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POLYNESIA,” I SAID, LEANING BACK in my chair and chewing the end of a quill pen, “what should you say would be the best way to begin another book of Doctor Dolittle’s memoirs?”

The old parrot, who was using the glass inkpot on my desk as a mirror, stopped admiring her reflection and glanced at me sharply.

“Another!” she exclaimed. “Is there going to be another Dolittle book?”

“Why—er—yes,” I said. “After all, we are writing the Doctor’s life and we haven’t nearly finished yet.”

“Oh yes, I quite see that,” said Polynesia. “I was only wondering who decides how many books there shall be.”

“Well, I suppose—in the end—the public does,” said I. “But tell me now: How would you begin?”

“Thomas Stubbins Esquire,” said she, screwing up her eyes, “that’s a very difficult question to answer. There is so much of interest in the life of John Dolittle that the problem is what to leave out, rather than what to put in. Already I see gray hairs showing at your temples, Tommy. If you try to write down everything the Doctor did, you’ll be nearly my age before you’ve finished. Of course, you’re not writing this book for the scientists exactly, though I confess I often think since you are the only person so far—besides the Doctor—to talk animal languages at all well, that you ought to write something sort of—er—highbrow in natural history. Usefully highbrow, I mean, of course. But that can be done later perhaps. As you said, we are still engaged on the story of the great man’s life.… How to begin? Humph! Well, why not go on from where we all got back to Puddleby River inside the giant sea snail—you remember?—after our journey under the ocean?”

“Yes,” I said, “I thought of beginning there. But it was more how than where—I mean, the things to leave out and the things to put in; what parts to choose as the most interesting.”

“Ah!” said she. “Yes, that’s the problem. How often have I heard the Doctor himself say those very words as he was packing his little black bag to go on a voyage: ‘What to leave out and what to put in? That’s the problem.’ I’ve seen him spend half an hour wondering over his razor—whether he should pack it or not. He said a broken bottle did just as well, once you had learned how to use it. You remember how he hated a lot of baggage. He usually decided to go without the razor. But Dab-Dab and I were so scared he’d cut himself with the broken glass, we always secretly opened the bag later and slipped the razor in before starting. And as he never could remember which way he had decided the problem, it was all right.”

“Indeed,” said I. “But you haven’t answered my question yet.”

Polynesia pondered a moment.

“What are you calling the book?” she asked presently.

“Doctor Dolittle’s Zoo,” I said.

“Humph!” she murmured. “Then I suppose you ought to get on to the zoo part as soon as possible. But first I think you had better put in a little about your own homecoming and your parents and all that. You had been away nearly three years, you know. Of course it’s sort of sentimental. But some people like a little sentiment in their books. In fact, I knew an old lady once who simply loved books that made her weep. She used to—”

“Yes, yes,” I said hurriedly, seeing that the old parrot was drifting into another story, “but let us keep to the point.”

“Well,” said she, “I think this would be the best way: you read it all out aloud to me as you put it down, and if it starts to get tiresome you’ll know because you’ll see me dropping off to sleep. You will have to keep it bright and lively, though, for as I grow older I find it harder and harder to stay awake after lunch—and I’ve just had a big one. Have you got enough paper? Yes. And the inkpot is full? Yes. All right. Get along with it.”

So taking a new quill pen and sharpening the point very carefully, I began:
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IT SUDDENLY OCCURRED TO JOHN Dolittle that in the excitement of getting back he had not said good-bye to the snail who had brought us through this long and perilous voyage and landed us safely on our home shores. He called to us to wait and ran down the beach again.

The farewell did not take long; and presently he left the great creature’s side and rejoined us. Then for a few moments the whole party stood there watching, with our bundles in our hands, while the giant snail, half-hidden in the mists that writhed about his towering shell, got under way. Truly, he seemed to belong to this landscape—or seascape—for his long, gray body looked like a part of the long, gray sandbar on which he rested. With easy muscular motion, so fluid and smooth that you could not tell how he moved at all, his great hulk slid out into deeper water. And as he went forward he went down, and down, and down, till only the top of his shell’s dome, a dim gray pink in the colorless sea, could be seen. Then, without sound or splash, he was gone.

We turned our faces toward the land, Puddleby and home.

“I wonder what supplies Dab-Dab has in the house,” said the Doctor, as we formed into single file and, following Jip, began to pick our way across the boggy marshland. “I hope she has plenty to eat. I am thoroughly hungry.”

“So am I,” said Bumpo.

At that moment, out of the wet, misty air above our heads two handsome wild ducks curved fluttering down and came to a standstill at John Dolittle’s feet.

“Dab-Dab asked us to tell you,” said they, “that you’re to hurry up and get home out of this rain. She’s waiting for you.”

“Good gracious!” cried the Doctor. “How did she know that we were coming?”

“We told her,” said the ducks. “We were flying inland—there’s a pretty bad storm over the Irish Sea, and it’s headed this way—and we saw you landing out of the snail’s shell. We dropped down at the house to let her know the news. We were awfully glad to see you back. And she asked would we return and bring you a message—she herself was busy airing the bed linen, it seems. She says you’re to stop in at the butcher’s on the way home and bring along a pound of sausages. Also she’s short of sugar, she says, and needs a few more candles, too.”

“Thank you,” said the Doctor. “You are very kind. I will attend to these things. You didn’t take long getting there and back; it doesn’t seem to me as though more than a minute had passed since we landed.”

“No, we’re pretty good flyers,” said the ducks; “nothing fancy, but steady.”

“Didn’t you find the rain a great handicap?” asked the Doctor.
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“Dab-Dab asked us to tell you that you’re to hurry home.”



“No, the rain doesn’t bother us,” said the ducks, “though some of the land birds are very badly hampered by wet feathers. But, of course, for all, the going is a little slower in rain on account of the air being heavier.”

“I see,” said the Doctor. “Well now, let us be getting along. Jip, you lead the way, will you, please? You can pick out the firm ground so much better than the rest of us.”

“Look here, you fellows,” said Polynesia, as the ducks prepared to take wing. “Don’t be spreading the news of the Doctor’s arrival too fast, will you? He’s only just back from a long and tiresome journey. You know what happens when it gets known that he’s home: all the birds and beasts of the countryside come around to the back door with coughs and colds and whatnot. And those who haven’t anything wrong with them invent some ailment just to have an excuse to call. He needs to rest up a bit before he starts in doctoring.”

“No, we won’t tell anyone,” said the ducks. “Not tonight, anyway, though a tremendous lot of wildfowl have been inquiring for him for ever so long, wondering when he was going to get back. He has never been gone so long before, you see.”

“Humph!” muttered Polynesia, as the ducks, with a whir of feathers, disappeared again into the rainy mist above our heads. “I suppose John Dolittle has to give an account of his actions now to every snipe and sandpiper that ever met him. Poor man! How dare he be away so long! Well, such is fame, I suppose. But I’m glad I’m not a doctor myself. Oh, bless this rain! Let me get under your coat, Tommy. It’s trickling down between my wings and ruining my disposition.”

