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Doctor Dolittle, Sherlock Holmes, Paddington Bear and, possibly, Jeeves of ‘and Wooster’ fame are members of that rare breed of British fictional character: those who have taken on a life of their own, away from the pages of a book, to become embedded in the psyche of the nation. Even if they know little else about him, most have heard of the doctor who could ‘talk to the animals’.

John Dolittle MD was the creation of Hugh Lofting. Born on 14 January 1866 in Maidenhead, Surrey, Lofting was the son of an Irish mother and an English father. His parents, Elizabeth and John, were both Catholics, and Hugh was one of six children (five boys and one girl). From eight to eighteen he attended Mount Saint Mary, a Catholic boarding school, but very little is known about his time there.

Hugh had enjoyed writing from an early age and was interested in the possibility of pursuing it as a career, but his parents had other ideas. They felt it important that their sons have respectable careers with dependable incomes. Lofting, therefore, decided to train as a civil engineer, focusing on architecture.

In 1904, he travelled to the United States to enrol at Massachusetts Institute of Technology and returned to England in 1906, to finish his training at London Polytechnic. But his love for writing had not waned and throughout his college years he’d found time to write short stories and plays.

In 1907, Lofting had earned his degree and began working as an architect, for a while, at least. He then prospected for gold in Canada, where he also operated as a surveyor. This was swiftly followed, over the next two years, by his working as a railway engineer in West Africa and Cuba. Though turning his hand to many things in many places, none seemed to bring him any real satisfaction.

By 1912 Hugh Lofting was back in the United States with the firm conviction that he’d given engineering a fair crack of the whip, and that it was not for him. In the same year, he married Flora Small, and was writing in earnest; sending short stories and articles to a variety of magazines. Hugh and Flora had two children, Colin and Elizabeth. Then came the outbreak of the First World War. Although Hugh Lofting proposed to spend the rest of his life in the United States, he chose not to become a naturalized American Citizen. Instead, he remained British and, as a British subject, felt it important to play his part in the war after its outbreak in 1914.

Initially, he worked for the British Ministry of Information in its New York office, where he felt that his writing was put to good use in the propaganda war against Germany. At that time, it was also considered important to encourage the United States to join the war on the side of Britain and its allies (which it did in 1917).

Lofting joined the Irish Guards regiment of the British Army in 1916, and regularly wrote to his children from the trenches of France and Flanders. However, he wanted to avoid writing about the dullness of everyday soldiering (which he knew would bore them) or about the true horrors of war (which would have been enough to give anyone nightmares).

A variety of animals were employed in warfare at the time, from the officers’ horses to carrier pigeons, and Hugh Lofting was saddened by their treatment. Loved though they might have been by the soldiers who cared for them, an injured horse would, for example, be shot rather than treated for its wounds. So Lofting imagined a doctor who decided that it was equally as important to care for animal patients as human ones. He was, quite literally, for the underdog. It surely follows that the best way for such a doctor to relate to his patients would be to learn their languages. And so, Doctor Dolittle was born on the pages of Lofting’s letters home, the ongoing story embellished with his simple drawings.

In a war with casualties reaching 41 million by its end, Lofting was badly injured in 1917 by shrapnel from a grenade, but wasn’t discharged and sent home to the US until 1919.

He and his family relocated from New York to Connecticut. It was here that Hugh Lofting was finally able to commit to writing fiction full-time. Encouraged by Flora and the children, he turned Doctor Dolittle from a character in letters from the trenches into the hero of a book, and The Story of Doctor Dolittle was born.

Funny and charming, Lofting’s – and, therefore, Dolittle’s – love of animals shines through. This is a story that wears its heart on its sleeve. A manuscript was completed in 1920 and published by Alfred A. Stokes in the same year, containing Hugh Lofting’s distinctive and (generally) charming illustrations as well as his words. The story was primarily a series of events following in quick succession in exotic locations, peopled by animals and with the good doctor at its heart. It was full of exuberance, humour, compassion and hope and was well received by a readership wearied by the horrors of war. (Its full – and rather splendid and amusing – title was The Story of Doctor Dolittle: Being the History of His Peculiar Life at Home and Astonishing Adventures in Foreign Parts Never Before Printed.)

The breakthrough, however, came with the publication of the second Doctor Dolittle book, The Voyage of Doctor Dolittle, in 1922. In 1923, it was awarded the prestigious Newbury Medal, given to the author of ‘the most distinguished contribution to American literature for children’ each year. Note the word ‘American’. It’s ironic to think that Doctor Dolittle and his hometown Puddleby-on-the-Marsh – both as English as English can be – were created in the trenches, in some foreign field, and mostly written in the United States. Later, during the Second World War and beyond, P. G. Wodehouse was to write a number of his quintessentially English comic novels when in self-imposed exile. (In Wodehouse’s case, a few Americanisms did creep into his language.)

It can clearly be seen in The Voyage of Doctor Dolittle that Lofting had grown as a writer. The novel is less episodic and more structured than the first; the animal characters are more developed than before; and Doctor Dolittle himself has become even more fantastical. Probably the biggest difference, however, was the introduction of young Tommy Stubbins. Now children reading, or being read, the adventures had a counterpart to relate to more closely.

