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Prologue

n one of my many visits to Africa, | spent an afternoon visiting with
one of the world's foremost exporters of wild animals. With my
lion Rafiki (which is Swabhili for “friend") half asleep at my feet, we
sat on a veranda sipping sundowners, watching a flock of marabou
storks settling into the nearby yellow fever trees at the foot of Kilimanjaro.

But in spite of the peaceful vistas in front of us, the atmosphere on the
porch was tense. | had just won a six-figure contract to supply a full-grown
African lion for an upcoming film. At that time | had the only animals in the
world who were qualified to perform the full range of actions required by this
particular script.

My host had lost the contract due to his method of training — a method
that was widespread in the industry at the time. Like many other trainers, he
firmly believed that lions had to be worked with a strong hand, which meant
that the constant threat of physical abuse was used to dominate the animal.
While this method was effective for many animal acts, it was not safe when
physical contact between an animal and a performer was involved. Whenever
a movie scene called for a hands-on approach with a mature lion, for example,
directors were forced to use one of several options. For some scenes, a
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mechanical lion could be built, allowing the actors to work closely with the
"animal” without danger. For attack scenes, a young animal — sometimes
wearing a fake mane — could be substituted. Or, in moments of desperation,
a taxidermied animal could be thrown or launched at the actor, who would
fall to the ground, stabbing the dummy until the stuffing flew out and the
director yelled, "Cut!” (In such scenes, the greatest danger was that of being
knocked out by the hurtling stuffed animal!)

Before the studio located my lion, in fact, they had been having a replica
of a lion built in Germany for the scenes in which the use of a live animal
would endanger the actor. Once they found my uniquely trained lion, they
stopped building the replica, since everything could now be filmed using a
live, mature lion.

My host was eager to know what techniques | was using to control my ani-
mal. He assumed that I was using some type of drug that made the animal
tractable. He was suspicious of my animals, and he was equally suspicious of
me. Being of the old school, he believed that the more scars one had, the
more marks of distinction one had earned as a trainer.

"Look at Joe,” he said, beckoning his chief trainer to come over to where
we were sitting. He grabbed Joe's right arm. “Two fingers missing to a tough
old leopard. And how about this one?" he continued, rolling up his own pant
leg. A deep scar ran from his knee back to the middle of his calf. “This lion
damn near killed me!” he bragged. “What about you, Ralph? What do you
have to show for it?”

[ shrugged, unwilling to enter that competition. It was true that in the
beginning of my career as a stuntman and wild-animal trainer, | had been
clawed by lions, attacked by bears, bitten by poisonous snakes, and nearly suf-
focated by pythons. But that had been when I was handling animals the same
way that he did.

"Since | discovered affection training, | have nothing to show,” [ said. “Not
a scratch.”

My host snorted in disbelief. "Affection what>"

[ wasn't exactly surprised by his reaction; my peers in the States had been
equally hostile.

"Affection training. Instead of dealing with my animals physically, | deal
with them emotionally. I know this is going to sound crazy to you, but I use
love, patience, understanding, and respect to get my animals to perform.”

My host and his trainer exchanged smug looks. Just then, the maid
brought us out a dinner tray of steak sandwiches and drinks. At the smell of
food, Rafiki stretched, yawned, and rose to his feet. Without being conscious
of it, my host drew his injured leg in closer to him, away from the lion. The
topic shifted to the poaching problems plaguing Africa.
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Midway through the meal I casually slipped a thick piece of rare steak to
Rafiki, who carefully took it from my hand and then lay down to savor it.

The entire scene was not lost on my host, who was amazed by Rafiki's eat-
ing cooked meat, as well as by his gentleness. He knew that he could never do
that with any of his own lions.

At sunset I loaded Rafiki into the backseat of the Land Rover and we took
off, with the lion's majestic head sticking up through the open sunroof.

On the ride back to our location site I reflected on the meeting. | knew my
host had been impressed, not with what I had said, but with what he had seen.
Perhaps he wouldn't change his way of training animals, but others surely would.

In the years to follow, my affection-training approach to working with
animals revolutionized the way in which wild animals could be handled. The
old method of fear training was not humane, and animals trained this way
were dangerous to work with. In contrast, affection training is highly
humane and extremely safe. Performances that would previously have been
impossible were now regular occurrences, and the possibilities were limited
only by the imagination.

For the first time, a person could handle full-grown bears and leopards
safely, a child could ride on a tiger's back, and a lion could really lie down
with a lamb! In many ways, the “peaceable kingdom" had become a reality.



Part One

The Turning Point



[ never envisioned myself as a pioneer.

Ever since [ was a boy, I'd known that I would spend my life immersed in the world of ani-
mals. To me, the animal kingdom was more perfect than the buman one.

I became a professional stuntman and wild-animal trainer so that [ could combine my pas-
sion for animals with my love of the silver screen. I was quickly disillusioned. The approach
used to train animals for films went against my belief that fear should not be used to make an
animal perform. Even though I bad no animals of my own then, [ was required to use this tech-
nique with the animals [ was bired to work with. I found the experience very distressing.