If it had not been for Jip’s good guidance we would have had a hard job to make our way to the town across the marshes. The light of the late afternoon was failing. And every once in a while the fog would come billowing in from the sea and blot out everything around us, so that you could see no farther than a foot before your nose. The chimes of the quarter hours from Puddleby church tower were the only sounds or signs of civilization to reach us.

But Jip, with that wonderful nose of his, was a guide worth having in a place like this. The marsh was riddled and crossed in all directions by deep dykes, now filling up like rivers with the incoming tide. These could very easily cut off the unwary traveler and leave him stranded at the mercy of the rising waters. But in spite of continuous temptation to go off on the scent of water rats, Jip, like a good pilot, steered a safe course through all the dangers and kept us on fairly solid ground the whole way.

Finally we found he had brought us round to the long, high mound that bordered the Puddleby River. This we knew would lead us to the bridge. Presently we passed a hut or two, the outposts of the town. And occasionally in the swiftly flowing water on our left we would see through the lifting mists the gray, ghostly sails of a fishing boat coming home, like us, from the sea.
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“Jip was a guide worth having.”
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AS WE CAME NEARER TO the town and the lights about Kingsbridge twinkled at us through the gray mist, Polynesia said:

“It would be wiser, Doctor, if you sent Tommy in to get the sausages and went around the town yourself. You’ll never get home if the children and dogs start recognizing you. You know that.”

“Yes, I think you’re right, Polynesia,” said the Doctor. “We can turn off here to the north and get around onto the Oxenthorpe Road by Baldwin’s Pool and the Mill Fields.”

So the rest of the party went off with the Doctor, while I went on into the town alone. I was a little sorry not to have been present at John Dolittle’s homecoming, I must admit. But I had another thrill that partly made up for it. Swaggering across Kingsbridge, alone, I returned to my native town a conquering adventurer from foreign parts. Oh my! Christopher Columbus just back from his discovery of the New World could not have felt prouder than I, Tommy Stubbins, the cobbler’s son, did that night.

One of the little things that added to the thrill of it was that no one recognized me. I was like some enchanted person in the Arabian Nights who could see without being seen. I was three years older than when I had left, at an age when a boy shoots up and changes like a weed. As I swung along beneath the dim streetlamps toward the butcher’s on High Street, I knew the faces of more than half the folk who passed me by. And I chuckled to myself to think how surprised they’d be if I told them who I was and all the great things I had seen and done since last I trod these cobblestones. Then in a flash I saw myself back again on the river wall, where I had so often sat with legs dangling over the water, watching the ships come and go, dreaming of the lands I had never seen.
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“I knew the faces of more than half the folk who passed.”



In the market square, before a dimly lighted shop, I saw a figure that I would have known anywhere, seen from the back or the front. It was Matthew Mugg, the Cat’s-Meat-Man. Just out of mischief, to see if he, too, would be unable to recognize me, I went up the shop front and stood, like him, looking in at the window. Presently he turned and looked at me. No. He didn’t know me from Adam. Highly amused, I went on to the butcher’s.

I asked for the sausages. They were weighed out, wrapped, and handed to me. The butcher was an old acquaintance of mine, but beyond glancing at my old clothes (they were patched and mended and sadly outgrown), he showed no sign of curiosity or recognition. But when I went to pay for my purchases, I found to my dismay that the only money I had in my pockets was two large Spanish silver pieces, souvenirs of our stormy visit to the Capa Blanca Islands. The butcher looked at them and shook his head.
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“It was Matthew Mugg.”



“We only take English money here,” he said.

“I’m sorry,” I said apologetically, “but that is all I have. Couldn’t you exchange it for me? It is, as you see, good silver. One of these pieces should be worth a crown at least.”

“Maybe it is,” said the butcher. “But I can’t take it.”

He seemed sort of suspicious and rather annoyed. While I was wondering what I should do, I became aware that there was a third party in the shop interested in what was going on. I turned to look. It was Matthew Mugg. He had followed me.

This time his eye (the one that didn’t squint) fixed me with a curious look of half recognition. Suddenly he rushed at me and grabbed me by the hand.

“It’s Tommy!” he squeaked. “As I live, it’s Tommy Stubbins, grown so tall and handsome his own mother wouldn’t know him, and as brown as a berry.”

Matthew was, of course, well known to the tradesmen of the town—especially to the butcher, from whom he bought the bones and odd pieces of meat he fed to the dogs. He turned to the shopkeeper.

“Why, Alfred,” he cried, “this is Tommy Stubbins, Jacob Stubbins’s lad, back from furrin parts. No need to be worried about his credit, Alfred. He’s shopping for the Doctor, I’ll be bound. You brought the Doctor back with you?” he asked, peering at me anxiously. “Don’t tell me you came back alone?”

“No,” I said. “The Doctor’s here, safe and sound.”

“You’re just in, eh?” said he. “Tonight, huh? John Dolittle couldn’t be in this town long without my knowing it.”

“Yes,” I said. “He’s on his way up to the house now. Asked me to do a little shopping for him. But all the money I have is foreign.”

I said this with the superior air of an experienced traveler, raising my eyebrows a little disdainfully at the obstinate butcher, whose stay-at-home mind couldn’t be expected to appreciate a real adventurer’s difficulties.

“Oh well, Alfred will let you have the sausages, I’m sure,” said Matthew.

“Why yes, that’s all right, Tommy,” said the butcher, smiling at my airs. “Though we ain’t exactly a money exchange, you know. But if you had said at first who you were, and who the sausages were for, I’d have charged them to the Doctor without a word—even though his credit hasn’t always been of the best. Take the meat—and tell John Dolittle I’m glad he’s back safe.”

“Thank you,” I said with dignity.

Then, with my package beneath one arm and Matthew Mugg firmly grasping the other, I stepped forth into the street.

“You know, Tommy,” said Matthew, as we set off in the direction of the Oxenthorpe Road, “all the years that John Dolittle’s been returning from voyages he ain’t never got home once without me to welcome him the first night he got in. Not that he ever tells me he’s coming, mind you. No, indeed. As often as not, I fancy, he’d rather no one knew. But somehow or other I always finds out before he’s been in the town an hour, and right away I’m up there to welcome him. And once I’m inside the house, he seems to get used to me and be glad I’m there. I suppose you seen an awful lot of adventures and strange sights and things since I saw you last?”

“Yes, Matthew,” I said. “We saw even more than I had thought or hoped we would. We have brought back notebooks by the barrow-load and a collection of wonderful herbs that were gathered by an South American naturalist—frightfully valuable and important. And—what do you think, Matthew?—we came back inside the shell of a giant sea snail who crawled along the bottom of the ocean with us all the way from the other side of the Atlantic!”

“Oh well,” said Matthew, “there be no end to the strange things Doctor John Dolittle’s seen and gone through. I’ve given up talking about his voyagings and strange doings. Down in the taproom of the Red Lion I used to tell about his travels—of an evening like, when folk enjoy a tale. But never no more. It’s like this business of his speaking animal languages: people don’t believe you, so what’s the good?”

We were now some half mile along the Oxenthorpe Road and within a short distance of the Doctor’s house. It was quite dark. But in the hedges and the trees all about us I could hear birds fluttering and chattering. In spite of Polynesia’s request, the news had already spread, in that mysterious way it does in the animal kingdom. The season was still cold and few more than the winter birds could be found in England now. But round about the famous Little House with the Big Garden they were gathered in thousands—sparrows, robins, blackbirds, crows, and starlings—to welcome the great man back, prepared to sit up all night just to see him in the morning.

