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With love to Sheila:


Thank you for introducing me to Amigo, Basher, and Schrödinger
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We do not belong to this material world that science constructs for us. We are not in it; we are outside. We are only spectators. The reason why we believe that we are in it, that we belong to the picture, is that our bodies are in the picture. Our bodies belong to it. Not only my own body, but those of my friends, also of my dog and cat and horse, and of all the other people and animals. And this is my only means of communicating with them.


—Erwin Schrodinger, from What is Life? and other scientific essays (Doubleday, 1956)




INTRODUCTION


From Butterflies to Big Cats, Great Apes, and Long Snakes


A late-summer evening, and I’m rowing my boat on the Bodega Bay, north of San Francisco. There is a slight breeze, and the air is as fresh as air gets. I’m taking a break from my work, the push and pull of the boat’s oars providing an ideal counterpoint exercise for my tight shoulders hunched too many hours over a keyboard.


A friend gave me this rowboat over a dozen years ago. I love it, even though it’s in ludicrous shape from deferred maintenance and the harsh winter weather. The starboard oarlock is about to fail any day. I’ll be forced to paddle back to the dock if I don’t repair it soon. The brass nameplate affixed on the inside of the stern is the shiniest thing on board. Designed by C. William Lapworth, it says, and built by Griffith Brothers. The sun slips toward the Pacific, silhouetting the pterodactyl-like pelicans. They soar high over the bay stalking prey and collapse into the water after the fish. Nearby sea lions bark. Gulls squawk in a feeding frenzy behind a fishing boat. Harbor seals follow me as I work the oars, the water lapping against the bow. They look like wet dogs when they surface, sticking their heads out of the water with their big brown eyes scanning the surface.


These are my exotic pets. Sometimes I wonder, wouldn’t it be fun to bring a seal home and keep it in the bathtub? But I leave them alone, and they take care of themselves. I call out to them whenever they appear during a row, inviting them to approach. They keep their distance, however, and I refrain from bringing fish with me on the water, although the idea of luring them close with some rock cod perpetually appeals to me. But not only is it illegal to harass sea mammals, I also want them to like me for myself, not for the treats I bring to them.


[image: images]


Butterflies. That’s what my last book was about. Symbols of beauty, innocence, rebirth, and, of course, metamorphosis. So distant, I thought when I started the research for that book, from my usual journalism beats of wars, pestilence, and other man-made and natural disasters. I learned quickly the reality: The butterfly story is much more than what flutters in front of the eye. Poaching and smuggling. Habitat desecration and species extinction. Species renewal and habitat restoration. Myths and magic. I met a cast of real-life characters to rival anything conjured by Hollywood, egoists engaged in conflict, survival, and some just interested in good, clean fun. The unexpected phenomena I found resulted in an invitation to talk about my adventures covering the butterfly beat with Jon Stewart on The Daily Show.


“There are butterfly poachers,” Stewart told his audience with his trademark look of amazement, “people who catch them and sell them dead or alive for huge money.” He said he learned about the criminals from the book and wondered who collects the hot insects: “It seems the only people who would do this are super villains.” The audience laughed as he offered an example. “People that are saying, ‘Hey, I live in a volcano and I’m building this laser that blows up planets. And you know what else I’d like to have? A room filled with exotic butterflies!’ I mean,” he asked me, “who are the people who are buying these?”


“I think that’s not far from it,” I agreed, and Stewart joined the audience laughing. “I conjure up somebody who buys stolen art,” I explained to him. “Why are they buying stolen art? What kind of strange den do they have where behind a curtain there is the van Gogh, and there is the butterfly that is endangered and cost them thousands and thousands of dollars and they will go to jail if they buy it and they’re caught?”


“Do they have a party,” suggested Stewart, “and they say, ‘I’d like you to see something, a blue morpho butterfly’?”


“I think so,” I replied, “except not the blue morpho; it’s not endangered and is legal to own.”


It was great fun talking butterflies and laughing with Stewart, but his question is a haunting one: What type of people want to own exotic stuff that’s dangerous or illegal, or both—especially animals? Is it because there’s an element of the forbidden at work here?
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I encountered a host of questions about those who chase butterflies, questions that I soon realized relate not just to Lepidoptera.


Why do criminals poach and smuggle animals? Is it just for the profit, or are there other motives? How do traffickers obtain endangered species to sell? Who are the customers for the illicit trade in animals, and what do they do with specimens that are illegal to own?


These questions led to more.


What animals, besides butterflies, are being smuggled, and from where to where? Why is this trafficking illegal? What is being done to stop the trade? What are the prognoses for the future of threatened animals popular as targets for traffickers?


As I began research for what would become my next book, I learned that the trade in wild and protected animals is growing exponentially. According to Interpol, the International Criminal Police Organization, the trafficking in live wild animals is the third most lucrative illegal business in the world, trailing only drugs and weapons—and not trailing those scourges by much. Animal smuggling and trading are easy to accomplish, and the risks of capture are slim. Even if caught, the perpetrator often gets away with a nominal penalty, especially when compared with the stiff sentences and heavy fines meted out to those running heroin and AK-47s. Legal trade in endangered animals exists, along with trade that skirts the law. Legitimate businesses, too, can make their practitioners wealthy. Illegal wildlife trade, however, further threatens already endangered species. Estimates of its dollar value, made by international organizations such as Interpol, soar toward $25 billion a year. With such high stakes, wildlife law enforcement officials in the Third World who attempt to protect their charges are dying at the hands of smugglers, and their counterparts in the First World are well outnumbered by smugglers. Not all the smuggling is done by professional criminals. Amateurs seeking the animals for their own pleasure at home perform some of the more comedic cases. For them, the embarrassment of capture (especially when the animals are secreted in embarrassing places) may be enough punishment to dissuade them from further attempts.