Most people follow the teachings of those who came before them, whether they believe these
teachings are right or wrong. After a brush with death, I no longer had the choice to blindly
follow where others bad led me. I bad to create something new, to pioneer a new approach.
Intuitively, [ knew that there must be a way to train animals so that they would enjoy per-
forming as much as the viewing public enjoyed watching them. Only then could my life be cen-
tered around the beauty of the beasts.
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Bwana Simba

he grass was damp from the early-morning dew as we sat on a small

hillock against a majestic old acacia tree. Zamba, my lion, lay Sphinxlike

beside me, scanning the African plain 1,000 feet below. Pam, a mere

pixie of a child actress, sat close, nestled against my shoulder. One of
my companions was huge and powerful; the other, innocent and trusting.

A warm breeze blew across the ridge; the silence was broken only by the
lion's heavy breathing.

[t was time.

[ got up and dusted off my jeans, and we headed up the slope. Zamba
walked between Pam and me, with Pam's hand resting gently on his thick,
golden mane. She could barely see over his back.

We stopped under the swaying arches of a giant yellow fever tree. Just
ahead were the camera and crew, quietly waiting to film, for the first time
ever, a 68-pound, nine-year old child wrestling a full-grown, 528-pound lion.
[ knelt down beside Pam, and our eyes met.

"Pam, you must remember the things I've taught you, especially that
Zamba is very strong and that you must never get under him, since his weight
is too much for you.”
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Pam’s eyes twinkled, and she broke into a smile.

"Don't worry, we'll do just fine.”

[ stood up, ruffled Pam’s hair, and we headed toward the shooting location.

Suddenly, I felt a hand on my shoulder, and I turned. Pam’s mother was there.

"Mom!" Pam gave her a hug. “What are you doing here? I thought you had
to wait for us down below.”

There was an embarrassed silence.

"I know I shouldn't be here, Ralph,” Mrs. Franklin blurted out to me, hug-
ging Pam to her. "But Pam is my daughter. My only daughter.” | could see a
bit of fright edging across the corner of her lip. She continued, "And I love
her dearly.”

"Oh, Mommy, nothing's going to happen to me,” Pam said in her lilting
English accent. She looked up at me, her Peter Pan haircut accentuating her
large brown eyes. Her whole face seemed to say, "I trust you.”

"I'm not questioning your judgment, Ralph, but I'm just a little scared for her,”
Mrs. Franklin said. “This is the first time Pam will be working alone with Zamba."

"Mom,"” Pam protested, "l've been training with Zamba for three months!
He wouldn't hurt me. That's just silly.” She put her hands on her hips. “Zamba
loves me! And [ love him! I love all animals — you know that, Bwana Simba!”

[ smiled. It was the first time she'd called me that. “Where did you hear
'‘Bwana Simba"?" | asked her.

"The Africans told me that anybody who can handle lions like you do
should be called that.”

[ gave Pam'’s shoulder a little squeeze, then turned to her mother. “Look,
Mrs. Franklin, I feel about Pam the way that | would about my own daughter.
There's no way [ would put her in any sort of jeopardy.”

There was a deep sigh. Pam's mother took her daughters hand, and then
mine. She was trembling. “Okay, Bwana. I'll wait for you both down below.”

She gave Pam a hug and headed back down the slope.

Zamba was getting restless, so we continued on to the site.

The view from the top was fantastic — one could see for miles in all direc-
tions. | settled Zamba down onto the soft grassy area where the scene was
going to take place.

Bill Holden was the star of the movie. He sat with his back against an aca-
cia tree. As | shot a look in his direction, he smiled an "I'm with you" smile.
The crew, however, seemed unusually quiet. They were huddled in small,
murmuring groups, their voices kept at a whisper. It set the tone of a funeral. |
wanted to scream, "It's okay!! Zamba won't hurt her, he loves her!”

[ motioned Pam to take her place at Zamba's side. The scene needed to
look like two innocent children at play — rolling over and over, one on top,
then the other, pulling hair, mane, holding hands, paws.
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A lion's favorite prey are the young. The high-pitched voices and quick,
fragile movements excite them. Only Zamba's love for the little girl would
keep him from harming her.

Zamba turned his great head. His enormous eyes settled on Pam, looking
at her, through her — and then he turned away to focus on the animals far off
on the veldt.

"Are you ready, honey?" asked the director.

"Yes," came Pam’s small voice.

What was [ doing? Can a man have this much faith in a lion? Trainers the
world over had turned the job down, saying it was impossible, that no adult
lion could work safely with a child. | knew otherwise. So did Pam. We knew!

Shes my only daughter . . . . The words kept coming back to me.

[ positioned Pam on her side, lying beside Zamba. He looked down at her,
giving a low, throaty sound, similar to those that lionesses make to their cubs.

"Okay, Pam?" | asked.

"Okay, Bwana.” She smiled.

[ touched Zamba's foot as a reminder to him to keep his claws sheathed.
Then I put my finger on his wet nose. “Stay!" I said, and backed away to a spot
near the camera. A voice rang out, “Roll cameral Action!”