And it occurred to me, as I walked up the steps and opened the little gate at the top, that such was the great difference between this strange popularity and friendship that the Doctor enjoyed and that of ordinary human society: with some friends, if you were away three years, it would mean you’d find yourself forgotten when you returned. But with John Dolittle and his animal friends, the longer he was gone the greater the welcome and rejoicing when he came home again.
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“People don’t believe you, so what’s the good?”
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AS A MATTER OF FACT, I did not entirely miss witnessing the Doctor’s homecoming. When Matthew and I entered at the kitchen door we found an air of mystery in the house. We had expected, of course, an enormous amount of noise—greetings, questions, and so forth. But there wasn’t a soul even visible besides the Doctor himself—and Dab-Dab, who promptly berated me for taking so long getting the sausages.

“But where is Gub-Gub?” the Doctor was asking as we came in.

“How on earth should I know, Doctor?” said Dab-Dab. “He’ll turn up presently—and the rest of them, no doubt. Have you washed your hands for supper? Please don’t leave it to the last moment. The food will be on the table in five minutes. I’ll want you to help me, Tommy, with the sausages. By the way, Doctor, we’re going to have supper in the dining room.”

“In the dining room!” cried John Dolittle. “What on earth for? Why don’t we use the kitchen as usual?”

“Not big enough,” grunted Dab-Dab.

I suspected from an odd look in the housekeeper’s eye that there was some surprise in store. And, sure enough, when the dining room door was opened, there it was. The whole crowd of them—Gub-Gub, Too-Too, Swizzle, Toby, and the white mouse—all in fancy dress. It was a surprise party given in the Doctor’s honor.

The dining room was a funny old stately chamber that the Doctor had closed up years and years ago—in fact, it had not been used since his sister Sarah had left him. But tonight it was gaily decorated with colored papers, ribbons, and evergreens. The animals were all in their old pantomime costumes, even the white mouse was wearing a tiny waistcoat and pants in which he used to appear in the famous Dolittle Circus of bygone days.

Now, with the Doctor’s appearance at the door, the noise which we had missed began in earnest. Barks, yelps, and squeals of greeting broke forth. But there was very little disorderly behavior, for apparently a regular program of entertainment had been arranged. The meal was most elaborate, the table piled high with fruits and dainties of every kind. Between courses, each one of the animals who had stayed at home had some performance to give. Gub-Gub recited one of his own food poems, entitled “The Wilted Cauliflower”; Toby and Swizzle gave a boxing match (the stage was the middle of the table) with real boxing gloves tied on their front paws; and the white mouse showed us what he called “The Punchbowl Circus.” This took place in a large glass bowl, and was the most thrilling thing of its kind I have ever seen. The white mouse was ringmaster, and he swaggered about on his hind legs with a tiny top hat made of paper on his head. In his troupe he had a lady bareback rider, a clown, and a lion tamer. The rider was another mouse (using a cutlet frill for a ballet skirt), and she rode a squirrel for a horse—the fastest mount I ever saw. The lion tamer was still another mouse, and his lion was a large rat dressed up with strings on his head for a mane.
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“Gub-Gub recited one of his food poems.”



Taken all in all, the Punchbowl Circus was, I think, the greatest success of the evening. The white mouse had even, in a way, made himself up. With some heavy black grease paint, which Swizzle, the old clown dog of the circus, had lent him from his own private makeup box, he had waxed his whiskers together so that they looked exactly like the long, ferocious mustachios of a regular ringmaster. The lady bareback artist leapt through paper hoops, the mouse clown (also made up with a red and white face), threw somersaults, and the rat lion roared savagely.


[image: Image]
“The ringmaster of the Punchbowl Circus”



“I don’t know how on earth you all managed to get the show ready in time,” said the Doctor, tears of laughter running down his cheeks at the antics of the mouse clown. “It’s better than anything I ever had in my circus. And you only knew I was coming half an hour before I got here. How did you do it?”

“You’ll soon see how it was done if you go upstairs, Doctor,” said Dab-Dab severely. “It was Gub-Gub’s idea. They turned the house inside out to get the costumes and the ribbons and they turned the garden upside down to get the evergreens. Tut! Such foolishness! And just when I needed every one of them to help me put the house in proper order against your coming.”

“Oh well, never mind, Dab-Dab,” said the Doctor, still laughing. “It was worth it. I never enjoyed anything so much in all my life. We can soon get the house straightened out. You have Stubbins and Bumpo and me to help you now, you know.”

“Yes, and I don’t know where I’m going to put Bumpo to sleep, either,” said Dab-Dab. “None of the beds we have will fit him.”

“Well, we’ll manage,” said the Doctor. “If the worst comes to the worst, we can put two mattresses together on the floor.”

“And now, Doctor,” said Gub-Gub, “your part of the performance begins. We want to hear all about your travels since you left here.”

“Yes, yes,” they all cried. “Begin at the beginning.”

“But, good gracious!” cried John Dolittle. “I couldn’t tell you our complete diary for three years in one evening!”

“Well, tell us some of it,” squeaked the white mouse, “and keep the rest for tomorrow night.”

So, lighting his pipe, which, with the tobacco jar, Chee-Chee brought down off the mantelpiece, the Doctor began at the beginning—the tale of his travels. It was a wonderful scene—the long dining room table packed all around with listening faces, animal and human. The Doctor’s household had never, to my knowledge, been so complete before: Bumpo, Matthew Mugg, myself, Dab-Dab, Gub-Gub, Chee-Chee, Polynesia, Jip, Too-Too, Toby, Swizzle, and the white mouse. And then, just as he was about to begin, there came a thud at the window, and a voice said:

“Let me in. I want to listen too.”

It was the old lame horse from the stable. He had heard the noise, and, realizing that the Doctor had arrived at last, had come across to join the party.

To Dab-Dab’s great annoyance, the double French windows that opened onto the garden were unlatched and the old lame horse invited to join the party. The good housekeeper did insist, however, that I brush his hooves clean of mud before he was allowed in onto the carpets. It was surprising to see how naturally he took to such unusual surroundings. He passed through the room without upsetting anything and took up a place between the Doctor’s chair and the sideboard. He said he wanted to be near the speaker, because his hearing wasn’t what it used to be. John Dolittle was overjoyed to see him.

“I was on my way out to your stable to call on you,” he said, “when supper was announced. You know how particular Dab-Dab is. Have you been getting your oats and barley regularly since I’ve been gone?”

“Yes, thank you,” said the old horse. “Everything’s been quite all right—lonely, of course, somewhat, without you and Jip—but all right otherwise.”

Once more the Doctor settled down to begin his story, and once more he was interrupted by a tapping at the window.

“Oh, goodness! Who is it now?” wailed Gub-Gub.

I opened the window and three birds fluttered in—Cheapside, with his wife Becky, and the famous Speedy-the-Skimmer.

