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INTRODUCTION

Given the success of the Doctor Dolittle books, Hugh Lofting was often invited to speak to library groups. He was on his way home from one of these events when he decided to visit his son Colin, who was working on a cattle ranch in Wyoming. Colin was not looking forward to his father’s visit. The fifteen-year-old boy wondered how he could explain to his companions, a bunch of grizzled cowboys, that his father wrote “books about a little doctor who spoke to animals.”

As it turned out, Lofting got along fine with the cowboys and was out riding herd with them the next day when he saw a disgusting sight. Some roughnecks in the area had been rounding up wild horses to sell to the glue factory to pay for their drinks. So that they could gather the horses days later, they’d been hobbling them—that is, tying the horses’ legs so the creatures couldn’t move easily. The cowboys Lofting was riding with also found this practice objectionable.

The next day they were out riding again and Lofting suddenly veered off to a box canyon. Suspecting trouble, his companions galloped to catch up with him and came upon Lofting fighting with a fellow who had pulled a knife. Lofting’s companions rode up just in time to stop a second fellow with a rifle; and after defeating his first opponent, Lofting took the other’s gun and emptied out the cartridges. Then, nursing a cut lip and bruised forehead, the middle-aged author cut the constraints on twenty hobbled horses and let the wild creatures run free.

After that, Lofting did something that seems right out of a Doctor Dolittle book: He returned to camp and shaved. Donning his Harris tweed suit, a gray fedora, and spats, Lofting apologized for any trouble he’d caused the cowboys, bid good-bye to a new group of admirers, and caught a lift to the train station.

In fact. Lofting had a special fondness for horses; because of them he had begun his Doctor Dolittle books. During World War I, Lofting was a soldier in France’s trenches and Flanders’ fields. At the request of his children, he was sending home letters that were really stories with illustrations. Then he took notice of the considerable role animals were playing in the war:


They took their chances with the rest of us. But their fate was far different from men’s. However seriously a soldier was wounded, … all the resources of surgery … were brought to his aid. [On the other hand,] a seriously wounded horse was put out by a timely bullet.

This did not seem quite fair. If we made the animals take the same chances as we did ourselves, why did we not give them similar attention when wounded? But obviously to develop a horse-surgery as good as [surgical services for humans] would necessitate a knowledge of horse language.

That was the beginning of an idea: an eccentric country physician with a bent for natural history and a great love of pets, who finally decided to give up his human practice for the more difficult, more sincere and, for him, more attractive therapy of the animal kingdom. He is challenged by the work for obviously it requires a much cleverer brain to become a good animal doctor (who must first acquire all animal languages)… .

This was the new plot for my narrative letter for the children. It delighted them.



I

Hugh Lofting was born in England in 1886 and was, in a sense, an Englishman his whole life despite his long residence in the United States. In his early years, very much like Beatrix Potter, he kept a menagerie of small creatures (especially mice) in his mother’s linen closet. Then at the age of eight, he entered Mount St. Mary’s, a Jesuit boarding school for boys, where he studied Latin and Greek classics.

Like Robert Louis Stevenson, Lofting was encouraged by his father to be practical and become an engineer. Like Stevenson, he took the training but it didn’t stick; Lofting first began at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, then finished his degree at London Polytechnic. Like Stevenson, he then immediately departed for the Exotic; but while Stevenson eventually found his way to Tahiti, Lofting ended up in Lagos and then Cuba before settling in the United States and getting married.

The Great War then intervened, during which Doctor Dolittle was born through Lofting’s letters home, and in 1919, the young captain was wounded and sent home to Connecticut. In 1920, he finished his first book, The Story of Doctor Dolittle, and it met with immediate success. Two years later, The Voyages of Doctor Dolittle appeared and won the Newbery Award for best children’s book of the year. Other Doctor Dolittle books would follow, some of uneven excellence.

All the books were illustrated by Lofting with his own familiar drawings of the portly Doctor and various human and animal friends, creatures who seem laid down (as it were) on top of their backgrounds and not quite adhering to them. In his pictures, Lofting employed a comic Victorian style (a kind of slapstick art nouveau) that would later be mimicked in the 1960s by the graphics in the Monty Python Show, by Peter Max, and by the Beatles in their Yellow Submarine animated movie.