Pam started to talk to Zamba.

"Hi, big boy. How's my baby? You want to play?” Zamba responded. He
sat up. Pam lay below him. Don't get under him, | said to myself. Easy, Zamba.

Zamba looked down at her like a cat looking down at a mouse. Then
he moved.

One big mass of hair, muscle, and tawniness encircled Pam. He gathered
her little body up and scooped her to him. She was a leaf caught in the wind.
Her frail arms stretched out, as if to hold a teddy bear.

Zamba's eyes became intense. Pam's head was directly below his jaws.
Then a cold shiver ran through my whole body as | saw Zamba reach down
with his mouth and bury his huge head into her neck!

Like a steel spring, | shot straight up, a thousand horrors racing through
my mind.

Then I heard it. A giggle . . . then another, like water tumbling down a
brook. Zamba was licking Pam's neck, and his tongue was tickling her. My
God, what a reliefl What ecstasy! | settled down, and for the next few minutes
we all watched the little girl and big lion “wrestle.”

Zamba engulfed Pam in his paws. She tickled him and, rolling over on top,
buried her head in his thick mane. They were like two rough-and-tumble kids.
After what seemed like an eternity, the director yelled, "Cut!” and the crew
burst into applause. A few tears appeared and were quickly brushed away.

Bill threw his arms around me. "Ralph, you did it!"
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"Weren't they great?’

Zamba and I left the set and headed for the coolness of the yellow fever
trees to await the next setup. We were alone . . . together. I stretched out in
the forest's thickness. Zamba lay his head across my lap, and I stroked his red-
gold mane.

[ closed my eyes and savored the moment. How proud [ was of both of
them — Pam, for trusting and believing in me, and Zamba, for showing the
world that affection training works.

We had come a long way.

*

"CUT! CUT!" screamed the director. "Good God! Somebody help him!"

Too late! There were two huge, gaping fang holes in my arm, big enough
that I could see the studio ceiling arc lights shining through. The pain was
excruciating. This lion was BIG — a good 500 pounds. He was hovering
inches above me now, one foot on my chest, roaring and snarling in rage.

Helpless, I was lying on the floor of the steel-barred arena, with the hot
light pouring down. Amidst the sweat, blood, and terror, | promised myself
that if [ made it out of this one, | would never work with another animal that
had been trained with fear. Outside the arena I could hear people screaming,
yelling, rushing everywhere. One man opened the arena door and hurled the
director’s chair at the lion to try to get him off me. A woman stood at the bars
shouting to the lion to let me go.

Why should he? I had teased and humiliated him with a whip and chair,
which now lay ten feet away, and he was mad!

Anyway, | was dead, or about to be.

But I didn't want to die and have people say, “Well, he should have died!
Just look what he was doing to that lion, using a whip!"

[ froze. Those eyes, those huge, amber eyes, had gone blood red.

He bit me again, somewhere. | felt my flesh pop open. Things were vague
.. . blurred. My brain was numb. Then I couldn't see — there was blood in
my eyes! The lion snarled, and [ caught a glimpse of a white fang streaked
with blood.

[ heard the clanking of a steel door and the rattling of the bars. Somebody
was coming! | felt an ice-cold blast. A fire extinguisher! The CO, hit the lion
in the face. My rescuer was a very brave man, | thought. Then the great
weight of the lion was gone.

Hands were grabbing me, pulling me across the floor. I felt myself being
shoved through a door.

Sounds of steel, then of someone yelling, "CLOSE THAT GODDAMN
DOOR!" Someone else shouted, “'SOMEBODY'! QUICK! QUICK"
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Slam! Slam! Slam! They were echoes of safety.

"Will everyone please evacuate the arena area!” boomed a voice over the
loudspeaker.

A man yelled, “call an ambulance!!!”

*

[ awoke to the sun's brilliance lighting up my hospital room early the next
morning. | felt terrified. | seemed to remember that the doctor had amputated
my arm the night before. Frantically, I grabbed for the stump — but no, my
arm was still there! Whole, but very painful. I must have dreamt it, a night-
mare coming from the pain and anguish of the attack.

It was still very early, and the room was quiet. My mind shot back to that
horrible moment when I had felt the lion's hot breath on my cheek. The lion
had meant to kill me! The attack epitomized what happens when an animal is
fear trained. This lion was distrustful of humans, even vengeful toward them.

Never again, | told myself, my mind fighting against the drugs as I lapsed in
and out of consciousness. There had to be a better way to work with animals.

Then sleep overtook me. Suddenly | was a kid, alone in an alley in my old
Chicago neighborhood. It was pitch-dark, and deafeningly still. | began to
run, tripping on the fractured asphalt that jutted upward. The stench of refuse
was everywhere, spilling out from the overturned garbage cans. Rats — some
of them as big as cats — were fighting over the garbage. They streaked past
in all directions, shrieking and clawing their way across my feet. Then, up
ahead, | could see something shimmering — a forest, gleaming like an emer-
ald in the distance. Every agonizing step brought me closer, closer . . . .