“Bless my soul!” chirped the Cockney sparrow, flying up onto the table. “If anybody ever broke into this ’ouse ’e’d deserve all ’e could pinch. That’s what I say. Me and Becky ’as been pokin’ round the doors and windows for hours, lookin’ for a way in. Might as well try to get into the Bank of Hengland after closin’ time. Well, Doc, ’ere we are! The old firm! Glad to see you back. Me and the missis was just turnin’ in up at St. Paul’s when we ’eard the pigeons gossipin’ below us. There was a rumor, they said, that you’d got back. So I says to Becky, I says, ‘Let’s take a run down to Puddleby and see.’ ‘Right you are,’ says she. And down we come. Nobody can’t never—”

“Oh, be quiet!” Too-Too broke in. “The Doctor is about to tell us of his voyage. We don’t want to listen to you all night.”

“All right, Cross-eyes, all right,” said Cheapside, picking up a crumb from the table and talking with his mouth full, “keep your feathers on. ’Ow long ’ave you owned this ’ouse, anyway? Hey, Speedy, come over ’ere where it’s warmer.”
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“All right, Cross-eyes”



The famous swallow—champion speed flyer of Europe, Africa, and America—modestly came forward to a warmer place under the branching candlesticks. He had returned to England a little earlier this year than usual, but the warm weather that had tempted him northward had given way to a cold snap. And now in the brighter light near the center of the table we could plainly see that he was shivering.

“Glad to see you, Doctor,” said he quietly. “Excuse us interrupting you like this. Please begin, won’t you?”
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SO, FAR INTO THE NIGHT, John Dolittle told his household the story of his voyage. Gub-Gub kept falling asleep and then waking up very angry with himself because he was afraid he had missed the best parts.

Somewhere around two o’clock in the morning, although he was not more than half done, the Doctor insisted that everybody go to bed and the rest of the adventures be put off until tomorrow night.

The following day was, I think, the busiest day I have ever seen the Doctor put in. Everybody and everything demanded his attention at once. First of all, of course, there were patients waiting at the surgery door: a squirrel with a broken claw, a rabbit who was losing his fur, a fox with a sore eye.

Then there was the garden, the Doctor’s well-beloved garden. What a mess it was in, to be sure! Three years of weeds, three years of overgrowth, three years of neglect! He almost wept as he stepped out of the kitchen door and saw the desolation of it fully revealed in the bright morning sunlight. Luckily the country birds who had been waiting all night to greet him helped to take his mind off it for a while. It reminded me of the pictures of St. Francis and the pigeons, as the starlings, crows, robins, and blackbirds swarmed down about him in clouds as soon as he appeared.
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“Patients waiting at the surgery door”



Bumpo and I, realizing how deeply affected he was by the sad state of his garden, decided to put our shoulder to the wheel and see what we could do toward cleaning it up. Chee-Chee also volunteered to help, and so did a great number of smaller animals like field mice, rats, badgers, and squirrels. And, despite their tiny size, it was astonishing to see how much they could do. For example, two families of moles (who are usually a great pest in a garden) dug up, after the Doctor had explained what he wanted, the entire herb bed next to the peach wall and turned it over better than any professional gardener would have done. They sorted out the weeds from the herb roots and gathered them into neat piles, which Chee-Chee collected in his wheelbarrow. The squirrels were splendid as general clean-up men. They collected all the fallen twigs and leaves and other refuse that littered the gravel walks and carried them to the compost heap behind the potting shed. The badgers helped by burrowing down and pruning the roots of the apple trees underground.

Then, in the middle of the morning Too-Too, the accountant, wanted to go into money matters with the Doctor, so that Dab-Dab might see how much she had to keep house with. Fortunately, the Spanish silver we had brought back from the Capa Blancas (largely out of Bumpo’s bet, which the Doctor didn’t know anything about) looked, when changed into English pounds, as though it should keep us all comfortably for some months at least without worry. This was a great relief to Dab-Dab, though, as usual, she kept an anxious eye on any new schemes of the Doctor’s, remembering from the past that the more money he had, the more extravagant he was likely to be.

It was a funny sight to see those wiseacres—Too-Too, Polynesia, and Dab-Dab—putting their heads together over the Doctor’s money affairs while his back was turned.

“But, look here,” Polynesia put in, “the Doctor ought to make a lot of money out of all these new and precious herbs of Long Arrow’s, which he brought back.”

“Oh, hardly,” said I. “You’ll probably find he’ll refuse to profit by them at all. In his eyes they are medicines for humanity’s benefit; not things to sell.”
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“Putting their heads together over the Doctor’s money affairs”



And then, in addition to all the other departments of his strange establishment that claimed the Doctor’s attention that morning, there was the zoo. Matthew Mugg was on hand very early to go over it with him. Not very many of the old inmates were there now. Quite a number had been sent away before the Doctor left, because he felt that in his absence their care would be too ticklish a job for Matthew to manage alone. But there were a few who had begged very hard to remain, some of the more northerly animals like the Canadian woodchucks and the minks.

“You know, Stubbins,” said the Doctor as we passed down between the clean, empty houses (Matthew had in our absence really kept the place in wonderful condition), “I have a notion to change the whole system of my zoo.”

“How do you mean?” I asked.

“Well,” said he, “so far I had kept it mostly for foreign exhibits—rather unusual animals—though, as you know, I always avoided the big hunting creatures. But now I think I’ll give it over almost entirely to our native animals. There are a great many who want to live with me—many more than we can possibly manage in the house. You see, we have a big space here, over an acre, altogether. It used to be sort of a bowling green hundreds of years ago, when an old castle stood where the house is now. It is walled in—private and secluded. Look at it. We could make this into a regular ideal Animal Town. Something quite new. You can help me with the planning of it. I thought I would have several clubs in it. The Rat and Mouse Club is one that I have been thinking of for a long time. Several rats and mice have asked me to start it. And then, the Home for Crossbred Dogs is another. A tremendous lot of dogs—of no particular breed—call on me from time to time and ask if they can live with me. Jip will tell you all about it. I hate to turn them away, because I know many of them have no place to live—and people don’t want them because they’re not what is called purebred. Silly idea. Myself, I’ve usually found that the mongrels had more character and sense than the prize winners. But there you are. What do you think of my idea?”

“I think it’s just a marvelous idea, Doctor,” I cried. “And it will certainly relieve poor old Dab-Dab of an awful lot of worry. She is always grumbling over the way the mice eat the pillow slips in the linen closet and use the fringes off the bath towels to make their nests with.”
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“I think it’s just a marvelous idea!”



“Yes,” said the Doctor, “and we’ve never been able to find out who the culprits are. Each one, when I ask him, says he didn’t do it. But the linen goes on disappearing just the same. Of course, myself, I’m not very particular if a pillow slip has an extra hole in it or not. And bath towels don’t have to have fringes. But Dab-Dab’s awfully pernickety. Her linen closet—gracious!—for her it is the same as the garden is for me: the most important thing!… Well now, Stubbins, supposing as soon as we get some of these poor old fruit trees into shape you plan out the new zoo for me. Get Polynesia to help you. She’s full of ideas, as you know. Unfortunately, I’ve got my hands more than full already with the surgery and the writing up of the notebooks we brought back (I’ll want you to help me on that, too)—to say nothing of Long Arrow’s collection. Otherwise I could work with you on the first layout of the zoo. But you and Polynesia can do it between you. By the way, consult the white mouse about the quarters for the Rat and Mouse Club, will you?”