Three wives later, in September of 1947, Lofting would die in Topanga, California—not far from Tarzana, California, where Edgar Rice Burroughs had set up shop to write his own stories about an Englishman who could converse with animals. But Doctor Dolittle, needless to say, is different from Tarzan, as are the worlds they inhabit. Burroughs’s Tarzan lives in a world “red of tooth and claw” and seems a kind of equatorial Superman, always wrestling lions into submission or dispatching them with his knife. Lofting’s Doctor Dolittle, on the other hand, resides in a chatty Peaceable Kingdom and most resembles, say, a bachelor uncle keen on opening an animal rescue shelter.

In fact, it is the good Doctor’s “humanitarian” interests that Lofting makes conspicuous in the central scene of the first book when the portly physician departs for Africa. The monkeys are suffering from an epidemic (AIDS-like, we might observe), and despite bureaucratic obstacles, the Doctor gets to them and establishes a regimen of vaccinations and constructs hospitals for their recovery. As a reward, Doctor Dolittle acquires a companion, the Pushmipullyu, a creature with a head at either end so it needn’t be rude when eating and talking at the same time. At a moment like this, the creator of Doctor Dolittle seems part Dr. Salk and part Dr. Seuss.

II

Living in a world where animals talk and (for the most part) get along with each other, Doctor Dolittle inhabits a kind of prelapsarian utopia. In fact, this Peaceable Kingdom reflects the pacifism Lofting embraced after his own experiences in the Great War. In 1924, in the public forum of the magazine Nation, he advocated international sanity over mindless patriotism, adding: “If we make children see that all races, given equal physical and mental chances for development, have about the same batting averages of good and bad, we shall have laid another very substantial foundation stone in the edifice of peace and internationalism.”

Given these sentiments, it may come as a surprise to learn that accusations of racism have been lodged against the Doctor Dolittle books. In fact, after Lofting’s death, and responding to these accusations, his editor and his son deleted and rewrote part of The Story of Doctor Dolittle and The Voyages of Doctor Dolittle, so that Dell Books could republish the books in the 1980s. This is remarkable. Lofting may be the only Newbery-Award-winning children’s author to have suffered such a fate, to have had his prize-winning work re-worked and censored.

The charges of racism were primarily raised in 1968 by Dewey Chambers in an article appearing in the journal Elementary English and marked by its liberal use of exclamation marks: “The Story of Dr. Dolittle … [has] a nakedly racist message to offer! … A children’s book with a definite racial bias could not go unnoticed in this era of racial tension! … We, as teachers and librarians, are faced with the problem of just what to do with Dr. Dolittle!”

Chambers’s primary objection concerns a scene in The Story where “Prince Bumbo [sic] has fallen in love” with Sleeping Beauty. She rejects him because of his color and “Prince Bumbo [sic] is beside himself with grief,” so Doctor Dolittle paints the man’s face white. The racist message that Chambers finds is “that being white is definitely an advantage over being black.” Chambers then dismisses the character with hyperboles: “Prince Bumbo [sic], one of the crudest stereotypes in the realm of children’s literature. Prince Bumbo [sic] (and the name is a sheer give-away).”

Sic, sic, sic … the character’s name is actually “Bumpo” and this sloppiness about facts belies an equal recklessness in the accusations of racism. At our kindest we can say that Chambers was writing in 1968 (an era when James Brown was singing, “I’m Black, and I’m Proud”) and expresses disappointment that this African prince wants to be white. But from a larger perspective, such “transgressive” behavior (the wish to be someone else) is common in children’s literature and in children’s lives: after all, the wolf in “Little Red Riding Hood” puts on Grandma’s garments in the same way children playing in the attic dress in others’ clothes; Mark Twain’s prince and pauper are curious about each other’s lives and swap; and James Fenimore Cooper’s pioneer hero Natty Bumpo (from whom Lofting’s character seems to get his name) would love to be the next-to-the-last Mohican and a blood brother as skilled as his Native American companions. Why, then, should a black prince wanting to be white be any more remarkable than a white adolescent—after hours of watching MTV, standing in front of a mirror with a make-believe microphone—wanting to be a black musician?

That’s not to suggest that this scene is free of problems or the book is free of racism; instead, those problems lie in a different quarter than the one identified by Chambers. When Doctor Dolittle paints Bumpo’s face white, he is doing something untypical of the good Doctor because it is unkind: He is playing a joke on Bumpo when the other has done nothing to harm the physician. It’s an awkward moment, and Dolittle’s animal companions struggle afterward to come up with excuses. But the Doctor faces up to the dishonor (“I ought to go back and apologize”) and, like Huckleberry Finn with Jim, eventually becomes a fast friend to Bumpo.