The butterfly story introduced me to U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service special agent Ed Newcomer. I was studying a case he made against the self-styled “World’s Most Wanted Butterfly Smuggler,” a criminal he stalked, arrested, and helped the U.S. attorney’s office in Los Angeles send to federal prison for two years. I told Newcomer about my growing interest in forbidden creatures. He dug into his files and confirmed my guess that with this new project I was about to encounter characters who would be as weird and intriguing as the fanciers I met who were chasing butterflies. Authorities caught one fellow with a giant lizard secreted in an artificial leg. A woman was stopped at the U.S. border using a pregnancy prosthetic to secrete and smuggle a baby monkey home. Piranhas and stingrays are favorites of smugglers, as are threatened songbirds and colorful parrots. Just about every protected animal has been found at border crossings by inspectors.


Soon my own file was bulging, and I started testing factoids. The estimate that there are more captive tigers in Texas than wild tigers in India astounded friends and colleagues. Few knew that it’s legal in many states to own chimpanzees and tigers as pets. That the Everglades teem with escaped pythons is a sure cocktail party icebreaker.


Vietnam is making an unfortunate name for itself as a wide-open source country for illegal live wildlife. In one case a bear was transported in a Vietnam ambulance, the poached animal dressed as a patient in need of urgent care.1


Pet Amnesty Day was coming up in the summer of 2009 at the Beardsley Zoo in Bridgeport, Connecticut, not far from where an infamous chimpanzee named Travis had lived and died. (Travis had recently attacked and tragically disfigured a friend of his owner.) I was intrigued to learn that there was a need for such a day. It seemed further proof that the story I was pursuing was not just a complex one; I was encountering a social phenomenon of consequence. A gray area of the law involves the trade in captive-bred endangered species, such as Travis. Why was this chimp living in suburban Stamford, Connecticut? What was his origin? Was the “pet” legal? How did local authorities handle complaints about the chimp’s presence in the community? What motivated his owner, Sandra Herold, to cohabitate with Travis? And how is Stamford (and other communities where citizens harbor potentially dangerous animals) responding to the tragic cases of Sandra’s critically injured friend and Travis, both of them victims?


The Internet continues to evolve as a sophisticated black market. With a few clicks of your mouse, you can find yourself a cute baby chimp or an entire exotic menagerie. The International Fund for Animal Welfare has documented thousands and thousands of wild animals for sale online—protected and endangered animals—including such rare oddities as a Siberian tiger offered for $70,000. Animal retreats proliferate, offering needed care and homes for creatures abandoned as pets, retired as performers, or rescued from the illegal trade. Other facilities masquerade as sanctuaries while operating as animal breeding grounds and tourist destinations. They use the animals’ cute factor to make money, offering tours to paying customers and soliciting donations.


The illegal pet trade is devastating the Philippines forest turtle, an animal listed as critically endangered and once thought to be extinct. The little forest turtle was rediscovered because of the pet trade. Scientists found several for sale at a market and then discovered a population in the wild. That wild population was in jeopardy as soon as it was discovered because the rarity of the turtle added to its value for some collectors. Fifty dollars’ worth of forest turtle in the Philippines can be flipped to a fast $2,500 when the reptile is smuggled into Europe, Japan, or the United States.2 But turtle peddlers make handsome returns on investment without even leaving the States. Red-eared sliders, when they’re young and still only about an inch and a half long, can be had wholesale in Florida and Louisiana for about fifty cents a turtle. Hustlers bring the reptiles to urban places far from their native habitat, like the streets of Baltimore. There they fetch $10 to $15 each in a thriving and illegal trade, illegal because a pet turtle in Maryland must measure at least four inches across its middle.3 Federal regulators decided to ban the tiny turtles from the pet trade in the 1970s once researchers determined that the popular animals can transmit salmonella and that children are less apt to play with larger turtles.


Orangutans and gibbons in Indonesia are endangered in much the same way as the forest turtle in the Philippines: The apes’ survival is threatened by habitat loss augmented by the pet trade. Compounding the tragedy are two unsettling facts. These apes are poached for pets as youngsters. That means their protective mothers usually are killed in the process.4 Often pet owners tire of their responsibilities when great apes mature and become both strong and unpredictable. Many end their days in substandard sanctuaries or zoos.


