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Author’s Note




The story of Modoc is true. When writers attempt to write a story based on the truth, they must first take all that they themselves have seen and know it to be a fact. Next comes research and documented proof which may—or may not—be true. And, finally, there is “hearsay”—that which people tell you is factual. All this is put in a bowl, mashed and ground, and spread onto the pages in as close a semblance as possible. Then a little (poetic) political license is taken.

Therefore, the story of Modoc is true—at least as far as I know. It’s the best I could do.
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ON A GRAY, FOGGY MORNING THEY CAME, rising on the cold north winds from the icy peaks, sweeping across the timber land into the gray, misty valleys of the Black Forest…baby sounds! Somewhere below the fog layer, the insistent wails of a baby could be heard, their temerity as if from Mother Earth herself.

And then another voice arose. Deeper, brassy, trumpety, but still a…baby sound. It, too, was whisked away through the thermals, swirling and dashing about until it met its kin. A quiet moment hung over all. Then, together, they joined—the wailing and trumpeting became one. They drifted over the countryside, beyond the river, across the corn rows and the desolate fields of last summer’s picking.

The first sunlight of the morning bathed the chilly Hagendorf Valley with its burnt ochre sphere. It seemed to rest, but for a moment, at the foot of Olymstroem Mountain upon a rather small but quaint old German farm. It was from there both baby sounds emanated.

A rutted dirt road snaked up the center of the farm, separating the pale yellow German-Swiss style two-story house from the large, old, rock and timber barn. The barn’s rock supports had tumbled down at every corner, resembling small volcanoes with boulders spewed in all directions. The rotting wood structure seemed to be part of the earth itself, and spoke bluntly of the many years of winter storms it had survived.

Circus paraphernalia lay everywhere. A huge old wooden circus wagon, its hitch buried deep, wheels dug into the mud from years before, showed chips of red and gold paint still visible on its frame. Pieces of candy-striped tent hung over the barn’s windows. A broken ticket booth lay in shambles, its GENERAL ADMISSION sign still hanging from the roof. Chickens, geese, a few pigs ran free around the dwellings. This was the Gunterstein farm.

The baby sounds had separated. From the second-story window of the house only the soft crying of an infant could be heard. Hannah, the midwife, an exceedingly large and buxom woman, finished powdering the infant’s behind. After bundling him in a soft, warm blue blanket, she handed the baby boy to his mother. Katrina Gunterstein gently took her firstborn. A pretty woman in her early forties, the daughter of a dirt farmer, Katrina had a wide strong jaw and a high forehead that spoke well of her inherited German peasant stock. Kissing his bright pink cheeks, she opened her nightgown and offered the baby her full breast. The touch of the infant’s tiny mouth on her nipple sent a ripple of pure ecstasy through her body.

“Oh, Josef! This is a boy to be proud of. Is he not wonderful?” She looked through tears of joy at her husband, who stood at her bedside.

Josef was the epitome of a proud father gazing down at his infant son. His slender body and chiseled high cheekbones made him appear much taller than his six-foot frame. Katrina had found the man of her dreams in Josef, a quiet, gentle man of the Jewish faith. After many failed attempts during their ten years of marriage, they were now blessed with a marvelous boy child. Although his blond hair and features came from the strong Nordic side of Katrina’s family, he had the sweet and gentle warmth that radiated so strongly from Josef’s heritage. They named him Bram, after Josef’s father.

“The boy’s going to make a fine elephant trainer,” said Josef, his eyes full of anticipation.

Josef, as his father years before him, worked for a small village circus in the nearby town of Hasengrossck. He was a trainer, a trainer of animals. More precisely, Josef was a trainer of elephants. At times Katrina thought he loved the elephants more than he loved her, but better it be animals, she thought with a smile, than another woman. Besides, this love for animals was what made him the wonderful, caring man he was.

An ear-splitting trumpet shocked them out of their bliss. Realizing there was another baby to celebrate, Josef kissed his wife, the infant, and, in his excitement, even Hannah, and dashed downstairs, embarrassed at the mistake he had just made.

He felt a chill in the air as he stepped out on the porch. As morning broke, the earth’s shadows eased their way down the mountains. Winter had worn out its welcome and spring was pushing the flowers up in the meadows. By the look of things it was going to be a wonderful day. Josef hugged himself briskly to keep out the cold and headed for the barn. Swinging open the large, creaky barn door, he stepped inside.

The scent of alfalfa, oat hay, and saddle soap, and the pungent odor of elephant stool in the damp musty air greeted Josef’s nostrils. Bale upon bale of hay was neatly stacked against one side of the wall and formed large rectangular steps leading to the very top of the barn. From there one could touch the huge rafters that held the old structure together. On the opposite side of the barn were animal stalls, tack, and feed rooms. Inside the spacious tack room, the leather horse saddles, bridles, and halters had been buffed and polished to a high sheen. The brass buckles, D-rings, and cinches all sparkled, each piece having its appropriate place.

Hanging in an area of their own were huge elephant cinches and girth straps. A large elephant headpiece straddled a wire-and-cloth dummy elephant head. Heavy chains, clevises, a large coil of rope, and various elephant hooks and shackles were neatly laid out on rough-cut wooden shelves. Adjoining stalls housed the farm horses, goats, pigs, and milk cows.

Silhouetted in the rays of the early morning sunlight filtering through the large open doors at the rear of the barn was a giant living form. Vapors rose from the monolithic body, spiraling up to the single hooded lamp hanging from a rafter high above in a feeble attempt to light the area below. The form had a strange resemblance to the locomotives hissing and steaming in the darkened train barn at Frankfurt station, waiting to be hitched to a long line of boxcars.