The other troubling feature about Bumpo, as well as the other Africans who appear, is that they are straight out of general casting. In the 1920s when The Story and The Voyages appeared, Africa was still the “Dark Continent.” Even a decade or so later, that darkness had not lifted: Recall, for example, Hollywood’s notion of Africans in the early Tarzan films, with their dusky cannibals in grass skirts. In a similar fashion, Lofting did not rise above his times.

Still, no one has demanded wholesale excisions in the Tarzan films. Nor has anyone rewritten Othello, Robinson Crusoe, or Moby-Dick—given our present-day measures of their insensitivity. But since others have taken such liberties with the Doctor Dolittle books, we need to ask: Why is it that children’s books are not accorded the same textual respect other literary works are given? Is it because we believe children are such unsophisticated readers that there is a direct and causal relation between what they read and how they act? And if that is so, should we also conclude, for example, that given the number of murders in the Bible, the Good Book should also be off limits to the young? Or shouldn’t we grant children enough intelligence to be able to separate fiction from behavior, and story from gospel?

The gospel of the Doctor Dolittle books is tolerance and mutual respect for all God’s creatures: on an Internet discussion site, one contributor commented, “I learned a great deal about NOT being prejudiced from the good Doctor.” Moreover, these are not race-specific lessons; as Eddie Murphy as shown in the recent film Dr. Dolittle (1998), the kindly man needn’t be a bachelor Brit living in Puddleby-on-the-Marsh, but could just as easily be an African-American father living in San Francisco. That’s not to say Lofting’s books are free from Victorian racial attitudes and cornball cannibals. It’s just that our attitude toward these should be like the Doctor’s when the Bird of Paradise encountered a narrow-minded critic: “You must make allowances,” the Doctor advises. “He doesn’t know any better.”

For readers who can be discerning then, this edition of The Voyages of Doctor Dolittle reprints Lofting’s book just as it appeared in 1922.

III

Lofting’s first book, The Story of Doctor Dolittle, is a witty tale told by a wisecracking storyteller who sometimes looks over the top of the kids’ heads and winks at the adults. Part of the genius of the sequel, The Voyages of Doctor Dolittle, lies in Lofting’s decision to make the young boy Tommy Stubbins the narrator.

Tommy admires the Doctor, and Tommy’s book is the story of a “great man’s life.” First of all, Tommy is taken with his hero’s linguistic skills: Besides speaking and reading to animals, the Doctor has written “history-books in monkey talk, poetry in the canary language and comic songs for magpies to sing.” Tommy is also impressed by the Doctor’s house, especially his zoo where the locks to all the cages are on the inside. But Tommy is most taken by the fact that Dolittle is a great naturalist, and Tommy would like to follow in his footsteps. To become a good naturalist, Polynesia the parrot tells Tommy, you must be a good noticer: “supposing you saw two cock-starlings on an apple tree, and you only took one look at them,” Polynesia asks, “would you be able to tell one from the other if you saw them again the next day?”

Tommy is both a good noticer and our narrator. And he next relates how Doctor Dolittle created an English legal precedent in a murder case involving Luke the Hermit, Mendoza, William Boggs, and a Mexican gold mine. In the courtroom, the dog of Luke the Hermit gives important testimony and Doctor Dolittle serves as translator.

With this matter resolved, Tommy and the Doctor follow the example of Charles Darwin, a young naturalist they’ve heard about, and embark on a sea voyage. Of course, it turns out their ship is thronged with stowaways. Fortunately, Tommy and the Doctor pass by the port of Penzance, where they are able to drop off these interlopers—and where, we might add, it can be presumed they all go to work for Gilbert and Sullivan’s pirates.

Next stop is the Capa Blanca Islands, where Doctor Dolittle persuades the Spanish to abandon their custom of bullfighting. Because he can speak to his bovine brothers, Dolittle choreographs a multi-bull ballet, thereby besting the local matador and winning a bet. Given a choice between the afición for bullfighting of Jake Barnes in Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises and the pacifism of Munroe Leaf’s bull in Ferdinand, Lofting is decidedly on the side of Ferdinand.

Finally comes the obligatory shipwreck. Fortunately, nothing the next morning prevents the Doctor from shaving as he bobs about on his ship’s flotsam. Crusoe-like, Dolittle and Tommy are eventually washed ashore along with their pal Bumpo. Though black, Prince Bumpo, however, is no Friday, but one of Lofting’s unfortunately conceived Africans and (like an extra from the Amos and Andy Show) given to malapropisms—my favorite is “tiptoe incognito.”