Not unlike the illegal drug trade, not dissimilar to crimes involving the trading of firearms, animal smuggling exists because there is a market for it. People are willing to pay vast amounts of money for exotic animals. There’s an allure to them that, before I began my research into this subculture, I failed to appreciate. Why would someone want to own a tiger, or a chimpanzee, or a python? Why would Paris Hilton, for example, have kept a kinkajou, a rare South American mammal with huge eyes for its tiny head, a monkey-looking tree climber with fleet feet that allow it to run with equal efficiency forward or backward? Late one night when Hilton was playing with her kinkajou, it bit her. She went to a hospital emergency room for a tetanus shot, but she and Baby Luv remained pals.5 Kinkajous are also called honey bears and nightwalkers. Despite the bear nickname and the monkey look, they are part of the same group of animals as raccoons. The pet trade, along with habitat loss and hunting, is taking a heavy toll on the wild population of kinkajous, which—as was pointed out to Ms. Hilton when she showed up in Los Angeles with her animal—are illegal to keep as pets in California.6 Michael Jackson performed with Bubbles, his chimpanzee, and he kept a zoo at his Neverland Ranch filled with elephants, tigers, giraffes, and assorted reptiles and birds. Bubbles grew strong and aggressive, and eventually he was shipped to the Center for Great Apes, a Florida sanctuary.7 Teodoro Fino Restrepo was another private zookeeper, according to Mexican organized crime prosecutor Marisela Morales, who says the drug trafficker entertained his friends and colleagues with a collection that included lions, tigers, panthers, and a great ape—the animals were found living in urban Mexico City when cops raided his headquarters.8 “It’s a show of power and is incredibly common in the criminal underworld,” was the response from Patricio Patron, Mexico’s attorney general for environmental protection. “The worst of the worst have exotic animals.”9


Boxer Mike Tyson secured a tiger for himself. During the divorce proceedings against his wife, Monica Turner, the fighter listed his tiger’s care and feeding at $4,000 a month. Tyson’s friend, the Chechen leader Ramzan Kadyrov, whom human rights activists call a murderer and torturer, showed off his pet tiger at a news conference. The Moscow newspaper Komsomolskaya Pravda printed a photograph of Kadyrov telling his tiger to eat the newspaper’s reporter Alexander Gamov because he “writes incorrectly about me.”10 Actor Steve Sipek played Tarzan in a couple of Spanish-language jungle movies. At his Loxahatchee, Florida, spread in 2004, one of his big cats escaped its enclosure. Over twenty-four hours later an animal control officer shot and killed Bobo, saying the tiger lunged at him. The mourning Sipek called it murder, insisting the authorities should have stepped back and allowed him to retrieve the six-hundred-pound animal. “My beautiful Bobo that I loved all my life, gone. Gone, because heartless people would not give him a chance, would not give me a chance to walk him home or take him out of the area.” In a bizarre sidebar to the Bobo story, police searching for Bobo cited Linda Meredith at the scene, charging her with animal cruelty when they found a piglet named Baby in the trunk of her Cadillac on a day with temperatures in the nineties. She suggested to the officers that they twist Baby’s ears to make the pig squeal, a cry that she theorized would attract the tiger, which they could then recapture. “I can’t believe they have the gall,” she said about the authorities and her ticket, insisting her trunk was air-conditioned. “I was just trying to help the tiger find his way back home.”11 The pig was no pet; Meredith said she planned to eat Baby once it was grown.


Contemporary celebrities and dope dealers with their exotic pets follow a trend set by the rich and powerful throughout history. Graphic evidence in Egyptian tombs dating to 2,500 years before Christ show monkeys, hyenas, and other animals collected by royalty. Marco Polo was impressed when he watched Kublai Khan dominate a lion. “A great lion is led into the Great Khan’s presence,” he wrote, “and as soon as it sees him it flings itself down prostrate before him with every appearance of deep humility and seems to acknowledge him as lord. There it stays without a chain, and is indeed a thing to marvel at.”12 Change a few words, and it could be a visitor describing the bizarre scene of Sandra Herold in bed with the soon-to-be-vicious Travis, drinking wine with the ape. Or it could be Siegfried and Roy ordering around an unpredictable tiger on their Las Vegas show stage at the Mirage casino before the cat mauled Roy.


Myths tap into our atavistic longings throughout human history. It’s understandable that attempts to cultivate relationships with wild animals transcend all cultures. The story of the runaway Roman slave Androcles dates to the first century B.C. He encounters a lion in a cave suffering from an infected foot. He pulls an offending thorn out of the lion’s paw. He and the lion become pals, the lion acting tame with him. Androcles is later caught and condemned to death; the same lion is unleashed to kill him. Of course, it licks Androcles instead. He’s pardoned, and freed man and healed animal spend their remaining days promenading around Rome, greeted by citizens saying, “This is the lion that was a man’s friend; this is the man who was physician to a lion.”13 From Kublai Kahn to Mike Tyson, from Cleopatra to Paris Hilton, men and women keep seeking to make friends with wildlife.
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Just as I began my study of the exotic pet trade and my effort to understand what motivates people to want to keep endangered and dangerous animals as “pets,” a twelve-foot pet Burmese python escaped its vivarium in Oxford, Florida, and smothered a two-year-old girl before its owner could stop the snake. The snake was caught, and the little girl died.


Three highly publicized attacks—the incident involving the chimp Travis, the show tiger almost killing Roy Horn in front of a live audience, and the constrictor killing the little girl in a rural Florida trailer home—helped make contemporary society much more aware of the rampant levels of exotic pet ownership in its midst and of the potential dangers this subculture presents to neighbors, to the wild animals themselves, and to those who try to make them pets. The story I was researching jumped to the front pages, encouraging some of my sources to further rationalize their behavior, while others sought to hide from publicity.