“Curpo, are you there?” Josef’s voice echoed in the cavernous barn.

Out of the shadows emerged a small hunchbacked man, barely four feet high, with a chin as prominent as the hump on his back. He wore a pair of leather shorts, high-top shoes, and a gold chain around his neck, from which hung the small tip of an elephant tusk. He was bare to the waist. His strong body, covered with the sweat and blood from his latest chore, accentuated his powerful arms and torso. Wiping his bloody hands on the towel draped over his shoulder, he swaggered out from between the elephant’s legs.

“I’m under ’ere, boss, with the punk,” he replied in a high-pitched, raspy Cockney accent.

As Josef approached he heard a couple of short chirps and a raspberry. A grin crossed his face as he circled around, patting the mother elephant’s huge wrinkled rump. Emma responded with a low rumble.

“My, my, would you look at this?”

The same expression he had had for his son now crossed his face as he beamed at the tottering baby elephant. Still wet from her mother’s womb, the fragile infant stood on her tiptoes, reaching up to the huge teats full of milk. Curpo handed Josef a towel. Squatting down at the side of the little punk, they gently proceeded to dry her soft gray body.


“She’s a real beauty, she is,” said Curpo.

The little elephant was so small that even Curpo could look over her back. The baby nursed on her mother, slopping and guzzling as milk oozed down the side of her mouth. Her tiny trunk, some ten inches long, curled up in the air, staying out of the way for this most important activity of her first day.

Josef settled back, leaning against one of Emma’s massive legs. He felt at peace with the world. Curpo had toweled off his own sweaty body and was putting on his undershirt.

“I ’eard about the baby, boss—I mean, t’other one. Congratulations to you and the missus.”

“It must be one of those special happenings that has a mystical meaning, Curpo, to have my son born on the same day, let alone the same hour, as the baby elephant.”

“Amuugghh,” Curpo mumbled, having gotten his hump stuck while trying to put on his shirt. Josef smiled as he reached over and pulled it down.

“I always wanted a boy and a girl, Curpo, and now I have them both.”

The baby elephant had stopped nursing on Emma and was now trying to nurse on Curpo’s pointed chin.

“Let’s not get started on the wrong foot ’ere, youngster,” said Curpo, gently guiding the baby back to her mother’s teat.

Josef grinned, “She’s going to be the best, Curpo—the very best.”
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“MORNING, HERR GOBEL.”

Josef always made it a point to stand in front of the elephant tent each morning as the owner passed by making his rounds. Herr Gobel’s short, fat frame and waddling walk always reminded Josef of a penguin.

“Good morning to you, Josef, and how is our little one doing this morning? Growing nicely, is she?”

Josef feared Herr Gobel. He was an old man set in his ways, and though Josef, like his father, had worked many years for the circus, he knew anything that happened out of the ordinary could change Gobel into a most intolerable person.

“The baby’s doing quite well, sir, as is Emma.” Then, as an afterthought, “I told the keepers to have the first fresh cutting of hay delivered to my farm directly from the fields. It will keep Emma in good rich milk.”


“That’s good thinking, Josef. It’s why I chose for you to care for my Emma during her pregnancy and rearing of the baby, huh!” Gobel put his arm around Josef. “There’ll be a few extra shekels in your pay envelope each week, unless of course a problem develops, yah, Josef?”

Josef flushed at Gobel’s condescending attitude. Afraid his anger might show, he lowered his head and turned toward the elephants.

“Now then, I’m off,” said Herr Gobel, patting his round belly. “The best to your wife and baby Bram.” Gobel turned and headed toward the big top, using his cane to strike at any papers or trash in his way.

Josef had plans to make Emma’s baby the best trained elephant the world had ever seen. If anyone could do it, he could. His whole family was circus, and the last three generations were all elephant trainers. They had handed down all their secrets and methods, and Josef, as inheritor of that knowledge, felt he had the capability to make her the greatest. Someday, when Bram was older and had learned all that Josef had to teach, she would be turned over to him, and he’d follow in his father’s footsteps.



Rarely has war, weather, or the economy prevented the circus from performing. “The Show Must Go On” became the word, better yet, the unwritten law, and rare was the day it wasn’t adhered to. The circus has been part of the human tradition for thousands of years.

When one is at the circus, the blazing colors of red and gold; the oom-pah-pah of the calliope; the pungent odor of the animals, cotton candy, hot buttered popcorn; the sideshow barker with his “Step right up, ladies and gentlemen,” all create a fantasy that can become real if one lets the youth within come out to play. The impossible becomes reality. Beyond the wonderment, the surprises and excitement cause a release of pent-up emotions. Time seems to stop. Troubles leave the mind. This is where romance begins. Young and old, in their own way, are swept up in this panacea of delight. The young sit amazed at the “torso” woman and marvel at the arena acts, while the elderly wonder how she goes to the toilet and wait to see if the lions or tigers will attack their trainer.

The Wunderzircus was of average size, consisting of a performance tent, also known as the big top; a menagerie tent; six sideshow tents; half a dozen food stands; trucks and various trailers; and all the paraphernalia that encompass the making of a circus. Everything was painted in the customary striped bright gold and red with a touch of black and white for accent. The big top held three or four hundred people, including standing room, and was the largest tent in the circus. Four huge support poles ran in a row lengthwise down the middle of the tent. A circle of railroad ties formed the center ring. Within the circle, a thick layer of sawdust had been spread. Nearby lay sections of neatly stacked steel bars that later formed the big cat arena. One could see for miles the huge red letters printed across the top of the tent: WUNDERZIRCUS, and below in smaller print, THE GREATEST SHOW IN THE WORLD.