Well, that was the beginning of the new Dolittle Zoo. It was, of course, a thing that interested me tremendously, and I felt very proud that the Doctor had entrusted such a large measure of the responsibility to me. But I had very little idea, at the outset, into what an enormous institution it was to grow. “Animal Town” or “Animal Clubland” is really what it should have been called, instead of a zoo. But we had always called that part of the garden the zoo, and that name persisted.

But if it wasn’t a regular zoo to the ordinary public’s way of thinking, it was very certainly Doctor Dolittle’s idea of one. In his opinion, a zoo should be an animals’ home, not an animals’ prison. Every detail of our zoo (as with the first one the Doctor had shown me long ago) was worked out with this idea foremost in mind, that the animals should be made comfortable and happy. Many of the old things were kept the same. For example, the latches to the houses were all on the inside, so that the animals could come in and go out when they chose. Latchkeys were given out (if a tenant wanted one) when a house or room or hole was let. There were certain rules, it is true, although the Doctor was not fond of rules, but they were all drawn up to protect the animals against one another, rather than to enslave them or cut off their liberty in any way. For instance, anyone wishing to give a party had to notify his next-door neighbor (they were very close, of course); and no tenant was allowed to sing comic songs after midnight.
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ONE OF THE GREATEST DIFFICULTIES the Doctor had in all his dealings with the animal kingdom was that of keeping anything secret. But then, I suppose, when we remember how hard it is for people to keep secrets, that need not be so surprising. Polynesia, as soon as I told her about the idea of the new zoo, immediately warned me.

“Keep this to yourself, now, Tommy, as long as you can. If you don’t, neither you nor the Doctor will get any peace.”

I certainly kept it to myself. But nevertheless the news leaked out somehow that John Dolittle was reorganizing and enlarging his zoo in order that a lot of new animals might live with him. And then, exactly as Polynesia had prophesied, we were pestered to death morning, noon, and night with applications. You would think that all the animals in the world had been waiting the whole of their lives for a chance to get into the Doctor’s household.

He at once had it announced that as I was to be the assistant manager of the new zoo, all applications must be made through me. But even so, of course, while that did relieve him of a good deal of annoyance, a great many animals who had known him a long time applied to him directly for a home in the new establishment.

And then we had quite a difficult time sending away some of the old tenants. The Doctor had found that for many foreigners the climate of Puddleby was quite unsuitable. There were a pair of beavers, for example, who had been sick a good deal and quite noticeably out of condition almost the whole time. But they were so attached to the Doctor that although he had often suggested sending them back to Canada, they had always politely but stubbornly declined. However, on the Doctor’s return this time he found them in such poor health he decided it would be kinder to be firm.

“Listen,” he said to them, “you may not know it, but this climate is very, very bad for you. It is either not cold enough or not dry enough—or something. I can’t have you throwing your health away like this out of mere sentiment. You’ve got to go back to Canada.”

Well, the beavers just burst into tears, both of them. And it was not until John Dolittle had promised them that they should come back after two years—if at the end of that time they still wanted to—that they were consoled and consented to go.

It was part of my duties as assistant manager to secure the beavers’ passage back to Canada. This was no simple matter, as you can easily imagine, because, of course, I could not just hand them over to anyone. I spent several days around the docks of Tilbury before I found a ship’s steward whose references for honesty and reliability were such as to satisfy the Doctor. For a certain sum of money he agreed to take them to Halifax on his ship’s next voyage to Nova Scotia and to let them go at the mouth of a river well outside the limits of the town.
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“ ‘Listen,’ he said to them.”



Not only were there many applications from single animals and families for accommodations in our zoo, but as soon as it got abroad that John Dolittle was going to set up his long-promised Rat and Mouse Club, every other species of animal on earth, it seemed to me, sent committees to him to ask couldn’t they have a club, too.

“I told you what it would be like,” said Polynesia, as she and I were pondering one day over a map of the new zoo that I had laid out. “If the space you had was ten times as big you couldn’t accommodate them all.”

“But look here,” said the white mouse (it was most amusing to see how important he had become now that he was being consulted in the Doctor’s schemes), “suppose we set out on your drawing here all the different establishments, private houses, flats, hotels, clubs, and whatnot, then we can see better how much room there is left and how many clubs we can have.”

“Yes,” I said, “that’s a good idea, because once we get the zoo running it will be very hard to dig things out and change them around afterward. The animals would very naturally object to that.”

“And then I think we ought to have some shops,” said the white mouse. “Don’t you?”


[image: Image]
“ ‘But, look here,’ said the white mouse.”



“Shops!” I cried. “What on earth for?”

“Well, you see,” said he, “by the time we’re finished it will be like a town anyhow—an animal town—with a main street, I suppose, and the houses and clubs on either side. A few shops where the squirrels could buy nuts and the mice could get acorns and grains of wheat—don’t you see?—it would liven things up a bit. Nothing cheers a town up so much as good shops. And I think a restaurant or two where we could go and get our meals if we came home late and hadn’t time to raise our own supper—yes, that’s a good notion—we should surely have a restaurant or two.”

“But who are you going to get to run these shops?” asked Polynesia. “Stores and cafes don’t run themselves, you know.”

“Oh, that’s easy,” laughed the white mouse. “I know lots of mice—and rats, too—who would jump at the chance to run a nut store or a restaurant—just have a natural gift for business, especially catering.”

“Maybe, for the rats and mice,” said Polynesia. “But they’re not the only ones in the zoo, remember. This isn’t just a rat and mouse town.”

“Well, I imagine it will probably separate itself into districts anyway,” said the white mouse. “You won’t forget, Tommy, that you’ve promised us the top end, near the gate, for our club? I have that whole section laid out in my mind’s eye complete. And it is going to be just the niftiest little neighborhood you ever saw.”

Well, after a tremendous amount of planning and working out, we finally got the new zoo going. The list of public institutions with which it began was as follows: The Rabbits’ Apartment House (this consisted of an enormous mound full of rabbit holes, with a community lettuce garden attached), the Home for Crossbred Dogs, the Rat and Mouse Club, the Badgers’ Tavern, the Foxes’ Meeting House, and the Squirrels’ Hotel.

Each of these was a sort of club in its way. And we had to be most particular about limiting the membership because from the outset thousands of creatures of each kind wanted to join. The best we could do for those who were not taken in was to keep their names on a waiting list, and as members left (which was very seldom) admit them one by one. Each club had its president and committee who were responsible for the proper organization and orderly carrying on of the establishment.

As the white mouse had prophesied, our new animal town within the high walls of the old bowling green did naturally divide itself up into districts. And the animals from each, while they often mingled in the main street with those from other quarters of the town, minded their own business, and no one interfered with anybody else.

This we had to make the first and most important rule of the Dolittle Zoo: All hunting was forbidden within the walls of the town. No member of the Home for Crossbred Dogs was allowed to go ratting—in the zoo. No fox was permitted to chase birds or squirrels.