Finally, I burst into the center of a clearing. Crystalline beads of dew
sparkled on every leaf in the bright sunlight. The meadow was filled with ani-
mals — tigers, elephants, lions, goats, horses, and lambs — all lying peace-
fully beside one another.

Then, as though called by a piper, they began to drift away. | felt devas-
tated and cried out to them, "Don't go! Don't leave me!”

[ awoke, bathed in sweat. A nurse was mopping my brow. After she left, |
kept thinking about the dream. Ever since early childhood, | wanted to be able
to know an animal’s world and to let it know mine. True, as a wild-animal
trainer, my life did revolve around animals, but the basis of my relationship with
them was fear. All the training books, magazines, and films espoused the fear-
training method: “Use a whip, a gun, and a chair.” “Animals only understand
dominance.” “Survival of the fittest.” "Force the animal to submit.” "Put fear in
them, to the point of causing physical pain.” No wonder the lion tried to kill me!

True, I had learned from the best. But what the "best” had to teach was not
what | had wanted. | wasn't interested in domination; | was interested in com-
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munication. [ realized that fear training went against everything [ believed in.
[ was a lover of nature. My dream said it all: the lion and the lamb.

Could it be possible to work with animals without using fear-training
methods? Could an animal be trained with love alone? | doubted it — after
all, children raised that way turn out spoiled. No, there had to be more to the
training: the love needed to be tempered by understanding. The animal needed
to be known so well that its every move could be anticipated and dovetailed
with the needs of the trainer.

But such a depth of understanding could hardly be gained overnight. It
would take months, years of work. It would require extraordinary, even super-
human, patience. But | didn't care how long it took. If it took forever, it would
be worth it to undo centuries of physical abuse.

But would love, understanding, and patience actually be enough? If the
lion that had attacked me in the arena had been loved, understood, and
treated with patience, he still might have attacked me. What was missing was
respect: mine for him, and his for me. Achieving dominance by bullying and
causing fear and pain was no way to create a mutually respectful relationship.
But to achieve an animal's cooperation through true respect — now that would
be an achievement worth devoting one’s life to.

A new approach to working with wild animals was slowly taking form in
my mind. Dominating the animals physically was out of the question, since
they're so much more powerful than we are. I also had to rule out working
with them on an intellectual plane, since they're just not on the same level as
we are.

But to work with them by using emotions — that was a real possibility. In
the realm of emotions, animals and humans share a common ground.

Affection training was born.

*

After leaving the hospital, I restructured my thinking, and my company. I let
go of those trainers whose past experience in training animals had involved
fear techniques, and in their place | hired not other trainers, but animal lovers.

How excited we all were! Was it possible? Could it really work? [ was
determined to find out.
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Part Two

The Early Days



L ooking back, I can see that the early days of struggle were some of the best.
Although we suffered from the elements, food was sparse, and money was bard to come by, we
were inspired by our vision of what our future with wild animals could become. The warmth and
enjoyment we received from our animals more than compensated us for any hardships we endured.

These were the days of proving myself. Would my theory work in practice>

At first [ was criticized, harassed, even denounced. [ was told [ was "wasting time,"
“spending bard-earned money,” or “going down the wrong track.” But the critics were wrong.
Affection training did work. In fact, it worked so well that when people saw how calm my
animals were, they claimed I had drugged them!

[ built my stock up slowly, always trying to get animals when they were very young —
even before their eyes had opened — so that we would be imprinted as their surrogate parents.
In the meantime, I often bad to work with fear- or reward-trained animals, which were some-
times unpredictable or even dangerous.

Despite the uphill battle I faced among the professional community, the reputation of my
animals gradually began to make its way through the entertainment industry. My affection-
trained animals allowed me to progress as a stuntman, enabling me to work with adult lions,
tigers, and leopards in a way that bad never been done before.
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Unbearable

had just come in from the ranch, trailed by a young lion who was attempt-

ing to eat my shoes, when the telephone rang.

"Hello. Yeah, this is he. Right, the animal man. Uh-huh. Yes, ma'am he's
safe — tame as a dog. Right, next Wednesday. I'll be there. ‘Bye, Miss Burke.”

As I hung up, Laura, one of our stunt girls, came in.

"That call was from Billie Burke. Remember? She played Glinda, the Good
Witch of the North, in The Wizard of Oz. She was married to Ziegfeld, of
Ziegfeld Follies fame. Well, now she's got her own TV program, and she
wants me to bring a bear on her next show.”

Pulling the lion off my shoes, Laura said, “You told her you had a bear?’

"Yes."

"Do you?”

“No."

"So where are you going to get a bear?”

"Brian has one.”

"You mean the guy who hauls the garbage?”

"Laura, he doesn't haul garbage! He picks up the day-old vegetables from
the market to feed his stock! I'll give him a ring."

14
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The next day | was on my way to Brian's ranch. His answer to me had been
affirmative. He had one bear, weighing around 300 pounds, that was leash-
broken and “semi-tame.” As | entered his driveway, | wondered just what semi-
tame meant.