The menagerie tent housed the animals, and though some had a natural hostility toward one another, they all seemed to share a mutual respect and compatibility.

The relationship between the trainers and animals was, to say the least, different from that in any other circus. The credit was Josef’s. Following in his father’s footsteps, he schooled each trainer in a unique style of training his family had developed many years ago.

Respected and admired by all, his way with animals was seen in the gentleness and love the animals and the trainers had for one another. He based his teaching on love, not fear. In fact, an enormous amount of love and patience, interlaced with eating, cleaning, and sometimes even sleeping together, bound them together affectionately. The animals were constantly being bathed, touched, and preened. There seemed to be no separation between the two-legged and the four-legged—but common sense was always practiced and never forgotten. The trainers knew that the animals, because of their wild heritage, had a potential for becoming dangerous.

Three elephants, two camels, three llamas, six goats, one bear, two tigers, one lion, three chimpanzees, and one very large python were the extent of Wunderzircus collection. Other than the snake, all were trained to do their own routines, like jumping on, over, or under various pedestals and hoops, or riding on each other’s backs.

Karno had been a gift from a visiting Russian official. The hefty six-hundred-pound Russian brown bear was to have been used only for exhibition, as he had attacked his previous trainer and was not to be trusted. However, when Josef saw Karno, his experience told him that his aggression had been caused by fear training, a form of brutality. He put his old friend and seasoned trainer Himmel Theiss in charge, knowing Himmel had the love and patience to win Karno over from his days of torment. Once the major breakthrough of trust between the two was established, Karno’s desire to please, coupled with his high intelligence, had him performing many difficult acts, including, for the finale, a spirited dance step with Himmel. It was not unusual to find the two of them huddled together on the cold winter nights.

Luki, Helyn, and Baby Oscar, three chimps who were an actual family (Baby Oscar had been born last year), performed an old-fashioned slapstick routine, and their gaiety was the fun spot of the circus.

Equally loved was their trainer, Appelle, better known as Appelle the Clown. The chimps considered him a member of their family. Many times when Helyn didn’t get enough sleep because of little Oscar’s restlessness, she would pass the baby chimpanzee to him to care for while she caught a few winks.

Appelle was never seen out of his costume. Those around him never seemed to notice. The heavy creases in his hangdog face were filled with the colored greasepaint that accentuated the deep crevices in his face, but his face, always sad, deep-lined, and soulful, needed little makeup. He never smiled. The funniest situation left him with a steady glare as though he was considering it, and then he would simply turn away and busy himself with some duty or other. It was this unique way of looking at the world that caused the roar of laughter from the crowd. Those who knew him were never sure whether he felt he was funny or not. It was as though he sensed the sadness in all things, and people, feeling self-conscious, laughed. A strange man to be associated with the most humorous animals of all.

Sultan and Patrina, two Bengal tigers, along with Leo the African lion, thrilled their audience, chilling them as they roared and snarled during their performance. Heinz Shmitz, the big cat trainer, never used a whip, gun, or chair in his act. The animals performed for him because they wanted to, not because they were forced to. Their rewards were a favorite tidbit, pats, hugs, and kisses.

Heinz also appeared as Hercules, the World’s Strongest Man, in the sideshow, lifting enormous weights and posing his glistening, rippling muscles for photos.

Josef and his elephants were the most beloved act of all. Emma, because of her size and intelligence, took the center position. To her left was Krono, a younger male bull elephant. To Emma’s right was Tina, a timid, smallish elephant who, try as she may, was always a step off or a beat ahead of the music. Their act consisted of sit-ups, graceful waltzes, hopping, skipping, and headstands. With the roll of the drums came the finale. Emma reared up, her trunk held in a triumphant arch. Tina and Krono would rear up on either side, placing their front feet on Emma’s shoulders. Finally Josef carefully climbed from his position on Emma’s neck to the top of her head, where he would stand, precariously balanced, hands held high. The applause was always thunderous.

Because of the recent delivery of Emma’s baby, the act had gone on without her until the day she could join the routine again.

A few small kiosks sold wiener schnitzels, popcorn, candy, and sodas. About twenty roustabouts tended to cleanup duties, moving animal wagons, feeding the animals, making repairs, and doing whatever miscellaneous work was necessary.

All members of the Wunderzircus family loved the circus; they looked out for one another and took pride in giving the public a great show. Four times a year the entire circus moved to a new location so people in other areas could enjoy their performances. During these times the hustle and bustle, although tough work, was pure joy for them. The true sense of the circus could be felt everywhere, and throughout the countryside people were humming the oom-pah-pah of the calliope.

Winters were the most difficult. Cold and wet weather kept everybody indoors, and those were the days when word spread of impending disaster.

“Did you hear about old man Gobel? He’s dying, you know…yeah, selling the circus to some rich European.”

Sometimes the rumor was that the old man didn’t have any money and was selling the animals to pay his debts. None of the trainers owned his own animals, as the cost to buy and maintain them was beyond his means.

“What will become of us and the animals?”

These were the scariest of thoughts and affected all the trainers, but none so badly as Josef. The thought of Emma and her baby being sold, or, for that matter, any of his elephants being sold, was enough to set off his ulcers, but with the coming of each new spring, something would happen to right the situation.



Josef always knew what he would call the new baby elephant. As a small boy he remembered sitting on his own father’s lap by the fireplace, watching the smoke from Bram’s pipe swirl in the air, creating grotesque shapes and images. He listened to his father tell him a story he’d never forgotten, the story of a great elephant.

