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Foreword

The circus! It appeals to the kid in all of us. Here, now, is the story about a unique family who left a permanent mark in the history of circus lore.

Emil and Catherine Pallenberg were my grandparents. Catherine, my Oma, retired from circus life in 1947 and became an avid golfer and gardener. Emil, my Opa, retired seven years later – shortly after I was born. In retirement he enjoyed pinochle, fishing and competitive chess and is known to have, at least once, checkmated an international champ. And although there were no longer bears living next door to our home in Clinton, Connecticut, I grew up immersed in wonderful stories about Oma and Opa’s lives in the circus, both here and abroad. Even my name, Dibirma, which is the same as my mother’s, is derived from the names of my grandmothers’ three closest circus friends – whose identities you will discover as you read their story.

Working on this book with a noted author and researcher, we unearthed original documentation, which has given me new insight and perspective into their lives and careers.

So, in loving memory of my grandparents, I am passing this history of love and adventure on to you and future generations of circus lovers.

Dibirma Jean Burnham

Clinton, Connecticut 2022
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Dibirma Jean Burnham with her Oma and Opa in 1953





Wonder Bears – From the Beginning

Josef, Emil and Christian Pallenberg were brothers from Cologne, Germany who came from a well-known, artistic family. They were the nephews of Johann Heinrich Pallenberg, an artist, carpenter and furniture manufacturer and supplier to the royal Prussian court – and three of the six children of Maria Pallenberg and her husband, Johann, an interior decorator and gilder, who worked on the Eiffel Tower.

Josef, the eldest of Maria and Johann Pallenberg’s children, was extremely interested in animals from an early age. Following a visit to the Cologne zoo, when he was six, Josef was inspired to begin drawing animals and shortly thereafter, attempted to make models of them as well. He experimented at reconstructing the skeletons of dead animals, which he first boiled in his mother’s saucepans. These experiments were the predecessor of a studio that would become filled with skeletons and castings from nature. In 1899, when he was seventeen, Josef enrolled at the Academy of Fine Art in Düsseldorf, where he first studied drawing, but soon switched to the sculpture class of Karl Janssen. In 1902, while still a student, his sculpture, ‘Boar hunt’ brought him critical acclaim when it was recommended for a gold medal at the Great Industrial Trade Fair in Düsseldorf.

Thereafter, Josef left Düsseldorf ’s Academy of Fine Art for the Berlin Zoological Garden, where he’d found a supporter and sponsor in Ludwig Heck, a German zoologist who served as the zoo’s director -- and had previously worked at the zoo in Josef ’s hometown of Cologne. During this period, Josef created a large number of impressive animal sculptures, which brought him to the attention of Carl Hagenbeck, a German merchant who supplied wild animals to many European zoos, as well as to P. T. Barnum. In 1906, Hagenbeck, founder of Tierpark Hagenbeck, a privately owned zoo in Hamburg, Germany, commissioned Josef to produce bronze animals for that zoo’s entrance gate – and along with Josef, created the modern zoo, with animal enclosures without bars. After Josef designed the entrance gate in Hamburg, Hagenbeck commissioned him to create life-sized sculptures of dinosaurs. With the help of his brothers Emil and Christian, he cast several enormous beasts in concrete, forming a park of prehistoric animals.

Over the years that followed, Josef Pallenberg traveled worldwide. In the United States, he studied the animals at the zoos in Cincinnati and Detroit. And in the 1930s, he designed the exterior of the giraffe and hippopotamus houses at Detroit’s zoo, which in fact, was the first Zoological Society in the United States to make extensive use of bar-less exhibits.

But the Wonder Bear story began years earlier. Teenage Emil, and his brother Christian, used to hang out at their older brother Josef ’s studio at the Cologne Zoological Garden. At the time, Josef owned lions, leopards, pumas and bears and suggested to his brothers that they should go ahead and “see what they could do in training these animals to do stunts not done before”. But according to Emil, “it was not long before we discovered that an act of this kind was too costly and would not be profitable.”

Thus, they changed to a less costly act, which included three bears, one wild llama, baboons and two dogs. Their first booking was to be in Nance, France, but when they got to the border found they could not enter France with the wild llama “on account of the hoof and mouth disease”. So they started the engagement without the llama and found that their salary, “which was already very little, was cut in half on account the wild llama was missing” from the act.

After that engagement, Emil and Christian returned to Cologne and Josef ’s studio at the zoo, in order to learn more about animals and their attributes and to rebuild their act. In the meantime, Josef had concluded from his study of various animals’ anatomy, that it would be possible to train a bear to ride a bicycle. Thus, Emil and Christian’s new act had only two bears - Ella and Tona. The act was billed as Pallenberg Bears and as such, they were the first to show a bear riding a bicycle during an engagement in Altona, Germany.

Emil and Christian had bought Ella, and then, Tona, as cubs and they were so small when purchased, that they each arrived at Cologne in something similar to a bird cage. The Pallenberg brothers housed Ella
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