Brian was short and stocky, with a mild disposition. His ranch was wall-to-
wall garbage: there were piles upon piles of day-old and week-old garbage,
dumped out in the open field for the cattle, horses, goats, sheep, lambs, pigs,
chickens, ducks, camels, and llamas to pick through.

We walked over to the cage. | approached with caution. Bears are consid-
ered to be among the most dangerous animals to train; they are extremely
powerful — with a strength factor of eight to one against man — and have
volatile tempers. The bear’s coat was a shining black, interrupted by a dark-
brown patch around his neck. He was short in body, and built like a bulldog
— all head, neck, and chest. His claws and fangs were intact. Still, he seemed to
have a gentle attitude.

"He came from up north,” said Brian, while gnawing on a carrot. “Some
old-timer gave him to a friend of mine who was not an animal man, and he
beat the shit out of him.” [ noticed an indentation on the bear's nose.

"That's great news,” | said facetiously. “Seriously, what am I supposed to do
if he acts up?”

Brian gave me a look of mock surprise. "I thought you were the famous
animal trainer who can affection-train anything!” he said, giving me a wink.

"All right, never mind. | have no choice.”

"When do you need him?" Brian asked.

"Tomorrow morning — and by the way, can [ borrow your truck, too?"

"What's wrong with yours?" he asked.

"Blew a valve. Can't get it fixed until | get the money from the bear job."

"Sorry, ol' buddy, but I've got a market run tomorrow — can't let ‘'em down!
They can't keep old food around, and I don't want to lose my pickup contract.”

Upon returning home | made some calls for a vehicle, but to no avail.
Finally, I tried Walter, a plump doughboy whose glasses kept sliding down his
nose. Old Walt was a good friend, but someone I'd only call as a last resort.
He hated animals!

"Hello, Wally, ol' buddy! Whadda ya mean, what do [ want? Yeah, but that
was last time! | know what the last animal did, but tree sloths aren't very intel-
ligent, and I did pay for the damage to the ashtray.

"Look, Walt, I need your car. Mine broke down. What for> Well, you see,
['ve got to bring a small animal to a famous actress's TV show. What kind of
animal? Well, it's a bear. Walt? . . . Walter? Hello?

"Look, Wally, it's tame, and . . . | know your car's new, but this animal is
tame. | already asked everyone else. Yes, I'll put a blanket in the backseat, and
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yes, you can drive. Yes, | know you hate animals — don't worry, I'll keep him
away from you.”

We went out to Brian's early the next morning. Although | had worked
with bears before, the owners had always been present. This time, I didn't
even know the bears name. Brian had left on his food run early that morning
and hadn't left instructions of any kind. As [ was leaving, a keeper handed me
a bag of the bear's favorite cookies.

"Okay, Smoky," I said, nicknaming him. I gently put a chain around his
neck. "Let’s go for a ride.”

[ tucked a blanket on the backseat of Walt's car, and Smoky and I settled
in. The bear's 300-pound body filled the back seat, squishing me into the cor-
ner. The seat under him was so mashed down that | was afraid the front of the
car would lift right up from the road.

"Please watch the upholstery,” Walt whined.

Off we went to the set of “The Billie Burke Show.” It was an exceptionally
hot August day in the San Fernando Valley, and the temperature was close to
100 degrees. | rolled the window down, letting in as much air as | could.
Smoky had curled up on the seat, munching on the cookies I gave him to
keep him occupied.

As we sped down the freeway, | noticed that Walt kept looking at Smoky
in the rearview mirror.

"How's he doing?" he muttered nervously.

"So far, so good.”

But as we headed into the Cahuenga Pass, Smoky began to repeatedly
jump down from the seat to the floor and back up. His movements became
more rapid, and the car began to bounce.

"What's he doing, Ralph?” Walt asked anxiously. "Something wrong? He
acts nervous!”

"Oh, it's nothing," I lied. "He's just exercising.” The bear had now begun to
moan, something bears do when agitated. It starts in their lower throat and
can build to a full-size roar. If it reaches the roar stage, you'd better have your
track shoes on.

The hot summer wind was blowing into the car. Smoky was boiling, and it
occurred to me that he might also be feeling carsick! His actions were now
becoming frantic. Instead of jumping on the car seat, he was jumping on me,
stepping on my face and head. | could see his four-inch fangs and feel his hot
breath. Every time he jumped down, his daggerlike claws dug into my Levis.
His moans were becoming louder.

"Ralphan”

"Yes, Walt."

"We're going to die.”
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"Don't be stupid,” I said, as a king-size paw slapped me in the face. "He's
just active.”

By now, Smoky clearly wanted out. He started to climb out the open win-
dow. We were doing sixty-five, and Walt, who was looking in the rearview
mirror more often than he was looking at the road, was weaving all over the
place. Smoky was halfway out the car window, and cars passing by were
honking, their drivers yelling various things — including profanities — at us.

"The poor animall” screamed one woman. "You quit hurting him!”

One person threw an empty beer can at us, which hit the side of the car.

"My car!” yelled Walt. "My beautiful car!”

"Don't worry about your car — just try to pull over!!”