“This Indian elephant,” his father began, “was the biggest ever seen! Why, she must have weighed five tons, and stood twelve feet tall, yet she was gentle as a mouse. But,” his father said, “even though she had been known to pull, push, and carry more than any other elephant, the only thing that made her so famous was that she could perform her entire, intricate act without a trainer.”

“Without a trainer?” questioned young wide-eyed Josef. “That’s impossible! How did she know what to do? How could she remember in what order to put everything?”

“Well, son, this was no ordinary elephant. It is said that one in every ten thousand elephants is special…very special. They have something happening in their heads. Something we humans wouldn’t understand, but they know the ways of Man.”

“What was her name, Father?” asked Josef.

Josef’s father put down the pipe and gazed into the crackling fire before them. “Modoc, son. Modoc—the greatest elephant that ever lived.”

Josef never forgot what his father had told him. He knew in his heart that his father had trained Modoc, and he felt his great sadness in the pain of remembering. Josef’s father never told him what happened to Modoc, but he believed that Emma’s baby was one of those special elephants. Down deep, Josef believed Modoc’s spirit still lived and was waiting to be reborn—to live again through Emma’s baby.
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DURING THE SLOW SEASON CURPO was allowed to take care of things at the farm while Josef worked at the circus. A most unusual choice, the world’s largest land animal working with one of the smallest humans. The slightest wrong move of Emma’s leg, a misjudgment of space to lie down…but the elephants loved Curpo and judged their movements with great care. They seemed to treat him as their young. Josef had always liked Curpo. He knew the possible danger that Curpo’s smallness could bring, but he also knew that he could trust him, that he was a dependable man and above all someone who loved pachyderms.

Emma responded well and completely trusted him with her baby. She became accustomed to Curpo’s size, and if he got under foot, she would gently nudge him to one side. On one occasion, in a moment of impatience, Emma picked Curpo up, depositing him in a pile of loose hay.


“Such disrespect!” he yelled, brushing the hay from his clothes. Emma never hurt Curpo; it was as if she treated him as an equal, rather than a superior, and didn’t mind showing it.

Each morning after the sun sufficiently warmed up the valley, Curpo untied Emma’s leg chain, which bound her during the nighttime hours.

“Guten Morgen to both of you now. ’Tis a fine day, and perfect for our walk in the forest.”

Baby Modoc had taken a special liking to Curpo from the start. Shaking the straw from her bed, she squealed with delight, running around her mother’s legs, hooting with all her might. Picking up his bull hook, a device used to control and train elephants, Curpo led them out of the barn.

“Come down!” Curpo commanded in his best authoritative voice. Emma, always well disciplined, bent her hind feet into a crouch. Then, taking small steps until she was sphinxlike, she curled her trunk high in the air and allowed her tonnage gently to roll to the side. The punk stood obediently close to Emma’s head, occasionally touching the tip of her trunk to her mother’s tongue for security. While Emma’s eye watched from its unique position, Curpo, rolling up his sleeves, placed a push broom against her neck, threw a putty scraper, a large heavy sponge, and a penknife on her back. Emptying a bottle of hydrogen peroxide into the bucket, he attached a rope to it and threw the other end up on her back. Turning on the water from a nearby faucet, and armed with the hose, he climbed on Emma’s huge barrel foot. Straddling it, he issued a command of “Foot!” Emma quickly raised her foot, allowing Curpo to slide down her leg and belly.

Pulling up the broom and bucket of peroxide, he went to work with the hose, spraying and brushing the huge field of wrinkled skin. No crevice was overlooked. Her giant ear waved back and forth, almost knocking Curpo off her neck, but he hung on, cleaning and scrubbing.

Next came the scraper. Curpo dug and poked at each little cut, slit, abrasion, and insect bite. Pus, where present, was extracted. He poured a small amount of peroxide into each wound, causing a thin vapor of heat to rise. Not an untreated spot existed when he was done. Curpo closely examined each toenail for any sign of breakage, tearing, or ingrown problems that he could report to Josef.

During these times Emma was in ecstasy. She loved the care and fussing and was anxious to have the program repeated on the other side. She was given hay, along with her morning treats of bread, apples, oranges, potatoes, and any other available fruit or vegetables. Topping it off was a five-gallon can of grain consisting of oats, barley, and molasses. Morning ended with her being led to an open vat of fresh water for her trunk to suck up or splash about, according to her wishes.

During Emma’s breakfast, Katrina would bring little Bram down so he could see and get used to elephants. From the beginning, Bram never had any fear of the giants. He looked forward each morning to the visit with great expressions of glee, exploding in giggles and laughter.

By noon, as the sun rose high overhead, Curpo would lower Emma into her sphinx position again. Leaning a tall thin ladder against her side, he’d climb up astride her neck, from where all elephants are controlled by their mahouts or trainers, and pull the ladder up after him. He sat on a woven rattan mat that was tied to her neck by a single strand of heavy rope. Since his legs were too short to straddle the neck, the mat helped stabilize him, as he could put his feet into the weave. From there, with the help of the bull hook, he could control her every move.

They moved out, one huge pachyderm, one very small person, and one very, very small elephant who ran to keep up with her mother. About a quarter of a mile up the dirt road, past the cattle-grazing gate, and through the lower meadow, was a strange forest. From early spring to late fall, a phenomenon took place that made this forest like no other in Germany. The ground covering was deep and pungent with the odor of many layers of thick hot swamp grass. Pockets of steam rose from beneath the surface from an underground hot spring that sent its bubbling fingers throughout the forest. Much of the foliage was subtropical, lush and abundant. The junglelike trees were tall and massive, with ridges of roots above the ground. Thick vines with giant leaves encircled the trees, stretching their way to the top. This canopy of green covered a vast amount of the forest. Some vines found branches of nearby trees to arch across, knotting and hugging the small forest together with protective arms. This natural “tent” caused the humidity to rise, giving warmth. It was a place where all things could feel safe, and secure.