At the same time, in my hometown, Bodega Bay, flyers were circulating advertising the annual appearance of Tippi Hedren. The actress starred in Alfred Hitchcock’s The Birds—the movie was shot on location in Bodega Bay, and many of the famous scenes still are easy to identify in my neighborhood, essentially unchanged in the almost fifty years since the film was made. I was searching databases for exotic pet stories, developing contacts worldwide connected with the illicit trade in protected animals, and collecting reference books on endangered species for sale. But I had forgotten until I saw the notices that Hedren operates a reserve for big cats. Once a year, practically in my backyard, she holds court in the Tides restaurant, looking out on the bay where her character was struck bloody on the head—the first bird attack seen in the film. There she signs photographs of herself for a price, the money raised going to support her work providing a refuge for lions and tigers no longer of use to circuses and moviemakers, or of interest to pet owners.


Myself, I’ve been satisfied with dogs and cats, all of which arrived on their own, inviting themselves to join our family. Amigo was our lovely and loving Australian shepherd–husky mix, with his telltale freckles adding to the cherubic look of his face. An amigo he was for years and years. Our current cat—a pretty white Himalayan flame tip with firelike highlights—came to the door abused. Whiskers cut, he was bruised, abandoned, and afraid. Years later he’s still skittish, and sometimes a crazed look crosses his face. His eyes seem to glass over, and he acts as if he does not recognize us. We learned from neighbors that his owners moved out of town and left him behind. They named him Toby, my wife Sheila calls him Sweetie, and my son Michael’s choice is the official one on his tags: Schrödinger. Probably because I miss Amigo, I call him Puppy. That’s as exotic as our pets at home stretch.


The word pet itself defines a questionable relationship. “Any animal that is domesticated or tamed and kept as a favorite or treated with indulgence and fondness,” opines the Oxford English Dictionary, my pet dictionary. It’s a broad-based definition, open to wide interpretation and in need of clarification. What constitutes a domesticated animal? Are any of us animals ever truly tamed? The OED adds “an indulged (and, usually, spoiled) child” to its definition and goes on to include “any person who is indulged, fondled, or treated with special kindness or favor; a darling.” For many years I’ve published pieces of my journalism in Penthouse. Yes, the old joke is correct; some buyers of the magazine really do read the articles, and some of us who write them do on occasion glance at the pictures. So I’m aware of the Penthouse Pets. Is the term demeaning for the women? Or for the house cats and junkyard dogs so many of us enjoy? Is there a difference on the animal side of the equation if the pet is a traditional one like my dog Amigo or an exotic one like Mike Tyson’s tiger?


“A pet is a diminished being,” writes the philosopher Yi-Fu Tuan. “A pet is a personal belonging, an animal with charm that one can take delight in, play with, or set aside, as one wishes. Humans can become such pets, too.”14 Some slaves and servants are forced into the role of pets, as are, arguably, the well-compensated Penthouse Pets. Zoos in supposedly civilized countries have, in the not-too-distant past, displayed what they considered were savage humans alongside their captured apes and cats, individuals brought back from foreign lands. One of those so exhibited was Ota Benga, brought in 1904 from what was the Belgian Congo to America and eventually to the Bronx Zoo, where he was shown off as an oddity in the zoo’s monkey house. Visitors thronged to see him, but protests soon convinced zookeepers to shut down the show.15 The Ontario government took over custody of the Dionne quintuplets shortly after they were born and built a nursery for them equipped with one-way glass that allowed tourists to gawk. Quintland became the province’s premier tourist attraction.16 In more contemporary times zoos continue to experiment with human exhibits. In the summer of 2005, for example, the London Zoo placed five human volunteers wearing swimsuits in a “primate” enclosure. The zoo’s communication manager, Simon Rayner, wanted to draw attention to the negative impact our species exerts on others. “We are saying, ‘Look, here are humans stripped down and treated exactly the same way as other animals,’” Rayner said. “We are the same, and the way we treat all animals has consequences.”17


“Control is an illusion,” my wife tries to teach me, and I know in the long term she’s correct. But when I called out, “Jump in the truck, Amigo,” our dog leaped into the back of my pickup. I usually thought of it as an invitation, but Tuan notes, “Power over another being is demonstrably firm and perversely delicious when it is exercised for no particular purpose and when submission to it goes against the victim’s own strong desires and nature.”18 I think I’m still okay. The purpose was clear: I wanted company in the truck on the run to the dump. And I’m quite convinced if Amigo didn’t want to join me, he would have stayed home. But what about the captive animals serving as entertainers? Is that okay?


I became interested in the other dwelling places of exotic animals: roadside attractions, circuses, zoos, research laboratories, and sanctuaries—both the legitimate enterprises and the hustles. But ultimately I decided the more interesting story was in exotic pets and their keepers. I wanted to meet the people for whom Fido and Tabby weren’t enough, the types who want big cats, great apes, and long snakes for pets.