They land, of course, on an island, but an unusual floating island somewhere off the coast of Brazil. If this isn’t clue enough that we have arrived at the Absolute Elsewhere, then the descriptions of the inhabitants soon make this clear. The place is populated with Indians, but they might be said to be the kind of “redskins” found in Barrie’s Peter Pan. Or given the fact that Lofting has named one of his characters “Bumpo,” maybe we can say that they are Indians from Cooper since they divide into the two tribes that Cooper was most familiar with (viz. the Good and the Bad). But even that does not adequately describe these redmen since they seem Native Americans mysteriously transported from the American plains to the tropics; in fact, in one of Lofting’s illustrations we seem to see a puzzled Geronimo standing under a palm tree. If that weren’t enough to suggest their otherworldliness, we should note that the natives’ artwork recalls Mayan pictographs, but they also have plenty of totem poles (items otherwise found only in the Pacific Northwest).

Into this colonial bouillabaisse comes Doctor Dolittle, and it isn’t long before the Caucasian has introduced fire to these fireless people and been chosen king: “Great are your cunning and skill, oh White Man,” the natives croon. In short order, he is crowned and carried about in a sedan chair. In fact, if it weren’t for the fact that the movie was made some ten years later, we’d have to chuckle at the name he goes by: “King Jong.”

These are the kind of cultural cartoons that send postcolonial critics off like greyhounds chasing a mechanical hare at the racetrack. Examining the Babar books of Jean DeBrunhoff, for example, critic Ariel Dorfman had decried the story of the Petite Elephant as a vision of French colonialism in Africa. And Dorfman is correct, but the great fault in his argument is that he fails entirely to account for DeBrunhoff’s humor—to mention one small example: That in the elephant kingdom, individual professions are determined exclusively by the wearing of hats. In other words, Dorfman fails to consider the possibility that DeBrunhoff shares his anticolonial views. After all, those old black-and-white comedies about the Keystone Kops were not an endorsement of a police state; in fact, they might even be seen as the opposite.

In that regard, before some postcolonial critic decries Doctor Dolittle, we should hasten to add that the Doctor isn’t at all happy with being chosen king and abdicates as soon as he can. To be sure, along the way, he brands some natives as ignorant and styles others as smarter than white folks. And we should remember, too, that Dolittle is on the island in the first place to meet the world’s best naturalist, which is not himself, but Long Arrow, an Indian genius. In other words, King Jong (né Dolittle) isn’t interested in creating an Empire State or even erecting a building with that name.

In fact, we might say that the book ends with the sentiment which is the opposite of imperial ambition and its antidote: The Doctor is approaching his house after his long journey abroad and, turning to his companions, he observes, “You know, there’s something rather attractive in the bad weather of England—when you’ve got a kitchen-fire to look forward to…. Four o’clock! Come along—we’ll just be in nice time for tea.” To the reader of this book, we might add, Lofting extends this same cozy invitation.

—Jerry Griswold

Galway, Ireland


The Voyages
of
Doctor Dolittle



To Colin and Elizabeth




PROLOGUE

ALL that I have written so far about Doctor Dolittle I heard long after it happened from those who had known him—indeed a great deal of it took place before I was born. But I now come to set down that part of the great man’s life which I myself saw and took part in.

Many years ago the Doctor gave me permission to do this. But we were both of us so busy then voyaging around the world, having adventures and filling notebooks full of natural history that I never seemed to get time to sit down and write of our doings.

Now of course, when I am quite an old man, my memory isn’t so good any more. But whenever I am in doubt and have to hesitate and think, I always ask Polynesia, the parrot.

That wonderful bird (she is now nearly two hundred and fifty years old) sits on the top of my desk, usually humming sailor songs to herself, while I write this book. And, as every one who ever met her knows, Polynesia’s memory is the most marvelous memory in the world. If there is any happening I am not quite sure of, she is always able to put me right, to tell me exactly how it took place, who was there and everything about it. In fact sometimes I almost think I ought to say that this book was written by Polynesia instead of me.

Very well then, I will begin. And first of all I must tell you something about myself and how I came to meet the Doctor.


PART I

[image: ]

THE FIRST CHAPTER

The Cobbler’s Son

MY name was Tommy Stubbins, son of Jacob Stubbins, the cobbler of Puddleby-on-the-Marsh; and I was nine and a half years old. At that time Puddleby was only quite a small town. A river ran through the middle of it; and over this river there was a very old stone bridge, called Kingsbridge, which led you from the market-place on one side to the churchyard on the other.

Sailing-ships came up this river from the sea and anchored near the bridge. I used to go down and watch the sailors unloading the ships upon the river-wall. The sailors sang strange songs as they pulled upon the ropes; and I learned these songs by heart. And I would sit on the river-wall with my feet dangling over the water and sing with the men, pretending to myself that I too was a sailor.