Little trails led through the thickets and crossed small meadows and glades full of ferns and brilliant green grass. These were Emma’s and Modoc’s favorite places. Curpo would turn them loose, Modoc to romp and play and explore the woods and Emma to eat the delicate greens at the forest edge.

It wasn’t long before, under Katrina’s watchful eye, Bram joined them. It was a beautiful morning; the warm breeze carried the scent of the forest and the caw of the mountain ravens. It was time. Katrina held Bram in her arms, speaking softly, reassuringly, as they approached baby Modoc.

This was an important moment, a beginning, for she knew the boy would spend his life with animals, especially elephants, and the meeting was of utmost importance. Neither the elephant nor the baby said a word. All was quiet as they looked at each other. Mo’s small trunk wormed its way up, reaching to the baby. As Bram leaned over, his little hand pulled loose from Katrina’s grasp, found its way down toward the trunk. A finger extended to meet the tip of the trunk. Bram’s expression was one of curiosity; he felt the wet tip, Modoc moved her “finger” all around Bram’s hand, sliding it across each finger and the palm. A big tickle grin spread across Bram’s face, Modoc did her elephant “chirp,” a tear glistened as it ran down Katrina’s face. All was well. The future had been written.



From then on, Bram regularly joined them in the forest, with his toddling little feet tripping and falling along with Modoc’s. They were each learning control of their bodies and minds. How to get body and mind to work together at the same time, on the same problem, was a constant challenge.

In the middle of the forest was a glade unique among all others. Large in size, it sat in an area the canopy of the forest didn’t cover. Here the sun shone brightly and warmed thousands of flower blossoms. They were called God’s Blanket, and came in every color: vivid crimson, burnt orange, sky blue, milky white, dark purple, with additional hues found only in magic places.

Bram and Modoc loved the glade. Bram would stand in the middle of the field, arms outstretched, eyes closed, inhaling the wonderful fragrance. Modoc, in her own way, would mimic him, her ears out, eyes only partly shut so she could watch Bram, trunk in the air, sucking in the sweet smell. They romped through the field, hand in trunk, both stumbling, rolling, giggling, and squeaking in their own way. Mo would drop to her chest and, pushing with her hind feet, plow up a row of the field flowers, then toss the loose ones over her head, sending a shower of brilliant colors through the air.

The two babies loved to feed each other. Standing on a log, Bram would hold the jug of milk as Modoc slurped away. Modoc’s job was much easier; she could hold the baby bottle by wrapping her trunk around it and lowering it to Bram. Sometimes she would hold it out of reach and take a quick suck on it herself, until he started to cry or yelled for his mother. Then Modoc would hurriedly push it into Bram’s mouth, in fear of being found out. Occasionally, in her haste, she would stick it in his ear or nose, which caused a bit of upset.



As the years passed, the babies grew quickly, with Modoc maturing more rapidly than Bram. At five years of age, Bram was only four feet tall and weighed forty-five pounds. Modoc was five feet tall and weighed a thousand pounds. At ten, Bram was five feet tall and weighed seventy pounds, Mo was eight feet tall and weighed thirty-five hundred pounds, yet she was still as much a youngster as Bram.


Early mornings found Modoc rocking back and forth waiting for Bram to appear so they could have breakfast together before he left for school. The first thing Bram did upon his return was run to Mo, giving her hugs and kisses. Early on, Modoc developed a special way of showing Bram her affection. She would put her trunk over Bram’s shoulder and, snaking it around his waist, hold him tight, all the while making rumbling noises. It looked quite protective.

Modoc possessed a mischievous sense of humor. Sometimes while playing she would pick Bram up and walk off with him…all Bram’s yelling wouldn’t get her to release him. She usually found a soft spot to drop him, like a nearby grass field. After, she would cock her head, lock her ears forward, lower the tip of her trunk to the ground, and emit a low guttural sound that was her way of saying, “Just kidding.” Once, in an outrageously silly mood, she dumped him in a small stream, then ran as fast as she could, kicking up her heels and trumpeting all the way back to the barn.



Josef awoke one night to hear a loud cracking and breaking noise. He ran downstairs to find Modoc racing back and forth at the front door, trumpeting, and carrying on as though possessed. She had snapped her leg chain and crashed through one of the barn doors. He had never seen her act this way before. Why? Why at the front door to the house? His mind was racing. Bram! Josef flew upstairs to Bram’s bedroom. Bram was lying stretched out diagonally on the bed, delirious, bathed in a pool of sweat.

Gathering the boy up, Josef raced downstairs, yelling for Katrina to get the truck key and a blanket. Curpo had arrived and was running toward the truck as fast as his small legs could take him. The tip of Mo’s trunk traveled up and down Bram’s prostate body as she ran alongside Josef. Curpo had the truck door open as Josef laid Bram in Katrina’s lap, and she bundled blankets around him. Mo stuck her trunk through the open window trying to touch Bram, rumbling all the while.

“He’ll be okay, Mo. Now you just get back to the barn.”

Josef, trying to believe his own words, jumped into the driver’s seat and started the truck. It sped out of the driveway with Mo trumpeting and squealing, running after it. Curpo was waiting for Mo as she dragged herself up the driveway, exhausted and depressed. Mo didn’t understand what was happening; she sensed that something was wrong and that her best friend was gone. Head low, her body trembling, she followed Curpo back to the barn.