And it was surprising how, when the danger of pursuit by their natural enemies was removed, all the different sorts of animals took up a new, freer, and more open kind of life. For instance, it was no unusual thing in Animal Town to see a mother squirrel lolling on her veranda, surrounded by her children, while a couple of terriers walked down the street within a yard of them.

The shops and restaurants, of course, were mostly patronized by the rats and mice, who had a natural love for city life, and the majority of them were situated in the section at the north end of the enclosure, which came to be known as Mouse Town. Nevertheless, at the main grocery on a Saturday night we often saw foxes and dogs and crows, all mixed up, buying their Sunday dinner from a large rat. And the mouse errand boys who delivered goods to the customers’ houses were not afraid to walk right into a bulldog’s kennel or a fox’s den.
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“Buying their Sunday dinner from a large rat”
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OF COURSE IT WOULD BE quite too much to expect that with lots of different kinds of animals housed in the same enclosure there would be no quarrels or disputes. It was in fact part of the Doctor’s plan to see what could be done in getting different creatures who were born natural enemies to live together in harmony.

“Obviously, Stubbins,” said he, “we can’t expect foxes to give up their taste for spring chickens, or dogs their love of ratting, all in a moment. My hope is that by getting them to agree to live peaceably together while within my zoo, we will tend toward a better understanding among them permanently.”

Yes, there were fights, especially in the first few months before the different communities got settled down. But, curiously enough, many of the quarrels were among animals of the same kind. I think the badgers were the worst. In the evenings at their tavern they used to play games. Neither the Doctor nor I could ever make out what these games were about. One was played with stones on a piece of ground marked out with scratches. It was almost like drafts or checkers. The badgers used to take this game quite seriously—the badger is rather a heavy type of personality anyway. And there seemed to be championships played and great public interest taken in the outcome of matches. Frequently these ended in a quarrel. And in the middle of the night a frightened squirrel would come and wake me or the Doctor and tell us there was a fight going on in the Badgers’ Tavern and the whole town was being disturbed.

In the end, at the white mouse’s suggestion (he was more proud and important than ever, now that he had been elected the first mayor of Animal Town), this led to the Doctor instituting the Zoo Police Force. Two dogs, two foxes, two squirrels, two rabbits, and two rats were elected as constables, with a bulldog for captain and a fox as head of the Secret Service. After that, woe betide any quarrelsome member who tried to start a brawl in the Badgers’ Tavern! He promptly found himself being trotted down the street under arrest to spend the night in the town jail.

One of the first arrests to be made by the zoo police was that of poor Gub-Gub. Having noticed that the vegetable garden attached to the Rabbits’ Apartment House was promising a nice harvest of early lettuce, he made a descent upon it one night secretly. But the chief of the fox detectives spotted him and he was handcuffed (or trotter-cuffed) before he could say Jack Robinson. It was only on the Doctor’s forbidding him entrance to the zoo compound for the future and going security for his good behavior that he was dismissed the following morning with a caution.

“Next time,” said His Honor the Mayor (the white mouse who was acting as magistrate), “we will give you six days’ hard labor in the rabbits’ garden—with a muzzle on.”
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“Next time we will give you six days’ hard labor.”



Besides the Rat and Mouse Club, of which I shall speak further later on, the other more important department in the new zoo was the Home for Crossbred Dogs. This was an institution that Jip had long pestered John Dolittle to establish. Ever since the days of The Canary Opera, when Jip had tried to run a Free Bone kitchen for dogs in the East End of London, he had been hoping that the Doctor would discover a way to give all the strays and outcasts of dogdom a decent home. Now, in the seventh heaven of contentment, he, with Toby and Swizzle, was very busy working out the details of the new club.

“Now some dogs,” said Jip to me, “like to live in kennels—prefer to be private, you know—and others like to live in houses. So we’ll have to have a lot of kennels and at least one good house.”

Thereupon he persuaded me and Bumpo to build a house according to his, Swizzle’s, and Toby’s directions. Toby, always a fussy, bossy little dog, had a whole heap of ideas, mostly for the benefit of the small dogs who were to come. You would think they were surely the most important. And when we finally had it finished, I am bound to say the Dogs’ House was quite an unusual building. All doors were made to open just with a lift of the nose-latch and a push. The fireplaces were built especially wide, so that at least a dozen dogs could find room to lie in front of each one. All sofas (of which there were many) were made low enough so that the smallest dogs could jump up onto them with ease, and were furnished with special oilcloth upholstery and cushions, so that they could be easily cleaned if they got muddied up with dirty paws. Drinking bowls were to be found in every room. It was against the rules to leave bones lying around the floor, but a bone-rack (rather like an umbrella stand) was provided for the members near the front door. And here the dogs could leave their bones on going out and find them again on coming in—if they hadn’t been borrowed in the meantime.

Meals were served in a special dining room, where dishes were set out on very low tables; and a grand sideboard buffet with steps to it, where members could go up and make their own choice of cold meats, was an important and popular feature. This department—the supplying of bones and meat to the dogs’ kitchen—Matthew Mugg took charge of. Matthew considered himself an expert in dogs and this side of the zoo held great interest for him.

Then there was a special sort of dogs’ gymnasium, which Jip called the Roughhouse Room. It had trapezes, balls hung on strings, and other special apparatus for dog exercise and dog gymnastics. And here wonderful wrestling contests, tug-o’-war matches, tag games, and sham fights were staged almost every night. The Doctor, Bumpo, and I were often invited down to see these sports, which were very good fun to watch, as were also the races and leaping contests that Jip arranged in the dogs’ gymnasium.

The Home for Crossbred Dogs was, I think, one of the happiest institutions that John Dolittle ever established. Of course, as the Doctor had said, there was to begin with a long list of dogs who had always wanted to be attached to his household. Among these, almost the first to turn up at the club were Grab the bulldog and Blackie the retriever, whom John Dolittle had rescued from Harris’s animal shop a long time ago.
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“The leaping contests in the dogs’ gymnasium”



But in addition to this class there was the much greater number of Jip’s friends and acquaintances. Naturally a very charitable dog, Jip loved to go out and hunt round the streets for homeless vagabonds. Every day he would bring home one or two, till very soon the club had about as many members as it would hold. And even when the Doctor told him he would have to stop, he would, if he found a particularly deserving case, as he called it, sneak in with him after dark and see that at least he got a square meal off the sideboard buffet and a night’s lodging. From the outside, the gate to the zoo could only be opened by a secret latch. This was worked by pulling a string carefully hidden in a ditch. All members of the zoo were specially instructed in this by the Doctor and made to promise not to give the secret away. And I am bound to say they were very conscientious about it. During the whole of the zoo’s career no outsider ever learned the secret of the gate. But when Jip brought his “deserving cases” home after dark, he always made them turn their backs while he pulled the secret latchstring.

As soon as it became known in dog society that John Dolittle had formed a club, many dogs who had perfectly good homes of their own just left them and came here—for no other reasons than that they preferred living with the Doctor and because they loved the gymnasium and the good company. And more than one angry owner called at the Doctor’s house and was all for having him arrested because, he said, he had lured his dog away from him.

Of course the cost of the upkeep of the new zoo was considerable, especially for the supply of food for the Home for Crossbred Dogs. And about six weeks after it had been established, Dab-Dab and Too-Too came to me, both looking very serious.
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“More than one angry owner called.”