The more I learn about the exotic pet trade, the more it is the pet “owners” who intrigue me. The poachers, smugglers, breeders, and legitimate merchants who litter the trade are important to note, but without demand from those who want to keep exotic pets, there need be no suppliers. Why is it that some people seem compelled to keep rare, dangerous, and weird animals? Are they motivated by a genuine love for the animal or a need to show off, or a desire to be in control of another being? Is it the thrill of commingling with a killer beast? What constitutes a pet as opposed to an animal that is a slave or being held hostage, especially one kidnapped from its wild home by poachers? Where does a captive-bred wild animal belong since it never knew the wilderness?


My attempts to answer these questions would take me to the esteemed museums of England and the swamps of Florida, to America’s best universities, to the deserts of the Southwest, and beyond, as I journeyed from prosaic to exotic locales in my search for forbidden creatures.




CHAPTER ONE


Unexpected Mayhem
Travis Attacks Charla Nash



“THE CHIMP KILLED MY FRIEND!” AN UNDERSTANDABLY HYSTERICAL SANDRA Herold screams at the police operator as a primal screeching competes with her voice on the other end of the line.


The recording of the 911 call from chimpanzee owner Herold is haunting, and continual percussive screeching punctuates the call as the dispatcher responding at headquarters asks with appropriate cool, “What’s going on there?”


Throughout the myriad, strange-but-true experiences I’ve had over the last year studying the relationships of my fellow humans and their so-called exotic pets, I remain haunted by that police recording. The plaintive, out-of-control human cry for help, combined with the even more primitive shriek of savage victory, stuck with me throughout my research for this book. It provided a constant reminder of a worst-case scenario for what can happen when we humans indulge a certain aspect of our nature. We want to tame the wild beasts. The sensational audio is in the public domain and was circulated by several newspapers, including the New York Post, which posted it on its Web site under a typical tabloid headline, “Why Chimp Went Bananas on Gal.” I listened to the horrific, desperate call after first sitting through an online advertisement—bizarre because of its juxtaposition with the 911 message—for Pampers and the diaper company’s Cruisers brand. The music is upbeat as the cutest little baby crawls determinedly across a shiny hardwood floor. “Cruisers flex to fit in high-motion areas, especially around the legs and waist,” says the female announcer in a proud-sounding voice, and the picture changes to a mother figure bouncing said baby on her lap, flexing those legs and waist. “It’s our best fit ever, to help stop leaks, no matter how much you move.” An especially odd contrast considering that Travis, the chimpanzee screeching on the 911 recording, wore diapers.


“Send the police!” pleads Sandra Herold.


“What’s the problem there?” asks the dispatcher at the police station in Stamford, Connecticut.


“The chimp killed my friend!” she yells.


“What’s the problem with your friend?” he asks. For several seconds the only sound on the recording is the hideous screeching of the chimp, an aggressive cry that sounds crowlike.


“What’s the problem with your friend?” the dispatcher repeats over and over.


“Oh, please,” moans Herold.


“What’s the problem with your friend? I need to know.”


“Call the police!” she yells back. “With a gun, with a gun! He’s killing my girlfriend!”


The dispatcher is heard on his radio sending a car to Herold’s address.


“Hurry up!” she continues to yell.


“They’re on their way,” he tells her, “but I need more information. Who’s doing this? Who has the gun?”


“No!” Her frustration is clear. “Bring the gun! You’ve got to kill this chimp.”


“What’s the problem there?”


“Hurry up!”


“I need you to talk to me. I need you to calm down. Why do you need somebody there?”


“He’s killing my friend!”


“Who’s killing your friend?”


“My chimpanzee!”


“Oh,” says the dispatcher, and at this point his passive acceptance of a unique suburban crisis borders on the comedic. “Oh, your chimpanzee is killing your friend.” As if chimp attacks in Stamford are routine.


“Hurry up, please!”


“There’s someone on the way,” he reassures her.


“Shoot him!”


“Tell me what the monkey’s doing,” asks the dispatcher, and Sandra Herold’s immediate answer is unbelievable—and true.


“He ripped her face off.”


“He ripped her face off?” The dispatcher sounds incredulous.


“He’s tried. He tried. He’s trying to attack me!”


Herold cries, pleading with the police to hurry. The dispatcher again tries to calm her and asks her to help her friend.


“I can’t. He tried to attack me now.”


“Okay. Then back off. Don’t get any closer, okay?”


“He ripped her apart. Please hurry.” She’s sobbing. “Oh, my God. She’s dead. She’s dead. Oh, my God.”


The police arrive after almost ten minutes of Herold’s crying, “Please hurry,” and the dispatcher urging her to breathe.


“Shoot him!” she yells.


Shoot him the police did. When the paramedics and cops arrived on the scene, Travis the chimpanzee ran off into the woods that surround Herold’s home. Officers chased after him. He returned to the scene of his attack and assaulted cops who were guarding the medics as they treated the victim. Travis, who was intimately familiar with human tools—he was famous for drinking from stemmed glasses and operating a personal computer—opened the door of a squad car and went after the officer in the driver’s seat. Police Captain Richard Conklin picks up the story by explaining that the cop in the cruiser felt forced to shoot to kill. “He’s trapped in his car,” the captain explains. “He has nowhere to go. So he pulls his sidearm and shoots the chimp several times in close proximity.”19 But the chase was not over. The wounded animal again ran into the woods, this time bleeding from what would become a mortal wound. Searchers followed the bloody trail back toward Herold’s home, into the house, and to the chimp’s cage. There he lay on his bed, dead.