For I longed always to sail away with those brave ships when they turned their backs on Puddleby Church and went creeping down the river again, across the wide lonely marshes to the sea. I longed to go with them out into the world to seek my fortune in foreign lands—Africa, India, China and Peru! When they got round the bend in the river and the water was hidden from view, you could still see their huge brown sails towering over the roofs of the town, moving onward slowly—like some gentle giants that walked among the houses without noise. What strange things would they have seen, I wondered, when next they came back to anchor at Kings-bridge! And, dreaming of the lands I had never seen, I’d sit on there, watching till they were out of sight.

Three great friends I had in Puddleby in those days. One was Joe, the mussel-man, who lived in a tiny hut by the edge of the water under the bridge. This old man was simply marvelous at making things. I never saw a man so clever with his hands. He used to mend my toy ships for me which I sailed upon the river; he built windmills out of packing-cases and barrel-staves; and he could make the most wonderful kites from old umbrellas.

Joe would sometimes take me in his mussel-boat, and when the tide was running out we would paddle down the river as far as the edge of the sea to get mussels and lobsters to sell. And out there on the cold lonely marshes we would see wild geese flying, and curlews and redshanks and many other kinds of seabirds that live among the samfire and the long grass of the great salt fen. And as we crept up the river in the evening, when the tide had turned, we would see the lights on Kings-bridge twinkle in the dusk, reminding us of tea-time and warm fires.

Another friend I had was Matthew Mugg, the cat’s-meat-man. He was a funny old person with a bad squint. He looked rather awful but he was really quite nice to talk to. He knew everybody in Puddleby; and he knew all the dogs and all the cats. In those times being a cat’s-meat-man was a regular business. And you could see one nearly any day going through the streets with a wooden tray full of pieces of meat stuck on skewers crying, “Meat! M-E-A-T!” People paid him to give this meat to their cats and dogs instead of feeding them on dog-biscuits or the scraps from the table.

I enjoyed going round with old Matthew and seeing the cats and dogs come running to the garden-gates whenever they heard his call. Sometimes he let me give the meat to the animals myself; and I thought this was great fun. He knew a lot about dogs and he would tell me the names of the different kinds as we went through the town. He had several dogs of his own; one, a whippet, was a very fast runner, and Matthew used to win prizes with her at the Saturday coursing races; another, a terrier, was a fine ratter. The cat’s-meat-man used to make a business of rat-catching for the millers and farmers as well as his other trade of selling cat’s-meat.
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“I would sit on the river-wall with my feet dangling over the water”

My third great friend was Luke the Hermit. But of him I will tell you more later on.

I did not go to school; because my father was not rich enough to send me. But I was extremely fond of animals. So I used to spend my time collecting birds’ eggs and butterflies, fishing in the river, rambling through the countryside after blackberries and mushrooms and helping the mussel-man mend his nets.

Yes, it was a very pleasant life I lived in those days long ago—though of course I did not think so then. I was nine and a half years old; and, like all boys, I wanted to grow up—not knowing how well off I was with no cares and nothing to worry me. Always I longed for the time when I should be allowed to leave my father’s house, to take passage in one of those brave ships, to sail down the river through the misty marshes to the sea—out into the world to seek my fortune.


THE SECOND CHAPTER

I Hear of the Great Naturalist

ONE early morning in the Springtime, when I was wandering among the hills at the back of the town, I happened to come upon a hawk with a squirrel in its claws. It was standing on a rock and the squirrel was fighting very hard for its life. The hawk was so frightened when I came upon it suddenly like this, that it dropped the poor creature and flew away. I picked the squirrel up and found that two of its legs were badly hurt. So I carried it in my arms back to the town.

When I came to the bridge I went into the mussel-man’s hut and asked him if he could do anything for it. Joe put on his spectacles and examined it carefully. Then he shook his head.

“Yon crittur’s got a broken leg,” he said—“and another badly cut an’ all. I can mend you your boats, Tom, but I haven’t the tools nor the learning to make a broken squirrel seaworthy. This is a job for a surgeon—and for a right smart one an’ all. There be only one man I know who could save yon crittur’s life. And that’s John Dolittle.”

“Who is John Dolittle?” I asked. “Is he a vet?”

“No,” said mussel-man. “He’s no vet. Doctor Dolittle is a nacheralist.”

“What’s a nacheralist?”