"l can't! The freeway divides here in the middle lane, and ['ve got a car on
each side looking at the bear!”

[ was now down on my back, my feet braced against the door, pulling on
Smoky with all my might. The situation was getting critical; the bear was
roaring his head off.

"We're going to die, Ralph!”

"Will you shut up?!" I yelled.

The car veered abruptly, which caused Smoky to lose his balance. As he
fought to right himself, he grabbed for the back of the driver's seat. With his
other paw he grabbed Walt.

"Aaaaah!! Ralph! Oh, shit! Hes got me! Ralphit HELP1!"

The car was now practically out of control. Walt could hardly see through
the bear's paws. | saw my opportunity and, grabbing the handle, rolled the
window up. Then I slowly peeled Smoky's paw from Walt's red face. Walt's
eyes were bulging — he was scared to death.

"Walt, get a hold of yourself!”

"I hate you,"” he said. "I really hate you!"

With the window closed, the heat was unbearable. Smoky was beside him-
self; the heat and carsickness were too much for him. He reached up into the
corner of the car's upholstered roof, and with one swat he ripped the uphol-
stery clean through to the metal. | shot a quick look at the rearview mirror.
Walt's eyes were bugging to their limit. [ saw my profit in Smoky diminishing.

The people in the cars on both sides were honking and shouting. Walt was
waving at them to get out of his way so he could pull over. They just waved
back. My attitude changed. I was hot, tired, and angry — a bad combination
for a generally clearthinking animal behaviorist. | gathered the chain leash in
my hands and jerked it down with all my might, at the same time yelling
“NO!" But Smoky was beyond reason. He turned, standing fully upright in the
backseat. His small, beady red eyes filled with anger. With head bent side-
ways against the roof, he roared defiantly, and then attacked me — all out.
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Three hundred pounds of black fury sank its fangs three inches into my
lower thigh. The pain was excruciating. Pulling his fangs out, the bear scraped
and ripped at my leg from knee to ankle, then lay across my lap, moaning.
Saliva and blood dripped from his mouth.

"Oh my God, Ralpht RALPH!!! Talk to me! Are you still there>!”

"Shut up, Walter, and just pull over!”

Walter swung the car to the right, nearly crashing into a car in the next
lane. The driver screamed some obscenities. The bear just lay there on my lap
as though saying, "Just one move, you bastard, and you're mine!”

"There’s a gas station about a mile up the road,” I said. “Let's go for it!"

Walt zoomed into the station and came to a screeching stop.

"Go get a Coke.”

"A what?!" Walt screamed. “Are you crazy? I'm getting an ambulance and
a doctor!”

"Wally, for Chrissake, just do as I say!” Walt jumped out, and was back in a
flash with a Coke.

"Show it to the bear."

"Bullshit! You think I'm crazy!”

"Just show it to him."

[ slowly opened the car door. Walt approached with the Coke. "Here, lit-
tle bearie. Here you are. This is Wally, your friend!”

The bear looked up, still mad as hell. Slowly he got up off me and started
toward Walt.

"Ralph! Ralph! He's coming!”

"When he gets out, just hand him the Coke.”

"My God, how I hate you, Ralph! I just want to be an accountant, raise a
nice family . . . . "

"Walter!!”

"Okay, okay! Come on, bearie.”

The bear stepped out. Spotting the Coke, he grabbed it from Walt's hand;
then he sat up, tilted the bottle back, and sucked away. | sneaked out of the
car, sore and bloody. | told Walt to get five or six more Cokes. As the bear
drank, he began to settle down. | walked him over to a steel-pipe fence
cemented into the ground. Tying him off, | got the hose and began watering
him down. It was clear that the coolness felt great to him, and he was now
back to normal.

By now, a small army of people had gathered. Walt watched Smoky while |
went into the bathroom to check my injuries. Easing off my stiff, blood-soaked
pants, | scrubbed away until [ located two fair-sized holes I could nearly stick
my fingers into. | washed the wounds the best I could. The cold water stopped
the bleeding. The gas station attendant gave me some bandages, which |
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wrapped around my thigh. My lower leg was a mass of scratches and bruises
but was otherwise okay. Slipping on the clean pair of slacks that I had brought
along so that I'd look presentable on stage, | walked back out.

"Walt, what time is it?"

"3:45"

"We have fifteen minutes to get to the studio.”

"What?! Ralph, you're crazy, man! There's no way."

"Walt, listen, the bear is cool. We'll take a bunch of goodies from the
vending machine to keep him busy. We're just five minutes away from the stu-
dio! My reputation is at stake!”

“Ralph, look at my car. It's totaled!"

"Just the interior.”

"Oh! Wellir Just the interior?! Thanks a lot!"

"I didn't mean it like that. But [ do need the job so [ can pay you to fix it up!”

"What about your car?”

"Yeah, well, you're first, ol buddy. I'm really sorry about all this.”

"Okay, okay! Let's try it."