Two days later Sandra Herold talked with NBC News correspondent Jeff Rossen, inviting the reporter into her home for an hour-long chat and a look at Travis’ suburban environment. The accompanying cameraman shot video footage of Travis’s primitive drawings decorating the refrigerator. “He couldn’t be more my son than if I gave birth to him,” Herold said about the late Travis. “Would I have done it again?” She rephrased the question when she was asked if she regretted creating a humanlike habitat for Travis, and she answered, “Yes! They’re the closest thing to humans—to us. We can give them a blood transfusion, and they can give us one. How many people go crazy and kill other people? This is one incident, and I don’t know what happened.” She told Rossen that Travis used the toilet (apparently the diapers were a safety precaution), and he could brush his teeth and dress himself. “I used to buy everything for him—filet mignon, lobster tails, Lindt’s chocolate,” Herold recalled.


“He ate well,” observed Rossen, in an awkward television moment during the wrenching report he presented on the network’s Today show.


“I saw what was going on,” Herold said, “and I hollered at him. He was just grabbing at her, and I went and got the shovel. I was trying to hit him with the shovel to stop it, and it wasn’t working.” So she grabbed a knife and stabbed him. As Herold recounts that awful moment, she cried. “He looked at me like, ‘Mom! What did you do?’”


Herold also talked with Fox News just after the attack, saying that following the death of her husband and daughter, Travis was her family. “He didn’t have anything but love until this freak accident,” she said. “He was my life. Everybody knows it. I cooked for him, I shopped for him, I lived with him, I slept with him. He was just the only thing I had left. It’s something I can’t hardly live with because he went in his room and died, and I wasn’t with him. I couldn’t get back in the house.” Not that Herold ignored the fate of her friend when she reacted in public. “I had to get a shovel, then a knife to get Travis off of Charlie,” she told the New York Post just after her friend Charla Nash was mauled. “It was very difficult to do this, but I had to save my friend. I am so sorry for what happened to Charlie. She is my dear friend.”20


Surrounded by photographs, toys, the drawings, and her memories, Sandra Herold told the Today show audience, “It’s a horrible thing, but I’m not a horrible person, and he wasn’t a horrible chimp. It was a freak thing.”


Not such a freak “thing,” according to Frans de Waal. He’s the lead biologist at the Yerkes National Primate Research Center at Emory University in Atlanta. “They’re very complex creatures,” Waal says about all chimpanzees. And they’re strong. The brute force of chimpanzees is measured at multiple times the strength of a human. Waal is both a psychologist and a biologist, and he says we humans can’t know for sure what’s going on in the mind of a chimpanzee. “People must not assume that with someone they already know there’s not some underlying tension,” he says of the manner in which apes relate to the humans with whom they interact. “It’s often impossible to figure out what reason they have for attacking.” With their potent muscles and massive canine teeth, chimpanzees are potential killing machines. “Having a chimp in your home is like having a tiger in your home,” says Waal. “It’s not really very different. They are both very dangerous.”21


That NBC could feature the Travis tragedy on the Today show without a reference to J. Fred Muggs is a prime example of our popular culture’s short attention span. The peacock network, and the Today show in particular, is responsible for presenting to a huge nationwide audience the image of the chimpanzee not as a wild animal but as a cute mascot masquerading as an almost-human.


In 1952 the network launched the Today show, with the erudite Dave Garroway as host. Ratings languished. In 1953, wearing diapers and a wardrobe that ranged from a T-shirt to a business suit, the chimpanzee called J. Fred Muggs joined Garroway on the set of the live broadcast. Eisenhower-era America became enthralled with the chimpanzee’s antics—playing the piano, messing with his birthday cakes, “interviewing” celebrities—and ratings soared. Garroway and Muggs costarred until 1957, and by then the Today show had secured its permanent place as a morning television institution. Following a career that continued long after his Today show tenure, the chimpanzee, along with his owner and trainer, Carmine “Bud” Mennella, retired to Florida. In 1998 a Florida game warden fined Mennella $5 for possessing wildlife without a permit. “I was insulted,” Mennella said, “that they could treat Fred like an animal and not a person.”22


The morning Garroway–Muggs routine inculcated in the minds of its nationwide TV audience the idea that humans can coexist with wild animals, and that we can tame them and teach them to be like us. The role played by J. Fred Muggs was not that of a chimpanzee; he was anthropomorphized and so was a prime example of the popular media of the day teaching America—erroneously—that an uncontrollable and deadly strong species closely related to us would make a good house pet.
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Charla Nash survived the attack from Travis, barely. Months later she was still hospitalized and in critical condition when one of her brothers summarized her condition for a public both curious and anxious to offer her support. “Charla is totally blind,” he wrote. “Her last operation was to remove the eyes to prevent infections. Charla has lost her hands.” He described in vivid detail her physical losses and the initial reconstructive work done by her doctors. “Most of Charla’s face did not survive. From the bridge of the nose down to her bottom lip and between the cheekbones. A flap of muscle and skin has replaced this area to prevent any infection. A temporary pallet has been installed.”23


