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To John LaViolette, Michael Seigel, and Elisabeth Seldes, amiable compadres in the perfidious land to the West
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CHAPTER 1

[image: image]

A long time ago, in the 1930s, you might have seen many amazing things, for it was an amazing time.

There were people who would sit at the tops of flagpoles for weeks at a time—some would sing songs, some would dance, others would balance on their heads for as long as they could, just so they would be noticed.

There were people who were so poor they had no money for food, so they would dance in contests. They would do funny dances called the “Lindy Hop” or the “jitterbug” for days and days without stopping. The point of the contest wasn’t to see who could dance the best but who could dance the longest, and whoever won would get money for food. There was even a couple who danced all the way across the country from New York to Los Angeles!
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There were men and women who walked on the wings of flying airplanes and played tennis. There were people who shot themselves out of cannons. And a famous writer and his wife used to play in a fountain wearing only their pajamas.

The sky was filled with airships called dirigibles, great balloons with propellers, the largest machines ever to fly.
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There were people who lost everything they had, so they roamed the open road, desperate for a friend, a meal, or a place to call home.

There were movies like King Kong and The Wizard of Oz, and the biggest film star in the world was a little girl named Shirley Temple.

It was a time when men wore hats, and women gloves, when gangsters had tommy guns, and rich ladies drank champagne from their slippers. And the music on the radio was as sweet and happy as any ever heard.

It was a glorious, sad, and amazing time.

And if you happened to be walking down the street in New York City in the 1930s, you might have seen one of the most amazing things of all—a beautiful woman with a very well-dressed, full-grown gorilla sporting a red carnation in the lapel of his jacket. The lady’s name? Gertie Lintz. And the gorilla’s name was Buddy.

But how does a gorilla come all the way from Africa to be on the streets of New York, wearing a suit and a tie and a red flower in his lapel? Well, here’s the story.
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Buddy was the youngest gorilla in the jungle. His father was a leader. His mother was powerful and kind. They roamed the jungle freely and unafraid. As they foraged for food, Buddy’s mother would hold him close and feed him while his father stood guard. There were many dangers in the jungle, and Buddy was just beginning to learn. If he fell into a lake or pond, he’d drown, since gorillas cannot swim. If he wandered too far, he’d be easy prey for leopards or panthers—or men. Buddy had not yet seen a man. He knew nothing of their world. He knew only the verdant shade and lazy comforts of his home, and the safety of his parents’ arms.

But one night there were torches and gunfire in the dark. Buddy and his parents huddled in the shadows. The men came closer and closer. His father charged, but shots rang out, and he fell to the ground. His mother let out a furious scream. Buddy clutched her tightly around the neck as she hurtled through the line of men, tossing them aside like rag dolls. As she ran across a shallow stream, shots rang out again. She crashed to the watery ground. Pinned beneath her, Buddy could not move. He could barely breathe as water from the stream washed over him. He could see the men as they came closer. Then everything went black, and Buddy would not wake up again for a long, long time.


Mrs. Gertrude Lintz was an amazing woman.

Born in England, she sailed to America on an ocean liner when she was only a little girl.

Young Gertie had ten brothers and sisters. On their journey they had confused America with Africa when looking at the maps in the captain’s atlas. They thought America would be filled with lions and elephants and gorillas. They were disappointed when they found only cows and horses and chickens in the barn on their new farm.

Gertie’s father had been a great opera singer, but his voice had grown weak, and he could no longer sing a whole opera—only an aria or two. Her mother was a fine pianist, but the family had fallen on hard times. When they inherited a farm in America it was decided that the family would try life in a whole new country.

Gertie sometimes missed her home in England, but she grew to love her life on the farm. She spent all her spare time with the animals. Sometimes in the late afternoon, when all the chores were done, her father would sing a bit of opera while her mother played the piano. Gertie would sit on the lawn with her animals and listen to the music. None of her animals were caged. She couldn’t bear to lock them up. So they played around her as the music drifted through the rarefied air of those grand and gentle days.
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But when Gertie was twelve, her mother died of typhoid fever. Her father fell into despair and could no longer care for the children. Gertie and her ten brothers and sisters were split up and sent away to different farms.