“A nacheralist,” said Joe, putting away his glasses and starting to fill his pipe, “is a man who knows all about animals and butterflies and plants and rocks an’ all. John Dolittle is a very great nacheralist. I’m surprised you never heard of him—and you daft over animals. He knows a whole lot about shellfish—that I know from my own knowledge. He’s a quiet man and don’t talk much; but there’s folks who do say he’s the greatest nacheralist in the world.”

“Where does he live?” I asked.

“Over on the Oxenthorpe Road, t’other side the town. Don’t know just which house it is, but ’most anyone ’cross there could tell you, I reckon. Go and see him. He’s a great man.”

So I thanked the mussel-man, took up my squirrel again and started off towards the Oxenthorpe Road.

The first thing I heard as I came into the market-place was some one calling “Meat! M-E-A-T!”

“There’s Matthew Mugg,” I said to myself. “He’ll know where this Doctor lives. Matthew knows everyone.”

So I hurried across the market-place and caught him up.

“Matthew,” I said, “do you know Doctor Dolittle?”

“Do I know John Dolittle!” said he. “Well, I should think I do! I know him as well as I know my own wife—better, I sometimes think. He’s a great man—a very great man.”

“Can you show me where he lives?” I asked. “I want to take this squirrel to him. It has a broken leg.”

“Certainly,” said the cat’s-meat-man. “I’ll be going right by his house directly. Come along and I’ll show you.”

So off we went together.

“Oh, I’ve known John Dolittle for years and years,” said Matthew as we made our way out of the marketplace. “But I’m pretty sure he ain’t home just now. He’s away on a voyage. But he’s liable to be back any day. I’ll show you his house and then you’ll know where to find him.”

All the way down the Oxenthorpe Road Matthew hardly stopped talking about his great friend, Doctor John Dolittle—“M.D.” He talked so much that he forgot all about calling out “Meat!” until we both suddenly noticed that we had a whole procession of dogs following us patiently.

“Where did the Doctor go to on this voyage?” I asked as Matthew handed round the meat to them.

“I couldn’t tell you,” he answered. “Nobody never knows where he goes, nor when he’s going, nor when he’s coming back. He lives all alone except for his pets. He’s made some great voyages and some wonderful discoveries. Last time he came back he told me he’d found a tribe of Red Indians in the Pacific Ocean—lived on two islands, they did. The husbands lived on one island, and the wives lived on the other. Sensible people, some of them savages. They only met once a year, when the husbands came over to visit the wives for a great feast—Christmas-time, most likely. Yes, he’s a wonderful man is the Doctor. And as for animals, well, there ain’t no one knows as much about ’em as what he does.”

“How did he get to know so much about animals?” I asked.

The cat’s-meat-man stopped and leant down to whisper in my ear.

“He talks their language,” he said in a hoarse, mysterious voice.

“The animals’ language?” I cried.

“Why certainly,” said Matthew. “All animals have some kind of a language. Some sorts talk more than others; some only speak in sign-language, like deaf-and-dumb. But the Doctor, he understands them all—birds as well as animals. We keep it a secret though, him and me, because folks only laugh at you when you speak of it. Why, he can even write animal-language. He reads aloud to his pets. He’s wrote history-books in monkey-talk, poetry in canary language and comic songs for magpies to sing. It’s a fact. He’s now busy learning the language of the shellfish. But he says it’s hard work—and he has caught some terrible colds, holding his head under water so much. He’s a great man.”

“He certainly must be,” I said. “I do wish he were home so I could meet him.”

“Well, there’s his house, look,” said the cat’s-meat-man—“that little one at the bend in the road there—the one high up—like it was sitting on the wall above the street.”

We were now come beyond the edge of the town. And the house that Matthew pointed out was quite a small one standing by itself. There seemed to be a big garden around it; and this garden was much higher than the road, so you had to go up a flight of steps in the wall before you reached the front gate at the top. I could see that there were many fine fruit trees in the garden, for their branches hung down over the wall in places. But the wall was so high I could not see anything else.

When we reached the house Matthew went up the steps to the front gate and I followed him. I thought he was going to go into the garden; but the gate was locked. A dog came running down from the house; and he took several pieces of meat which the cat’s-meat-man pushed through the bars of the gate, and some paper bags full of corn and bran. I noticed that this dog did not stop to eat the meat, as any ordinary dog would have done, but he took all the things back to the house and disappeared. He had a curious wide collar round his neck which looked as though it were made of brass or something. Then we came away.

“The Doctor isn’t back yet,” said Matthew, “or the gate wouldn’t be locked.”

“What were all those things in paper-bags you gave the dog?” I asked.