Almost a year after the attack, Nash appeared on The Oprah Winfrey Show and publicly revealed the injuries her brother had described. “I’m the same person I’ve always been,” she told the television audience. “I just look different. There are things that happen in life you can’t change.” She remained hospitalized, her bandages changed daily, and her food consumed through a straw fitted to where her mouth used to be. “I don’t think about it,” she told Winfrey of the mauling she received from Travis, a trauma she cannot remember. “There’s no time for that because I need to heal, not look backwards.” She said Travis scared her prior to the day he almost killed her. “He was big and scary. He was huge.”
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A horrific story, but rare. Other chimpanzees have mauled other humans, but such cases are few. Even dog bites don’t kill in the numbers the worriers about vicious dogs may suggest. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention figure about sixteen dog bite victims die in the United States every year. Close to five million Americans are bitten by dogs every year, and there are plenty of serious injuries.24 Legal to own and supposedly domesticated, dogs bite, and dog bites man is not a news story precisely because it is so commonplace.


When supposedly domesticated dogs are responsible for so many attacks, when a chimpanzee who is considered a member of the family can literally tear a person’s face off, one is forced to consider what the words actually mean, wild versus domestic. I contemplate the line separating those two types, wondering if there really is such a thing as a completely domesticated animal, wondering if there isn’t forever a little wild in all of us.


“How many people go crazy and kill other people?” asked Sandra Herold.


For the next several months as I explored the complicated, morally ambiguous, and endlessly fascinating world of exotic pet ownership, Herold’s question remained with me. It is nonsensical to compare humans violently interacting with each other and a wild animal attacking a defenseless woman. There is no parallel. Yet if we allow ourselves to keep dogs (which often are out of control and vicious), why not other animals like chimpanzees, even if they also might exhibit violent behavior? What’s wild, and what’s domesticated? We humans are, after all, animals, too, and at times a wild species. Does the value of exotic pet ownership outweigh the risks? Our pets often are extensions of ourselves, both psychologically and legally. When a dog attacks a person, its owner is liable for the damage. Was Sandra Herold alone responsible for the attack on Charla Nash? Perhaps we’re collectively responsible since the law at the time allowed the chimp to live in the Connecticut suburbs. With those thoughts in mind, I headed to the Oakland airport and grabbed a Southwest flight to Spokane, hoping to convince a felon convicted of animal smuggling to open the gate at her isolated rural enclave and talk, the first stop on my journey toward some answers.




CHAPTER TWO


Monkey Smuggler
Survivalist Fran Ogren Conspires with Her Daughter



FRAN OGREN OBJECTS TO BEING CALLED A SMUGGLER, BUT THAT’S WHAT she is. She’s a convicted felon facing a prison sentence for smuggling a monkey from Thailand through Los Angeles International Airport and up to Spokane. She conspired with her daughter, the jury at their trial decided, to bring Apoo, a two-month-old rhesus macaque, home from Bangkok by sedating the monkey and secreting it where it attracted no suspicion. Ogren’s daughter, Gypsy Lawson, pretended she was pregnant. She walked through customs at LAX looking like what customs officers thought was just another expectant mother.


“The callousness and intent these people showed in carrying out their plan was egregious and placed at risk not only wildlife but potentially the health of other passengers on the plane and in their community,” Paul Chang, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service special agent in charge of the investigation, said after the mother and daughter were convicted. “These animals are known carriers of viruses and parasites that can be transmitted to humans, although this particular animal tested negative.”25


When I call Ogren from Spokane and explain why I want to meet with her, she is cordial but cautious. She feels the press mistreated her, that the coverage of her gambit was unfair. Nonetheless, after I explain my mission, she acquiesces to sit for an interview and gives me detailed directions to her remote wilderness farm. I head north on US 395 out of Spokane on a glorious late summer day. There’s not much but two-lane blacktop between me and Canada except for sparkling deep blue lakes, broad valleys of rich pastureland, and dramatic rock outcroppings on mountainsides covered with thick stands of evergreens. The tableau reminds me of an old Hamm’s beer commercial: From the land of sky blue waters, minus Shasha, the Hamm’s bear. Later, Ogren and her husband will warn me to be careful on the twilight drive back to Spokane, because of deer on the highway and bears.


After about three hours on the road, I turn off 395, past placards that protest the National Animal Identification System, and—carefully calculating the mileage from a landmark Ogren cited—turn right on a dirt road marked with a sign advising PRIMITIVE ROAD, NO WARNING SIGNS. As it dead ends at her farm, I am greeted by a pair of snow white dogs that look to me like Newfoundlands. They don’t seem particularly pleased to see me. I wait while Ogren’s husband, Carl, comes out of their farmhouse to run interference with the dogs. The two are Polish Tatras, he tells me, and he confirms my suspicion that it was a good idea to stay put while they were busy barking and trying to get their big heads through the driver’s side window.


Fran Ogren looks more like the grandmother she is than what Hollywood would tend to cast as a smuggler. We sit at her kitchen table, with me drinking a needed glass of water after the hot drive, while Ogren eyes me warily as I ask her general questions about exotic pets. Her unstyled reddish brown hair, parted in the middle, is accented with white tresses around her face. She’s wearing a T-shirt printed with the farm’s name and logo, pull-on pants, and flip-flops. Trumpkin Farm, she tells me, is named after a favorite pet deer. The scene reminds me of the basic, back-to-the-land kitchens where I’ve often visited friends. There’s a wood cook stove, a couple of bowls filled with fresh fruit on the table, shelves stuffed with books, and an intriguing-looking contraption on a workbench that I learn later is an antique sock-knitting machine.