Bram remained in the hospital for two weeks recovering from his illness. A deadly virus had chosen him for its victim, and had it not been for his quick arrival at the hospital, he might not have recovered at all. Josef didn’t bother to tell the doctor about the strange occurrence of the psychic elephant alerting the family to Bram’s illness.

The day Bram left the hospital, Josef stopped at a local farm to let him pick out Mo’s choice of fruits and vegetables. Arriving home, Josef let Bram off at the barn, knowing he’d want to be alone with Modoc. Bram quietly opened the barn door and, walking on his toes, sneaked in, hoping to surprise her. As his eyes became accustomed to the half-darkness, he saw her standing with Emma. They were munching on a bale of hay.

“Mosie!” he yelled.

Modoc stopped mid-crunch. Throwing her ears forward, she blasted a trumpet that echoed throughout the barn. Bram ran to her, spilling half the food. She caught him with her trunk and held him in her special way. From her chest came her rumble of contentment. Bram wrapped his arms around her trunk and laid his head back against her chest. He knew that she had saved his life, and he loved her deeply for it. In the back of his mind, Bram wondered how she had known he was ill.



It was Sunday. This was the day Emma was going home to the circus. Although she’d been returning most weekends to perform, it was time she went back to stay.

“But this is her home,” Bram protested, “and what about Modoc? She’s never been away from her mother for any great length of time.”


Bram, Curpo, and Josef were busy preparing the truck and trailer to transport Emma.

“Mo will be fine, and besides,” said Curpo, “she’s got you. Why, I’ve never seen an elephant love anyone the way she loves you.”

“Okay, old girl, it’s time to go,” Josef said.

Emma caught him with a flap of an ear as he guided her into the trailer. A huge pile of bananas, apples, and bread awaited her enjoyment during the trip. Bram hugged his mother and Curpo goodbye, and away they went down the dirt road, onto the main highway headed toward Hasengrossck.

Bram loved riding in the big trucks, sitting up so high he could see for miles, the sound of the big engine roaring. His father sat in complete control, his strong hands holding the wheel firmly and keeping the truck steady. Each sharp turn in the road needed his experienced touch to counterbalance Emma’s rocking motion. Her three-ton body swaying to and fro rocked the trailer. If she swayed in the same direction while going around a sharp curve, well…Josef had to be careful.

“Someday you will take my place in the circus, as my father did before me!” yelled Josef, putting an affectionate arm around Bram.

Josef had been teaching his son to be an elephant trainer since the day he was born. Bram had always wanted to follow in his footsteps, but he saw how his father suffered. The thought of working for Wunderzircus sent a shiver racing across his shoulders. Old man Gobel was a very selfish and greedy man. Though his father was one of the most important people in the circus, the uncertainty of employment, low salary, trying to make ends meet, and the possible sale of his animals kept Josef in a state of depression. There was an underlying problem that Bram could not grasp. He just knew it had something to do with them being part Jewish. Bram secretly hoped that by the time he was old enough, the circus would have another owner. He feared old man Gobel as his father did, and blamed him for his father’s occasional illness that seemed to pop up whenever Gobel would threaten to close the circus. Bram wondered if the old man would still be alive when he worked there. He quickly apologized to God for thinking such a bad thought.

Bram’s concern for his father’s ill health was not unfounded. There wasn’t a day that his ulcers weren’t hurting him, but it was the coughing that worried Bram’s mother even more. It had started about two years ago, when the circus had gone through the worst winter of its existence. Josef never left the elephants’ side, night or day, and slept on the cold dirt floor to be there if they needed him.

It was then the cough began, and it had never left him. The doctor told Josef not to smoke, but Josef continued to do so. Every night Josef was at home, Bram noticed his father meticulously peeling off the thin silver strips from the waxed paper that sealed the cigarette packets for freshness. Two packets a day, every day. For years Josef had been making a ball of the silver linings.

“Some day this will help pay for your schooling,” he explained to Bram, and well it might, for it had grown to an impressive size.

But the silver ball only reminded Bram of how much his father smoked. He wished Josef would use the silver as payment for a doctor to treat his illness.

The blast of the horn made Bram jump in his seat. He realized he’d been toying with a twig in his mouth, as though it were a cigarette, puffing and blowing out the cold winter vapors. He quickly threw it out the window.

The fall season was upon them and the countryside began to show its first sign of frost. The leaf-barren trees slept in anticipation of the winter months to come.

Josef brought the rig to a stop in the outside parking area. They lowered the ramp and slowly backed Emma down to the ground. It was wonderful to hear the sound of the calliope as it played loud and clear across the circus grounds. A good crowd was coming through the stalls, and everyone seemed in good spirits. High in the air, Charlie, the man on stilts, met the people as they thronged through the gate.

“Step right up, ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls! Come and see the tallest, strongest, and heaviest persons on earth!” called the barker. “Hello, Bram! You’re sure growing into a fine young man.”

Bram nodded with a smile and followed his father and Emma down the fairway. He felt so proud. Everybody moved aside as her three-ton body ambled past the penny arcade, across the back of the sideshow, and on to the menagerie tent. Josef gave her the order to “get in line.” Emma swung her derriere around and backed in alongside the other elephants. Then Bram fastened a leg chain on her left hind foot as Josef fastened one to her right front.

“Now, you don’t have to worry about Modoc,” said Bram. “We’ll take good care of her.” Josef said a few words to the keeper and a quick goodbye, patting Emma on the rump, and they headed back to the truck.