We piled the car full of junk food. Then we loaded Smoky in and took off
like greased lightning. Walt was zooming through traffic like a race-car driver.
[ was feeding Smoky, and he was washing the food down with soft drinks as
fast as he could. I took an occasional swig myself. The effects of the heat had
just begun to show on Smoky again as we pulled into the studio lot.

We raced to the sound stage and walked in just as the show was starting.
Miss Burke walked out onto the stage in a beautiful evening dress with a high,
frilled lace collar. Her blonde curls framed the warmth of her smile. The assis-
tant told me that when my name was called, I was to just walk out with the
bear. Billie would ask me some questions, | was to make the bear sit up or
something, and that would be it.

Finally, the director signaled me to walk on. [ entered with Smoky, who
seemed to be quite calm. Billie's dialogue for this segment was not short-
lived, however. On the contrary, it went on and on — she chatted about
show business, about the role animals play in it, and about the life story of
Smoky the Bear.

By now, Smoky wanted to go home — right away. He started to moan and
then began to pull on his chain. [ saw Walt, standing offstage, wince. Billie,
unaware of what was going on, continued her chatter. While [ was talking,
smiling, and, | hoped, laughing at the appropriate times, | jerked back on
Smoky’s chain. That was my last mistake. Quick as a flash, he bit me on the
hand. Fortunately, the camera was on Billie, and the TV audience didn't see it.
[ started to bleed, so I quickly thrust my hand into my pocket and bled into my
handkerchief. With the other hand, I attempted to control Smoky, who by
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now was thrashing about and becoming very obnoxious. Billie, in her refined
way, laughed and said, "Oh! The dear boy is so cute! Koochie-koochie!"

Smoky was reaching his boiling point and [ was preparing for the worst. |
saw him stand up, with the same look on his face that I'd seen before. His ears
were back, and his red, beady eyes were aflame. Suddenly, from out of
nowhere, a huge pizza came whizzing across the stage and landed at Smoky's
feet. Dropping down on all fours, he began to eat. It was a real lifesaver.

When the show ended, | reached Walt and asked where the pizza had
come from.

"From me," beamed Walt. “Well, from the prop man, that is. They had a
pizza commercial coming up. | grabbed one of the pizzas and threw the prop
man a few bucks.”

"It was just in time, Walt. [ owe you one!”

"You just owe me one new interior.”

"As soon as | get the money. Buddy, you're the best.”

"On second thought, Ralph, keep the money and fix your car. Then [ won't
ever have to worry about your asking to borrow mine again!”

As for Smoky, | returned him to Brian early that evening. Brian didn't seem
all that happy to get him back, but I sure wasn't sorry to see him go. As |
drove to the hospital to get my leg stitched up, | hoped that the next call I got
would be for a trained raccoon.
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Stomped

e received a call one day to do a commercial for the Yellow Pages
phone directory. The commercial called for an ostrich to stand
in a telephone booth in the middle of the desert and, on com-
mand, run out.

[ had a beautiful pair of ostriches. However, the hen had just laid a clutch
of eggs, and she and the male were taking turns sitting on the nest. | sure did-
n't want to upset them. My wife Toni had just successfully developed a hatch-
ing-and-caring program that gave us about 70 percent live births — a bit
unusual, since the survival rate for ostriches is generally less than half that.

Fortunately, a good friend of mine, Gene Holter, had a fairly large group
of ostriches that ran wild on his ranch with other exotic animals. After a quick
call to him, | was on my way to pick two out; one as the lead bird and the
other as his double.

Gene specialized in supplying animal acts to circuses and carnivals. A large
piece of land behind his house was home to about a hundred head of exotic
stock — eland, zebras, camels, Barbary sheep, and, of course, a group of
ostriches, of which eight were females and three male. None of the animals
were tame — that is to say, while they were calm and collected when in the

21



Ralph Helfer—The Beauty of the Beasts [e-reads]

enclosure, no one could get very close. To be touched would be very stressful
for them.

Gene was on the phone when I arrived, but he motioned me toward the
back of the house. “I'll join you as soon as I'm off,” he told me. | nodded an
okay and headed back.

A six-foot-tall chain-link fence encircled the area. The fence had a foot or
two of barbed wire running around the top as a deterrent to anyone who
might want to take a closer look at the animals.

[ unlatched the gate and walked in. Most of the animals looked up from
their grazing for a moment, then continued their munching, content that |
wasn't going to harm them.

Halfway across, I noticed the ostriches, all grouped together, hunting and
pecking as they moved. As | edged over to them, | saw that the largest male
had stopped eating and was standing tall, eyeing my movements. A big male
ostrich can weigh 300 pounds and stand some eight feet tall (the females are
about a quarter less in size).

As | approached, the rest of the group moved away, keeping about thirty
feet between us. The male stood his ground, just watching. | knew that males
could get pretty tough during the breeding season, but | saw no signs of this
behavior; also, | knew the season was a couple of months away.

[ skirted the perimeter of the birds, checking out which ones looked the
best — heavy weighted, good color, alert. [ saw what | was looking for in two
birds who were off together. Their markings were identical. They even
seemed to walk alike, preening at the same time. “True twins,” I laughed to
myself, and turned around to head back. Standing directly behind me, about
ten feet away, was the big cock bird.