“It is just as I thought it would be,” squawked Dab-Dab, throwing out her wings in a gesture of despair. “We are already practically at the end of our money again. I don’t know how many thousand pesetas it was you brought back with you, but it’s nearly all gone. Too-Too and I have been going over accounts and we calculate we have about enough to last for another week. Jip has no sense. The Doctor is bad enough himself, goodness knows, the way he spends money—just regardless. But nobody in the world would be rich enough to keep all the stray mongrels Jip has been bringing in the last few weeks. Well, here we are, penniless again. I don’t know what we’re going to do, I’m sure.”
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OF COURSE, WHEN I WENT (with Dab-Dab, Too-Too, and Polynesia) to the Doctor to report the condition of the family bank account he, as usual, took the matter very lightly.

“Don’t bother me with such things now,” he said. “Some money will come in somehow, I have no doubt—it generally does. I’m dreadfully busy.”

But though we managed to collect a few pounds that were due him from people who published his books on natural history, that did not last us long. And soon we were as badly off as ever. Dab-Dab was terribly angry and kept insisting that the Doctor get rid of the zoo, which was almost as expensive to run as all the rest of the household put together.

But John Dolittle was right; something did turn up, and, curiously enough, it turned up inside the zoo itself and saved that institution from extinction as well as the Dolittle household from bankruptcy. This is how it happened: one night, just as the Doctor was going to bed after a hard day’s work with his new book on oceanography, a member of the Badgers’ Tavern knocked on the door asking to see him. He said he had a terrible toothache and wanted the Doctor, if he would, to look at it at once. This, of course, the Doctor did. He was very clever at animal dentistry.
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“We went to the Doctor to report.”



“Ah!” said he. “You’ve broken a corner off that tooth. No wonder it hurts. But it can be fixed. Open your mouth a little wider, please.… That’s better—why, how curious! Did I ever fill any teeth for you before?”

“No,” said the badger. “This is the first time I’ve come to you for treatment of any kind. I’m very healthy.”

“But you have gold in your teeth,” said the Doctor. “How did that come to be there if you haven’t been to some dentist?”

“I’m sure I don’t know,” said the badger. “What is gold?”

“Look, I’ll show you in the mirror,” said the Doctor. “Stubbins, give me that hand glass, will you, please?”

I got it and brought it to the Doctor, who held it in front of the badger’s face while he pointed to a place in his teeth with a small instrument.

“There,” said John Dolittle, “you see that yellow metal sticking between your teeth? That’s gold.”

“Oh!” said the badger, peering into the mirror, very pleased with his own handsome reflection. “I and my wife were digging a hole out by Dobbin’s Meadow and we chewed up a whole lot of that stuff. That’s what I broke my tooth on.”

Polynesia, who was in the surgery at the time, was more interested in this statement of the badger’s than was the Doctor. She flew across the room and from one of her hanging rings she peered into the animal’s open mouth where John Dolittle was at work on the broken tooth. Then she came back to me and whispered:

“Well, of all things! He’s been eating gold. Eating it, mind you—and us as poor as church mice. Tommy, we will speak with this gentleman as soon as the Doctor has done with him.”

John Dolittle did not take long over making his patient comfortable. In spite of his pudgy fat hands he had the quickest and nimblest fingers in the world.

“I have put a dressing in your tooth that will stop the pain for the present and you’ll have to come back and see me again tomorrow,” he said as the badger closed his mouth and waddled down off the table. “You must be careful what you chew up when you’re digging holes. No teeth will stand biting on metal, you know—not even yours. Good night.”

As the patient left the surgery, Polynesia made a sign to me and we followed him.

“Where did you say you were digging this hole?” asked Polynesia as we walked beside him toward the zoo enclosure.

“Over near Dobbin’s Meadow,” said the badger; “just a bit to the north of it. We were tunneling into a bank—as much for exercise as anything else. It was a cold day. But we did hope we might find some pig nuts. Also, we need a refuge hole or two up in that direction. Some of these dogs the Doctor has here in such numbers now are getting entirely too cheeky. They never touch us while we are in the zoo, it is true, but if they get wind of us when we’re outside they think it is funny to chase us all over the landscape. Our committee down at the Badgers’ Tavern thought we ought to have a refuge hole up in that neighborhood.”

“What is a refuge hole?” I asked.

“Oh, it’s just a public hole,” said he. “We have them stuck around all over the place. But we all know where they are. They’re just holes where any badger can take refuge if chased by dogs. We dig them very deep and sometimes provision them with food in case the dogs should besiege us for a long time. We have to protect ourselves, you know. Our pace is slow.”

“Well now, look here,” said Polynesia as we reached the zoo gate, “Tommy and I would like to make an appointment with you for tomorrow morning early—very early. We want to see this place where you broke your tooth. Suppose we meet you at the north end of Dobbin’s Meadow at, say, five o’clock.”

“All right,” said the badger. “But that isn’t early for me. This time of year it has been broad daylight for more than a quarter of an hour by five. We don’t go by the clock, you know; we go by the sun. We prefer to travel before dawn. I’ll meet you there at daybreak.”

The following morning Polynesia had me out of bed and dressing by candlelight before the roosters had given their first crow.

“But don’t you see, Tommy,” said she, in answer to my sleepy grumbling at this unearthly hour for rising, “it’s frightfully important that we get there and do what exploring is necessary before there are people about.”

I found it hard to be enthusiastic so early, even over the prospect of discovering gold.

“But what are you expecting to find?” I asked. “Do you fancy that old badger has run into a mine? There aren’t any gold mines in England.”

“I’ve no more idea than you have,” she said impatiently. “But just because no gold mines have been discovered so far, that doesn’t mean that none ever will be. The fact remains that that blessed animal ran into gold of some kind, or he wouldn’t have it sticking in his teeth. Hurry up and get your coat on. I think I see the dawn beginning to show in the East.”

Downstairs Polynesia made me collect a spade from the tool shed and the Doctor’s mineral hammer from his study before we started away through the chilly morning twilight for Dobbin’s Meadow.
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“The badger was there, waiting for us.”



The old badger was there, sure enough, waiting for us. And he promptly lumbered off alongside a hedge to lead us to the place where he had dug the hole. This, when we came to it, proved not to be in the Dobbin property at all, but on the other side of the hedge, in a wide-open piece of heath-land, known as Puddleby Common. It was territory I knew well. Many a time I had hunted over this semi-wild region for birds’ nests, mushrooms and blackberries.
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THIS IS LUCKY,” WHISPERED POLYNESIA as we came to a halt before the hole that the badger had dug. “Puddleby Common, public property—don’t you see, Tommy? Even if anyone does see us digging here they can’t stop us. Just the same, we must not give the show away. Get your spade now and go to work.”

I was still very sleepy. But little by little the fascination of hunting in the earth for treasure took hold of me. And before long I was working away as though my life depended on it, and, despite the chill of the morning air, the perspiration was running down my forehead in streams and I had to stop often and dry it off.

We had explained to the badger what we were after, and his assistance was very helpful. He began by going down to the bottom of the hole and bringing up several shapeless pieces of gravelly metal. These, when I cut into them with a penknife, showed the soft, yellow gold of which they were composed.