During a pause in the conversation, I take a sip of water and then ask, “So what constitutes an exotic animal?”


She points to a cage next to the front door and the slinky, elongated animal inside. “It’s an open term,” she says. “They call ferrets exotic, and yet they’ve been domesticated longer than cats. They’re domesticated creatures, and they can’t survive in the wild.” What exotic means, she suggests, depends on the purpose of the definition. Exotic can mean “unusual” in lay terminology, even while biologists consider exotics to be anything nonnative.


After we’ve finished our small talk, I ask her what happened with the monkey.


“I’m politically active,” is her explanation. “I fight for farm rights. There are groups that believe strongly that we should not have or control any animals, that we should all be vegetarian or vegan.” She stops suddenly and looks across the table at me. “Where’s your standpoint on that?”


This could be an awkward moment, I think. My answer could end the interview, but I pride myself on telling the truth and still getting the story.


“I don’t eat any meat,” I tell her, “but I don’t have a problem with those who do. I carve the turkey at Thanksgiving dinner. I do a better job carving than anyone else in the family. I just don’t want to eat the stuff. It doesn’t matter to me that my wife enjoys cooking it and that the whole family likes to eat it.”


“Okay,” she says, and laughs with what sounds like cautious acceptance. I take her back to her version of the Apoo story. “I grew up around monkeys,” she continues, “and they make wonderful pets. There is this fear factor going around about all the diseases we can get from them. It’s totally absurd. They’re incredibly great companions. They bring out the emotions that a newborn child does. They’re just sweet and soft, and they cuddle and they like you. Most of the information that is out about monkeys is totally false. They were trying to claim,” she says about the federal prosecutors, “that a little twelve-pound monkey could rip your face off and kill you.” She laughs again, this time with disgust at the authorities who seized Apoo and were intent on sending her and her daughter to prison.


“I don’t believe in laws to regulate,” she explains. “I believe in education to regulate.”


“And with Apoo,” I say, “you guys were circumventing the existing regulations.”


“That’s what they claim.”


“So, what happened?” I press further.


She tells me that the diaries she keeps, used as evidence against them at the trial, are a combination of fact and fantasy. “They now feel justified in putting a monkey that so loved his family and was loved—he ran around kissing everything—and he’s so much better off,” she finished the sentence with sarcasm, “in a rescue.” Vivid descriptions written in her diaries of what she and her daughter did in Thailand were not necessarily true, she tells me. Rather, she insists, those diary entries may have been fiction.
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Apoo is living out his days at the private Oregon Primate Rescue sanctuary, where founder Polly Schultz says concern about his potential to spread disease to humans was valid, that he could have carried tuberculosis, herpes, or malaria. As it happens, however, examinations showed him free of diseases communicable to humans.26 Schultz and her crew renamed him George and say their tests show that he suffered on the long plane ride from Thailand to the States. “Dangerous drugs that probably combined with improper type, strength, repeated use, and George’s tender young age caused damage to his neurological system,” is the Oregon Primate Rescue analysis. “We don’t know if the tremors are permanent or if George may outgrow the condition in time.”


After Apoo/George was seized by Fish and Wildlife Service agents, he spent three months in quarantine to determine he was disease free. “At this tender young age, George should have been cuddling in the security of his mother’s arms, suckling and being groomed, learning skills to help him thrive as an adult, and chasing bullfrogs and butterflies with other babies from his troop,” says Schultz. “But instead, following his cruel abduction, he spent three months frightened and alone in an unfamiliar cold steel cage, untouched, no mother to nurse or reassure him, not even a comforting bottle that he should have been on until at least one year of age.”


Oregon Primate Rescue is now the monkey’s permanent home, and as cute as she finds him, as much as she likes him, Polly Schultz considers his case tragic.


“He can never go ‘home,’” she says. “He will have to remain in captivity, in a human’s world, for the rest of his life. What happened to his mother, to his aunties, uncles, and cousins left behind? His mother, along with other troop members, was most likely killed during the abduction process. Troop members will fight to the death protecting their infants, as would you or I.”27


Almost two years after Fran Ogren and Gypsy Lawson slipped Apoo/George through the Homeland Security phalanx at LAX, Schultz tells me the monkey “is doing really well. We’re trying to find him a companion. Until then, I’m playing with him. He’s going to be big before too long, and he’s going to need a monkey buddy.” Her voice has a pleasant, singsong quality to it.


Schultz is confounded by the mother–daughter smuggling act since legal monkey breeding allows those who want a monkey in their midst to buy one without leaving the United States. “The frustrating part is, even if breeders have a U.S. Department of Agriculture license to breed and sell monkeys, they’re not accountable about who they sell them to,” she tells me. “They can sell them to people who have permits to keep them legally, and they can sell them to people who don’t. The bottom line is, it’s a business, and most of the time that’s just what smugglers are looking for, the dollar.” She favors outlawing the private ownership of monkeys as pets.
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