Now I could really see how massive he was. | stood there for a moment,
not quite understanding this unusual behavior. Then | started to move toward
the gate. He followed immediately, in a parallel line. [ stopped, turned slowly,
and walked in the opposite direction to see if his "following” me had been a
coincidence. But sure enough, he turned and followed me again.

[ had only a few choices: to walk directly away toward the fence line, to
run toward the fence, or to bluff him.

Usually, an ostrich can be “shooed” away with the wave of a hand, but this
bird was acting very weirdly. | knew that one should only rarely run away
from any exotic animal that is showing an interest. It usually entices the ani-
mal to chase you, and, let's face it, these animals can outrun you any time. In
this case, | knew that an ostrich can run with the speed of a racehorse — at
some forty-five miles an hour — so | decided to walk away.

As I headed for the fence, I could hear those bone-crunching feet behind
me, getting closer with each step. This bird was moments away from attack-
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ing me! Why, | didn't know — but I did know that he had the capability of
killing me. An ostrich's legs — two huge, three-toed, pounding clubs — are
its weapons. One well-placed blow can disembowel a man. The bill isn't a
problem; even a hard peck and a twisting bite will draw only a little blood,
but will do no more serious damage.

[ figured the only chance | had was to bluff. If I just had a stick that was
long enough to press against his chest, or a forked one for his neck, I would be
out of danger. But the field was sandy and rocky, with no such sticks in sight.

[ stopped, took a deep breath, turned, and ran straight at him, yelling and
waving my arms. He straightened his neck, shooting his head straight up,
towering over me. His wings shot out; he filled his plumage. With his mouth
open, he hissed like a snake, and, first standing on his tiptoes, he charged.

[ couldn't believe he would have the audacity. | turned and was gone, rac-
ing away as fast as | could. Having Western boots on at a time like this did-
n't help matters! [ plunged directly into the group of ostriches, scattering
them in all directions. "Old Fred,” as | was to find out later was his name, was
right behind me, raking at me with those giant feet. | knew that if I tripped
and went down, | would be in serious trouble. Those two great, powerful legs
gave him a great advantage in the world of animals. He could pivot on a
dime, and he'd never lose his momentum, thanks to the balance of his out-
stretched wings.

A quick look at the fence told me | was too far away to reach it before he
would have me. [ started to jig and jog left and right, but he was really after
my hide. Running into his girlfriends had not helped. Dust was flying in all
directions. One of his feet caught me on the downstroke, ripping my leather
jacket literally in two and sending me flying. | did a "tuck and roll,” thanking
God for my stunt training, and landed on my feet. Then | was off again, cut-
ting this way and that.

The big toe in the center of the ostrich’s foot is the one that does the dam-
age. The claw was huge, hard, and sharp. Whenever | stopped and started to
dodge the bird, I could see his foot stomping on the ground near me. The
huge footprints in the sand looked like those of a giant pterodactyl. My tac-
tics were edging me closer to the fence, but not close enough for me to make
a break for it.

Then I tripped! My foot went into a gopher hole, and down [ went. The
bird was right on top of me. His feet came down in fast repetition. He caught
my jacket with one foot, pinning me to the ground, and started to rip it to
shreds with his other foot.

Rolling over, | managed to get one arm out of the sleeve, but not before
the big toe slashed across my shoulder like a razor, opening up an eight-inch
gash. | rolled over and, freeing my other arm, stood up.
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Like a bull goring a matador, the ostrich was ripping and tearing the jacket
to pieces, thinking in his primitive brain that I was still inside it, or at least
that it was part of me. | headed for the fence. After only a few yards, though,
the ostrich came after me again, striking out and hissing, wings spread. |
decided to go for it. My strength was running out. It was now or never.

Clothes ripped, with blood oozing down my arm and leg, I took off. That
fence seemed a mile away. I could hear only my own breathing and the hiss-
ing and stomping of the bird. A kick caught me in the back, then caught my
belt, and down [ went. This time the bird got me good, right across the fleshy
part of my upper leg. | was now blood spattered, and my clothes were torn. |
got up again, knowing | had to make it, or else. A headline flashed through my
mind: "Hollywood Stuntman Killed by Bird!” That did it. I neared the fence,
hit it four feet off the ground, and scrambled up and over, falling flat on my
back — safely on the other side.

The bird hit the fence full and bounced back, falling down. He scrambled
to his feet and charged me through the fence again and again, to no avail. |
heard Gene yelling from afar and knew that he was on the way — unfortu-
nately, a bit late.

| hobbled to my feet. For the first time I realized | had gone over the
barbed wire at the top of the fence. Blood poured from about ten small
holes and gouges in my hands and arms. | was rigging a tourniquet when
Gene arrived.

"Good Lord, Ralph!! What in the world . . . 1" Gene helped me up and
threw one of my arms over his shoulder as we headed back. "The best | can
figure out is an off-season heat,” he said. “Sometimes in captivity, animals go
through their natural breeding cycle at odd times. That would certainly
account for this guy's behavi