That evening Bram wanted to sleep in the barn with Modoc. With her mother gone, he figured she’d be lonely, if not afraid.

“How can I sleep with her in the hay?” he asked his father. “What if she forgot I was there and rolled over on me?”

“Well, if I wanted to sleep with an elephant,” he said, reminiscing about the days when he was a boy, “I should sleep head to head. Then I wouldn’t have to worry about her rolling on me.”

“But why does Emma sleep standing up, and Mo lying down?” asked Bram, loving any moments when his father might take on his role as teacher. This was his schooling, and Bram listened carefully.

“When elephants grow old they rarely lie down because of their tremendous size and weight. The circulation in their legs is restricted and could cause numbness, and if they can’t feel their legs, they are unable to stand. Fluid collects in their stomach, and eventually can cause their death. In the wild, adult elephants doze for only a few minutes at a time. Captivity changes their habits, and therefore their sleep patterns.”

Later, in the barn, Bram lay awake in the dark. The oat hay mixed with the alfalfa gave off an intoxicating aroma.

As his father suggested, he lay head to head with Mo. He had barely closed his eyes when a loud bang yanked him from sleep. Bram felt Mo’s trunk reaching in the dark, frantically trying to find him. He touched her trunk. She grabbed his hand, hard, across the wrist, and held tight.

“It’s all right, girl, just a window blown open by the wind.” He felt her nervous twitching and stroked her skin, soothing her as best he could. It was amazing to him that such a large animal could be so scared of small things, until he remembered that she was still young.

As Modoc moved a leg to scratch an itch, her leg chain clanked against the steel plates in the cement. It reminded Bram of prison: chains, steel, and concrete. He recalled when he was five, wondering how his father could be so cruel as to put a chain on an elephant, the one animal he loved more than any other. It seemed so mean! Later he was to learn that because of elephants’ incredible size and strength, they have to be controlled as best they can without putting any undue stress on them.

“No, no, the leg chains work quite well. They hang loose, don’t get in the way, and are easy to slip on and off,” his father had explained. “As for the chain, it’s like the one Curpo wears around his neck. Elephants could care less whether it is on them or not.”

Bram learned some elephants could break their leg chains if they so desired. It was only the perception of humans that made the chains appear so wrong.

By midnight the weather had turned unusually cold. Bram had a blanket to sleep in and was quite warm, but he felt Mo shivering. He knew it wasn’t just the cold, but a sense of loss for her mother. Once his own mother had traveled far away, and while she was gone young Bram had shivered every night. He figured Emma’s huge body gave off a lot of body heat that helped Modoc stay warm. He got up and, not wanting to start the electric generator that ran the heater for fear of waking the family, lit a candle. He set the candle far from the hay and pondered the situation. How does one warm a two-ton elephant? Hay! He decided to cover her with hay. Bram opened bale after bale; pitchfork after pitchfork of hay was thrown on her. He had no idea it would take so much hay. When he was done, there stood before him a mountain eight feet high. He couldn’t see Mo, but he knew that somewhere in that enormous pile was a young elephant.

“You all right, Mo?” asked Bram.

A snakelike trunk slithered out from under the edge of the hay. A stifled sneeze and a puff of dust and hay blasted out of her trunk. This time he slept with his arm wrapped around Mo’s trunk.

During the night Bram awoke again. It was unusually quiet. It was too quiet. Something was wrong. Mo wasn’t breathing. He listened again. Nothing. Was she just sleeping soundly or…or…? He sat up in a panic. Maybe something horrible had happened, like suffocating under all that hay? Bram reached down and gently pinched the tip of her trunk closed to see if she was breathing. He waited, figuring that if she was all right this would force her to breathe through her trunk. Like a bursting boiler, a great rush of air blasted out of her trunk, blowing it free of his grip and throwing Bram, startled, onto his back. Then, like a mystical apparition, she rose from the earth. The hay fell away, some still remaining on top of her head. Towering eight feet in the air, she raised her trunk to resume the loud gusts of wind in Bram’s direction, showing her definite displeasure at being awakened in the middle of the night by having her nose squeezed.

“Well, you should breathe more often!”

“Erruuuuu!”

“All elephants breathe often.”

“Wwwuuuuugruuuuu!”

“I breathe often.”

“Braa hecuuuu!”

“So I didn’t get any rest either. You shouldn’t sleep so deeply.”
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SATURDAY MORNING. There was no great fanfare about it. Modoc’s left front foot was resting on a large oak stump while Bram put the finishing touches to the trimming and rasping of her nails. His father had used great patience in teaching him exactly how it should be done, and Bram, perfectionist that he was, had each nail cut and groomed perfectly. There were no splits and all were nicely convex in shape. Bram smiled when he remembered how his father had made a comparison between his mother’s nail kit and Mo’s. Everything was the same except for size. Katrina’s dainty little file, clippers, and trimmers were small compared to the giant ones used for elephants, but the method was similar.

It had been a sweaty, tough job, and he was in the process of putting some softening salve on the cuticles when an arm appeared over his shoulder and set a package on the stump. Bram looked up to see his father standing behind him.


“What is it?” he asked, stretching his back muscles that were sore from bending for the past two hours.

“Sit down, son,” said Josef, asking as an afterthought, “How’s the trimming coming along?”

Bram had Mo lower her foot to the ground so he and his father could both sit on the log. She stood close to Bram, her trunk playing with the twigs on the ground.

“Just fine, Papa,” Bram replied, with a sideways glance at the package.

