect childhood for my animal dreams.

Even my teachers seemed to understand my young passion. One in particular, Mrs. Dorn, didn’t find it strange when my little flock followed me to school. By the fifth grade, I had a black and white Birmingham roller pigeon named Lockey and a North American crow named Poe. It wasn’t uncommon to see them flying behind me as I left home. The pigeon usually got lost, but Poe arrived when I did. Most of the time, he stayed outside; but on this one occasion, he flew into the classroom through an open window. He flew all over the classroom, probably looking for me. I was hiding my head inside my desk. It was one thing for him to follow me to school; it was quite another to have him joining me in school. The other kids were laughing, and I thought for sure they were laughing at me. I was also afraid that I would get in trouble for having a crow in the classroom. Mrs. Dorn was very calm about the whole thing.

“Oh, class, look at that crow.”

Poe did not see me in the back of the classroom and was staring intently at Mrs. Dorn.

“Class, does anyone have some leftover lunch to share with the bird?”

One of the girls in my class pulled out a half-eaten sandwich and offered it to Poe. Poe grabbed the sandwich and flew back out the open window. He reminded me of Peter Pan. Sadly, Poe’s life was not as magical as Peter Pan’s. The next day, Poe drowned in our backyard fish pond. That memory of him in our classroom is a very special one.

Another profound loss was that of my much-loved cat, Kitty, who disappeared just after my twelfth birthday. Easter Sunday that year was not about bunnies and painted eggs. Kitty was gone and no one in my human family seemed to know what had happened to him. For days and weeks, I cried harder than I had ever cried for anything or anyone. Kitty wasn’t just a great hunter; he was a creature who understood my passion and who devoted every day of his life to helping me build my dream. Cats have been close to my heart ever since.

My most unusual cat while growing up was Frosty, another stray who wandered into our backyard when I was fourteen. A huge tabby, he was smelly and dirty, and he never tried to come into the house. Instead, he loved to take long walks with my dogs and me, sometimes as many as five miles at a stretch. People would stare at the gangly adolescent with the long hair and glasses being followed by at least one dog and a determined cat. Frosty, too, went the way of Kitty and disappeared suddenly from my life a couple of years later.

It wasn’t until years later that my parents explained why both cats had been so mysteriously dispatched. Kitty was whisked away because they feared she would suck the breath out of my newborn sister, a common superstition among not only Italians but many Americans as well. Frosty “disappeared” because he was so dirty and smelly. Today, I understand my parents’ rationale, but as a child I only understood terrible, unexplained loss. Even today, I still think of Kitty and miss his feline simpatico quality.

Missing cats aside, my parents loved me dearly and would do anything for me, their beloved firstborn son. When our sixth-grade class, under the helpful guidance of Mrs. Dorn, decided to hold a carnival to raise money for the school, I came up with the idea of a carnival where students could throw Ping-Pong balls into tiny goldfish bowls and win a fish in a bowl. Mrs. Dorn gave me nine dollars to buy as many fish as I could, and keep them at my house until the day of the carnival. My parents drove me to the pet store where my nine dollars bought two hundred little goldfish that we put into a big plastic container. That night, when my father got up to check on the fish, he discovered that most of them were at the surface, gasping for air. Enlisting my mother’s help, the two of them transferred goldfish into every available container they could find, including my father’s prized Victorian teacup collection. In the morning, I awoke to a house filled with goldfish in every room and in every imaginable container. A house filled not only with tiny fish, but also with immeasurable love.

There are so many memories of my parents, my grandfather, the Taylor family, and others too numerous to mention who not only encouraged me, but also inspired me. There was the case of the skimmer birds that I correctly identified at the beach, while Grandpa Arnold insisted they were another species. When I showed him the picture in the encyclopedia, he insisted that the book was wrong. I was right, and he respected that I stood firm, even if it meant he was wrong. I remember the time the garter snake got loose in the house, causing my mother to approach every corner or hidden space with trepidation. She still talks about that snake, only now she laughs about it. There’s the image of her making the fishing net for me so that I could catch specimens in Titus Pond. And there’s that lovely image of my father using his prized teacup collection for needy goldfish.

When I look at my own son, I understand and accept that he doesn’t have the same Morrone animal gene that I do. I just wish he could experience a small part of the joy I experienced as a child with the animals I collected and studied. He has his own kind of joy.


[image: ]

High school was a challenging time for me. Some of those challenges eventually led me into my lifetime passion and career as the pet keeper, while others literally threw me to the ground. In high school, my friend Russell introduced me to my earliest mentor, Gerald Durrell. Here was a man who knew and understood animals, who had his own zoo, who wrote books, and who lived his life with and for animals.

My real life meant that most of the other kids teased me about my fascination with animals. It didn’t help that I was skinny, had long hair, and wore glasses. The perfect target for bullies.

One particular group frequently harassed me on my way home from school and at the local hangout on Midland Street, about four blocks from my house. Mostly it was verbal taunts and name-calling, but on one occasion the attack was all-out physical. I had one ally. His name was Pancho.

Pancho was a Mexican Red-Headed Amazon parrot who frequently followed me to school, along with some of my pigeons and other parrots—as had my crow, Poe. It wasn’t uncommon for my birds to fly loose in the neighborhood, and no one thought anything about it. It wasn’t so much that Pancho was intentionally protective; like other parrots he was curious about where I was going and what I was doing. On this particular day, I was on my way to the hangout on Midland when I heard the approach of tires behind me on the sidewalk. Bike tires. Stingray bike tires, specifically, and riding those bikes hard were the bullies who most disliked me. They had beaten me up before, although never badly enough to send me to the hospital, and I had become stoic about the random attacks. Like the birds I had come to understand, I accepted random acts; that acceptance was part of their genetic makeup and mine.

Screech! The bikes came to a halt and three guys were on me like the proverbial stink on s—t. I curled into a fetal position to mitigate the blows, waiting for the barrage to be over. Then I heard a scream. It wasn’t mine.

I looked up to see Pancho on the ground next to the boy’s feet. Apparently, Pancho had decided to fly down from the trees and see what was going on. An Amazon parrot, like all parrots, will fluff up and spread its wings and tail when excited, so as to appear much bigger than it really is. Then, of course, there is the beak. For someone who doesn’t know birds, and the bullies definitely didn’t know birds, this sight must have been terrifying. Here was this agitated bird dashing madly around their feet. They had no way of knowing what kind of damage this bird could cause, and … it could fly. I watched from the ground as they scrambled toward their bikes, jumped on, and took off at
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