“Oh, those were provisions,” said Matthew—“things for the animals to eat. The Doctor’s house is simply full of pets. I give the things to the dog, while the Doctor’s away, and the dog gives them to the other animals.”

“And what was that curious collar he was wearing round his neck?”

“That’s a solid gold dog-collar,” said Matthew. “It was given to him when he was with the Doctor on one of his voyages long ago. He saved a man’s life.”

“How long has the Doctor had him?” I asked.

“Oh, a long time. Jip’s getting pretty old now. That’s why the Doctor doesn’t take him on his voyages any more. He leaves him behind to take care of the house. Every Monday and Thursday I bring the food to the gate here and give it him through the bars. He never lets any one come inside the garden while the Doctor’s away—not even me, though he knows me well. But you’ll always be able to tell if the Doctor’s back or not—because if he is, the gate will surely be open.”

So I went off home to my father’s house and put my squirrel to bed in an old wooden box full of straw. And there I nursed him myself and took care of him as best I could till the time should come when the Doctor would return. And every day I went to the little house with the big garden on the edge of the town and tried the gate to see if it were locked. Sometimes the dog, Jip, would come down to the gate to meet me. But though he always wagged his tail and seemed glad to see me, he never let me come inside the garden.


THE THIRD CHAPTER

The Doctor’s Home

ONE Monday afternoon towards the end of April my father asked me to take some shoes which he had mended to a house on the other side of the town. They were for a Colonel Bellowes who was very particular.

I found the house and rang the bell at the front door. The Colonel opened it, stuck out a very red face and said, “Go round to the tradesmen’s entrance—go to the back door.” Then he slammed the door shut.

I felt inclined to throw the shoes into the middle of his flower-bed. But I thought my father might be angry, so I didn’t. I went round to the back door, and there the Colonel’s wife met me and took the shoes from me. She looked a timid little woman and had her hands all over flour as though she were making bread. She seemed to be terribly afraid of her husband whom I could still hear stumping round the house somewhere, grunting indignantly because I had come to the front door. Then she asked me in a whisper if I would have a bun and a glass of milk. And I said, “Yes, please.”

After I had eaten the bun and milk, I thanked the Colonel’s wife and came away. Then I thought that before I went home I would go and see if the Doctor had come back yet. I had been to his house once already that morning. But I thought I’d just like to go and take another look. My squirrel wasn’t getting any better and I was beginning to be worried about him.

So I turned into the Oxenthorpe Road and started off towards the Doctor’s house. On the way I noticed that the sky was clouding over and that it looked as though it might rain.

I reached the gate and found it still locked. I felt very discouraged. I had been coming here every day for a week now. The dog, Jip, came to the gate and wagged his tail as usual, and then sat down and watched me closely to see that I didn’t get in.

I began to fear that my squirrel would die before the Doctor came back. I turned away sadly, went down the steps on to the road and turned towards home again.

I wondered if it were supper-time yet. Of course I had no watch of my own, but I noticed a gentleman coming towards me down the road; and when he got nearer I saw it was the Colonel out for a walk. He was all wrapped up in smart overcoats and mufflers and bright-colored gloves. It was not a very cold day but he had so many clothes on he looked like a pillow inside a roll of blankets. I asked him if he would please tell me the time.

He stopped, grunted and glared down at me—his red face growing redder still; and when he spoke it sounded like the cork coming out of a gingerbeer-bottle.

“Do you imagine for one moment,” he spluttered, “that I am going to get myself all unbuttoned just to tell a little boy like you the time!” And he went stumping down the street, grunting harder than ever.

I stood still a moment looking after him and wondering how old I would have to be, to have him go to the trouble of getting his watch out. And then, all of a sudden, the rain came down in torrents.

I have never seen it rain so hard. It got dark, almost like night. The wind began to blow; the thunder rolled; the lightning flashed, and in a moment the gutters of the road were flowing like a river. There was no place handy to take shelter, so I put my head down against the driving wind and started to run towards home.

I hadn’t gone very far when my head bumped into something soft and I sat down suddenly on the pavement. I looked up to see whom I had run into. And there in front of me, sitting on the wet pavement like myself, was a little round man with a very kind face. He wore a shabby high hat and in his hand he had a small black bag.

“I’m very sorry,” I said. “I had my head down and I didn’t see you coming.”

To my great surprise, instead of getting angry at being knocked down, the little man began to laugh.

“You know this reminds me,” he said, “of a time once when I was in India. I ran full tilt into a woman in a thunderstorm. But she was carrying a pitcher of molasses on her head and I had treacle in my hair for weeks afterwards—the flies followed me everywhere. I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

“No,” I said. “I’m all right.”