In 1924, the children’s novel Doctor Aybolit by Korney Chukovsky appeared in Russian bookstores, ‘Aybolit’ meaning ‘Ouch [it] hurts’. Chukovsky freely admitted that his doctor was loosely based on the Doctor Dolittle stories, crediting Lofting in the early editions, but this interpretation of the character became an entity of his own, becoming part of Russian culture. What is it about a doctor able to communicate with his animal patients?

Such was the success of The Voyage of Doctor Dolittle, Hugh Lofting went on to write a further four books before his wife, Flora, died in 1927. (He had a book a year published from 1922 to 1928.

In 1928, Lofting remarried but this, too, ended in tragedy. His second wife, Katherine Harrower, died of flu within a matter of months. He didn’t write another Doctor Dolittle book until 1933, with The Return of Doctor Dolittle, considered by many to be the last of the ‘quality’ Dolittle stories. In 1935, he married for the third and final time. He and his new bride, Josephine Fricker, moved to Topanga, California, where their son, Christopher, was born in 1937. Having seen such horrors as a soldier in the ‘Great War’, which had been thought by many to be ‘the war to end all wars’, Lofting was greatly saddened and depressed by the outbreak of the Second World War, a fact reflected in his (then unpublished) writing. Hugh Lofting died in Santa Monica, California, in 1947.

Lofting’s characters, however, have lived on. Doctor Dolittle has been portrayed on screen on more than one occasion, starting with a silent animated German short in 1928. He most famously appeared in the 1967 film musical Doctor Dolittle – based on events in three of the books – where he was played by Rex Harrison. The film was not a critical success, receiving generally poor reviews, and is probably most memorable for its realization of the pushmi-pullyu, a llama-like creature with a head at either end. The song ‘Talk to the Animals’, written by Leslie Bricusse and sung/ spoken by Rex Harrison in the film, did however win an Oscar for Best Original Song.

One of the more interesting footnotes to this 1967 musical version – beyond the use of 1,200 animals – was the off-screen ‘terrorist’ role played by Ranulph Fiennes, who later became one of the ‘world’s greatest twentieth-century explorers’. Film studio 20th Century Fox had dammed a stream outside Castle Comb in Wiltshire in order to raise the water levels to make the town seem like a port. This upset many local residents, who felt their complaints were being ignored. Fiennes, then a twenty-two-year-old soldier in the elite SAS, took the matter into his own hands. He blew up the dam, resulting in damage to the film set. A sympathetic judged fined him £500 but didn’t send him to jail.

An animated television series of Doctor Dolittle, produced by DePatie-Freleng (in association with 20th Century Fox) was aired on British television in the early 1970s, running for just seventeen episodes. It used an upbeat, catchier version of ‘Talk to the Animals’ for its theme tune.

The doctor’s next on-screen incarnation came in 1998, with comedian Eddie Murphy in the title role. Beyond the fact that he was a doctor who could talk to animals – and a brief appearance of the pushmipullyu – the film bore little, if any, resemblance to the books. More successful than the 1967 musical, this version resulted in no less than four sequels (though some did go ‘straight to video’). Robert Downey Jr is set to reprise the role in 2019.

*

It is significant that, in such a lighthearted and jolly tale, Lofting chose the Cat’s-meat-Man as the human patient to suggest to Doctor Dolittle that he give up being a people-doctor and become an animal-doctor instead. Doctor Dolittle starts the book as a well-heeled, well-admired pillar of society but, the more time he devotes to his multitude of pets, the less time he has for humans, and more well-to-do patients take their ailments elsewhere, in droves. The Cat’s-meat-Man




Turn the page for more fun with Doctor Dolittle
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Quiz

Now that you’ve read The Story of Doctor Dolittle, can you answer the following questions about his adventure?
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1. Where does Doctor Dolittle live?

a) Puddleby-on-the-Marsh

b) Oxford

c) France

2. Which of his animals teaches the Doctor to speak the language of animals?

a) Jip the dog

b) Polynesia the parrot

c) Too-Too the owl



3. What is the name of

Doctor Dolittle’s monkey?

a) Rex

b) Barbara

c) Chee-Chee

4. Why does Doctor Dolittle decide to travel to Africa?

a) For a holiday

b) To visit some family

c) To help cure the sick monkeys




5. How do Doctor Dolittle and his animals get to Africa?

a) By plane

b) By train

c) By boat
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6. Where do the Doctor and his animals hide when the king’s men are searching for them?

a) In a big hollow tree

b) In a hut

c) Under a pile of clothes
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7. What present do the monkeys give Doctor Dolittle?

a) A big pile of fruit

b) An iguana

c) A pushmi-pullyu

8. Which of Doctor Dolittle’s animals is always crying?

a) Gub-Gub the pig

b) Dab-Dab the duck

c) Jip the dog




9. Why do the rats warn Doctor Dolittle to leave the boat?

a) Because they think he should stay and live on the island

b) Because they think the ship is sinking

c) Because they want to live on the boat by themselves




10. How do they eventually find the little boy’s uncle?

a) Jip smells where he is

b) Gub-Gub hears where he is

c) Dab-Dab sees where he is
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Answers: 1-a, 2-b, 3-c, 4-c, 5-c, 6-a, 7-c, 8-a, 9-b, 10-a
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