Bram had become a big help to his father, always taking his responsibilities seriously, never shirking his duties. He’d been given jobs of the utmost importance; he drove the tractor and could make the furrows almost as straight as Josef’s. Bram and Curpo watered, fed, and cleaned all the livestock on the farm. Although his duties were many, his first thought upon awakening, and the last when going to sleep, was when he could spend time with Modoc.

“There is something I want to give you,” Josef began, “something that has been in our family for many generations. My father gave it to me when I was thirteen. I stopped using it the day you were born. All things have a life expectancy, you see, even material things, and I wanted to be sure that it had many years of wear ahead so you would be able to enjoy using it as I did.”

Bram looked into his father’s face, watching its serious lines convey the message. For a moment his father appeared very old and tired, and he had to blink his eyes to return to the present. Josef laid a chamois-wrapped article in Bram’s lap. The skin was old and worn but its dark mahogany color still looked rich, and it was as soft as velvet to touch. As Bram began opening the package, he noticed his father looking at his face, rather than at what he was doing. He felt embarrassed, hoping his first impression of the gift was what his father expected it to be.

He unfolded the chamois to find the most beautiful hand-carved bull hook. It was about a foot and a half long and two inches thick. The handle was made of rare teak root from India. The end piece of tempered steel formed two points, one straight, the other curved back toward the handle, and both points were rounded off at the tips. It was entirely inlaid with sculpted silver elephants, edged in the same exotic wood as the handle. Along the handle were various carved figures of men and elephants, interacting with each other. Running down the inner side of the shaft were a series of engraved initials, of the mahouts who had once owned it. Bram noticed that the last ones were “B.G.”—newly carved.

“Remember, son, this is a guide, a liaison between you and your charge, to express your desires to the elephant. It is not meant to be used as a weapon. Guide her well. Never push beyond her endurance. She will always tell you what her limits are.”

Bram ran his hand over the smooth wood and metal. It seemed to speak to him, and he felt in the right time and place he could relive the great experiences the hook had known.

“You can now feel free to take Modoc out for walks into the forest. I am sure you both will enjoy them.” Josef put his hand on Bram’s shoulder. “This is a big responsibility I am giving you, son. You must never allow your mind to wander for a moment. Elephants are large and strong, but they need your protection from that which they do not know or understand.” Josef’s finger under Bram’s chin raised the boy’s eyes from the bull hook to look directly into his eyes. “This is also a good time to find the spiritual way of the world. A place few people ever find. When you learn to hear the voice of nature instead of your own, you will be allowed to enter through the door of the metaphysical world. Bram, listen to Modoc; she will teach you how to cross over into her world.”

Bram had never heard his father talk of these things and yet he, on his own, had often thought of a spiritual existence between men and elephants.

“There are times, Papa, I feel I know what Mo is thinking, and she as well knows my thoughts. It’s as though I live in her world, sharing the same thoughts and feelings, as though my blood flows with hers.” Bram considered this for a moment. “If our blood mingles,” he continued, “doesn’t that mean we are kin, brethren, and are one…together?” he finished hesitantly.

Josef’s heart swelled. His eyes misted over. He knew those metaphysical feelings from long ago, and was proud that now his son shared them. He answered by drawing Bram to him. Their embrace was one of men who share secrets few others know, of kings passing down thrones to sons, of the camaraderie that goes with living the adventure of life’s new experiences.

The next morning Bram, new bull hook in hand, and Modoc headed into the forest. Cutting down through the valley and across old man Geckkor’s property, they went to the secluded far end of Cryer Lake. Here the cool blue-green waters were calm and shallow. Friendly indigenous wildlife dotted the shoreline, drinking the melted snow from the Alps.

Flocks of rooks swept over the trees, cawing at Mo as she ventured, with Bram atop her broad back, out into the lake. It reminded Bram of what his father had just said. Soon the tapering land disappeared beneath her feet and she floated free. Her huge legs hung loose, letting the current move her at its will. While the water gently lapped at her sides, she drifted quietly through the sunlit rays into the cool shadows of overhanging trees.

“Well, Mosie,” said Bram, who had removed his shirt to enjoy the sun, “you’re getting pretty big now. Papa says you’re already a third bigger than most elephants your age. He says you’re very special and that you learn awfully quick. I guess we’re both in school ’cause Papa’s teaching me how to train and tells me the same, that I’m a fast learner.” Bram let his hand drop, his fingers cutting ripples in the cool water. “Wouldn’t it be great if someday you and I could have our own act! Just you and me! We’d have the best performance in the whole world!”

Mo wasn’t listening. She was in a state of bliss, slowly turning in small circles as she floated along the edge of the lake. Occasionally her feet would touch bottom and she would kick off, giving her pivotal motion a boost.

“Then we would travel, maybe even to America!”


Mo still wasn’t listening to a word Bram said. Self-entranced, she was gently playing with a large leaf that floated nearby. Bram’s loud voice broke the rapture of the moment.

“Mo! Are you listening to me?”

Shocked out of her dream world, Mo accidentally let her trunk slip beneath the surface as she took a deep breath…of water. Gasping for air, she sprayed water all over Bram, who promptly lost his balance and slipped off her back into the lake.

Embarrassed by her behavior, Modoc tried to help him with her trunk. Bram was irate.

“Keep that garden hose away from me!” he spouted as he swam for shore, followed by Mo.

Once out of the water, they complained to each other that they were right.

“You didn’t hear a word I said!”

“Duuuuutuuuuu.”

“We could have drowned.”

“Rauuu Duuutuuuu.”

“I know you can swim!”

“Cauuuu tuuuuu.”

The pair didn’t stop jabbering to each other until they arrived home.
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