“It was just as much my fault as it was yours, you know,” said the little man. “I had my head down too—but look here, we mustn’t sit talking like this. You must be soaked. I know I am. How far have you got to go?”

“My home is on the other side of the town,” I said, as we picked ourselves up.

“My Goodness, but that was a wet pavement!” said he. “And I declare it’s coming down worse than ever. Come along to my house and get dried. A storm like this can’t last.”

He took hold of my hand and we started running back down the road together. As we ran I began to wonder who this funny little man could be, and where he lived. I was a perfect stranger to him, and yet he was taking me to his own home to get dried. Such a change, after the old red-faced Colonel who had refused even to tell me the time! Presently we stopped.

“Here we are,” he said.

I looked up to see where we were and found myself back at the foot of the steps leading to the little house with the big garden! My new friend was already running up the steps and opening the gate with some keys he took from his pocket.

“Surely,” I thought, “this cannot be the great Doctor Dolittle himself!”

I suppose after hearing so much about him I had expected some one very tall and strong and marvelous. It was hard to believe that this funny little man with the kind smiling face could be really he. Yet here he was, sure enough, running up the steps and opening the very gate which I had been watching for so many days!

The dog, Jip, came rushing out and started jumping up on him and barking with happiness. The rain was splashing down heavier than ever.

“Are you Doctor Dolittle?” I shouted as we sped up the short garden-path to the house.

“Yes, I’m Doctor Dolittle,” said he, opening the front door with the same bunch of keys. “Get in! Don’t bother about wiping your feet. Never mind the mud. Take it in with you. Get in out of the rain!”

I popped in, he and Jip following. Then he slammed the door to behind us.

The storm had made it dark enough outside; but inside the house, with the door closed, it was as black as night. Then began the most extraordinary noise that I have ever heard. It sounded like all sorts and kinds of animals and birds calling and squeaking and screeching at the same time. I could hear things trundling down the stairs and hurrying along passages. Somewhere in the dark a duck was quacking, a cock was crowing, a dove was cooing, an owl was hooting, a lamb was bleating and Jip was barking. I felt birds’ wings fluttering and fanning near my face. Things kept bumping into my legs and nearly upsetting me. The whole front hall seemed to be filling up with animals. The noise, together with the roaring of the rain, was tremendous; and I was beginning to grow a little bit scared when I felt the Doctor take hold of my arm and shout into my ear.

“Don’t be alarmed. Don’t be frightened. These are just some of my pets. I’ve been away three months and they are glad to see me home again. Stand still where you are till I strike a light. My Gracious, what a storm!—Just listen to that thunder!”

So there I stood in the pitch-black dark, while all kinds of animals which I couldn’t see chattered and jostled around me. It was a curious and a funny feeling. I had often wondered, when I had looked in from the front gate, what Doctor Dolittle would be like and what the funny little house would have inside it. But I never imagined it would be anything like this. Yet somehow after I had felt the Doctor’s hand upon my arm I was not frightened, only confused. It all seemed like some queer dream; and I was beginning to wonder if I was really awake, when I heard the Doctor speaking again:

[image: ]

“And in her right foot she carried a lighted candle!”

“My blessed matches are all wet. They won’t strike. Have you got any?”

“No, I’m afraid I haven’t,” I called back.

“Never mind,” said he. “Perhaps Dab-Dab can raise us a light somewhere.”

Then the Doctor made some funny clicking noises with his tongue and I heard some one trundle up the stairs again and start moving about in the rooms above.

Then we waited quite a while without anything happening.

“Will the light be long in coming?” I asked. “Some animal is sitting on my foot and my toes are going to sleep.”

“No, only a minute,” said the Doctor. “She’ll be back in a minute.”

And just then I saw the first glimmerings of a light around the landing above. At once all the animals kept quiet.

“I thought you lived alone,” I said to the Doctor.

“So I do,” said he. “It is Dab-Dab who is bringing the light.”

I looked up the stairs trying to make out who was coming. I could not see around the landing but I heard the most curious footstep on the upper flight. It sounded like some one hopping down from one step to the other, as though he were using only one leg.

As the light came lower, it grew brighter and began to throw strange jumping shadows on the walls.

“Ah—at last!” said the Doctor. “Good old Dab-Dab!”

And then I thought I really must be dreaming. For there, craning her neck round the bend of the landing, hopping down the stairs on one leg, came a spotless white duck. And in her right foot she carried a lighted candle!
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