The farmers in her new home were stern and cheerless. There was no music or pets. Gertie felt trapped.

So one day Gertie ran away to the forest.

[image: image]
Joe Mendi



Finding food and shelter as best she could, she lived like a wild thing for as long as she could. And in that time she came to understand animals as few people ever do.

She decided that when she grew up she would never again live in a house without animals.

And true to her word, when Gertie grew up, her house was full of animals.

She had four chimpanzees: two girls and two boys. The boys were named Joe Mendi and Captain Jiggs. The girls were named Skippy and Maggie Klein. She had a leopard named Boo and a Komodo dragon named Lawrence, who usually hid under the couch in the living room. There were a number of magnificent dogs, including her favorite, a little dachshund named Lancelot, who wore glasses.
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There were horses, a whole pavilion of birds, including a talking parrot named Charlie, hundreds of tropical fish, and countless exotic butterflies that flickered around the vast estate. But there was one animal Gertie did not have that she had always wanted: a gorilla.
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A baby gorilla!” Gertie whispered excitedly as she rushed to her car.

“Where are you going?” asked her husband, Dr. Bill Lintz, who was setting up the croquet set on the lawn.

“To the Philadelphia Zoo to get a gorilla!” she shouted as she drove away.

“Did she say to ‘get a gorilla’ or ‘get some vanilla’?” Bill asked Dick, the animal trainer.

“I think it was ‘gorilla,’ ” he replied.

“I know she said ‘gorilla’ !” grumbled Beulah the house-keeper.

“Gorilla! Gorilla! Gorilla!” chimed in Charlie the parrot.

“Oh, well, then,” muttered Bill as he went back to his wickets, “you should set another place at the table, Beulah. I guess a gorilla will be coming to dinner.”

But by the time Gertie got home that evening, dinner was finished and everyone had gone to bed.

Carefully she carried Buddy into the downstairs den. He was wrapped in a towel and was sleeping in a small open crate. His breathing was hoarse and ragged.

She sat by the fireplace and tried to feed Buddy with a baby’s bottle. “Please take it, Buddy,” she said gently. “You’ve got to eat.”

She began to hum a song her mother used to play on the piano. Her voice was soft and lovely and carried through the house like a sigh. Then one by one the chimps wandered in.

They were dressed in their pajamas. Joe Mendi held his red blanket close.

Soon Lancelot the dog walked in with Charlie the parrot on his back. Then came Dr. Lintz and Dick the trainer and Beulah. They gathered around Gertie and the tiny gorilla.

Joe handed him his red blanket. The other chimps tucked it around him and stroked his head. Skippy held his hand.

Buddy looked up at this strange group. He clutched the red blanket with one hand and began to take milk from the bottle.

“Good boy,” Gertie whispered. “Welcome to your new home, Buddy.” And she kissed him on the forehead.

And for the first time since he’d left the jungle, Buddy did not feel sad or lonely or afraid. He felt almost at home.
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Weeks passed, and every day Buddy became stronger and stronger. But the task of caring for him had left Gertie very tired. One day Buddy hugged her tightly around the neck and would not let go. No matter what anyone tried, no one could make him let go. So Gertie ate breakfast with Buddy around her neck. When she went shopping, Buddy went along and wouldn’t let go. Not even for animal crackers. Gertie ate lunch with Buddy around her neck. Dinner was the same. When she slept that night, he never let go, even in his sleep.

The next morning Gertie tried to take a bath, and Buddy finally let go. As she turned on the water, he screamed and struggled to get away. Gertie tried to calm him, but he cried so long and loud that everyone in the house came to see what was wrong. Luckily Joe Mendi had brought Buddy’s red blanket, and as soon as Gertie wrapped him in it he quieted.

“Poor thing,” she said. “He’s afraid of the water.”

“Well, at least you can get some rest,” said Bill.

“For now,” said Beulah.

“Red blanket! Red blanket!” trilled Charlie.

“Red blanket, indeed!” said Gertie.

And from then on, whenever she needed help with Buddy, she’d bring out his red blanket and he’d calm down.

“You’re such a mystery,” Gertie said to Buddy as she rocked him to sleep that night. “My lovely little mystery.”
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