[image: Image]
“Before long I was working away as though my life depended on it.”



“That’s the piece I broke my tooth on,” said the badger, “and it is the last of it. Is the stuff any good?”

“Why, my gracious!” said Polynesia, “of course it is. That’s what they make money out of—sovereigns. Are you sure this is all there is? If we can get enough, we have made the Doctor a rich man for life.”

The badger went back and dug the hole still deeper, and with my spade I cut away the bank all around and leveled out tons of gravel, which we searched and raked over diligently. But not another nugget could we find.

“Well, just the same,” said Polynesia, inspecting the array of pieces that I had laid out on my open handkerchief, “we have a tidy little fortune as it is. Now let’s get away before anyone sees what we’ve been up to.”

When we told the Doctor about it at breakfast he was much more interested in it from the geological, the scientific point of view, than he was from that of money or profit.

“It is most extraordinary,” he said, examining the specimens I had brought home in the handkerchief. “If you had found old gold coins it would not have been so surprising. But these look like nuggets—native gold. Geologically, this is something quite new for England. I would like to see the place where you found it.”

“In the meantime,” said Dab-Dab, “leave these nuggets with me, will you? I know a safe place to keep them till we can turn them into cash.”

When the Doctor set out with me and Polynesia to examine the place where the gold had been found, Jip and Gub-Gub, though they had not been invited, came along too.

Our prospecting exploration was very thorough. We searched the whole length of that gravel bank, digging and sifting and testing. Gub-Gub caught the fever, and Jip, too. They burrowed into the slope like regular prospectors, Gub-Gub using his nose as though he were digging for truffles and Jip scraping out the earth with his front paws the way he always did when he was going after rats.

But we found no more gold.

“It’s very puzzling,” said the Doctor, “very. Quite a geological mystery. This is not really gold-bearing gravel at all. And yet that gold is exactly as it would be found in gravel—in nugget form. The only explanation I can think of is that it was dug up elsewhere by some very early miners and then buried here for safekeeping.”
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“Gub-Gub used his nose as though he were digging for truffles.”



But if we were not successful in finding a real gold mine, we were successful in starting a prospecting boom. By the time the Doctor had finished his survey of the ground it was quite late in the morning. As we left the Common and started on our way home we noticed that one or two people had been watching us. Later we questioned Matthew Mugg and Bumpo, who had accompanied the expedition, and they swore they never told anyone. Nevertheless, it apparently leaked out that gold had been found in a gravel bank on Puddleby Common. And by four o’clock that afternoon the place was crowded with people armed with picks, shovels, garden trowels, fire tongs—every imaginable implement—all hunting for gold.

The whole of Puddleby had gone prospecting mad. Nursemaids with perambulators left their charges to bawl while they scratched in the ground with buttonhooks and shoehorns for gold. Loafers, poachers, peddlers, the town tradesmen, respectable old gentlemen, schoolchildren—they came from all ranks and classes.

One rumor had it that the Doctor had discovered a lot of ancient Roman goblets, made of gold, and several old saucepans and kettles were dug up by the prospectors and taken away to be tested to see what they were made of.

After the second day the poor Common looked as though a cyclone or an earthquake had visited it. And the town council said they were going to prosecute the Doctor for the damage he had brought to public property.

For over a week the gold boom continued. People came from outside, real mining experts from London, to look into this strange rumor that had set everyone agog.

Gub-Gub, who of all the Doctor’s household had the prospecting fever the worst, could hardly be kept away from the Common. He was sure he had found his real profession at last.

“Why,” said he, “I can dig better holes with my nose than any of those duffers can with a spade—and quicker.”

He kept begging to be allowed to go back to continue the hunt. He was so afraid these other people might any minute discover a real mine, which ought to be the property of the Dolittle household.

“You need not be worried, Gub-Gub,” said the Doctor. “It isn’t a mineral-bearing gravel at all. The gold we got came there by accident. The badger was probably right—there is no more than just that little hoard, which must have been specially buried there ages and ages ago.”

But Gub-Gub, while the boom continued, was not to be dissuaded, and his mining fever got worse rather than better. When the Doctor would not allow him to go back to the Common (he went several times secretly at night), he consoled himself by prospecting in the kitchen garden for mushrooms. He even brought his new profession to the table with him and went prospecting for raisins in the rice pudding.

By whatever means the gold had come, Dab-Dab was very pleased that Polynesia’s businesslike attention had secured it all for the Doctor. Left to himself he would most likely not have profited by it at all. The town council insisted that he give it up as Crown property. And this he willingly consented to do. But the wily Matthew Mugg consulted an attorney and found that under ancient law the finder was entitled to half of it. Even this sum, when the gold was weighed, proved to be quite considerable.
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“Prospecting for raisins in the rice pudding”



“Well,” sighed Dab-Dab, “as the Doctor would say, ‘It’s an ill wind that blows nobody any good.’ That old badger breaking his tooth was a stroke of luck. It was just in time. I really didn’t know where the next meal was coming from. Now, thank goodness, we shan’t have to worry about the bills for another six months, anyhow.”
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THERE HAD BEEN A GOOD deal of anxiety for some time past in the various departments of the zoo over Dab-Dab’s constant demand that the Doctor close the whole place up. Seeing how expensive it was to run, her argument sounded reasonable enough, and the members had all felt a bit selfish over continuing their clubs and other institutions when the cost was such a burden to the Doctor.

So with the news that half of the treasure found on the Common had been awarded to John Dolittle by the courts, the greatest rejoicing broke out in Animal Town—all the way from the Home for Crossbred Dogs at one end to the Rat and Mouse Club at the other. Even the timid Pushmi-Pullyu, who had now made his home within the peaceful, pleasant retirement of the zoo enclosure, joined in the jubilation, as did what few foreigners we still had, like the Russian minks and the Canadian woodchucks. I never heard such a pandemonium in my life. The information was brought to the zoo about suppertime by Toby and Swizzle. Immediately a demonstration began in every quarter. All the citizens spilled out of the clubs onto the main street cheering, or making noises which to them were the same as cheering.

“The Doctor’s rich again!” passed from mouth to mouth, from door to door. The mixture of barks, squeals, grunts, and squawks was so extraordinary that a policeman, passing on the Oxenthorpe Road outside, knocked at the Doctor’s door and asked if everything was all right.

A little later the animals began organizing parades and went traipsing up and down the main street of Animal Town singing what they called songs. The white mouse, as mayor of the town, was in charge—frightfully important—and he suggested, as it was now quite dark, that Mousetown have a torchlight procession. He asked me to get a box of those very small candles that they put on birthday cakes and Christmas trees. Then he insisted that I fix up a banner with “Hooray! The Doctor’s Rich Again!” on it in large letters. And fifty-four mice and fifty-four rats formed themselves up, two by two, each pair carrying a candle, and they marched round Mousetown from eight o’clock till midnight, singing the most extraordinary songs you ever heard. Every once in a while they would come to a halt and yell in chorus: “Hooray! The Doctor’s rich again!—Hooray! Hooray!”
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“ ‘The Doctor’s rich again!’ passed from mouth to mouth, from door to door.”



A little extra excitement was added when one pair of torchbearers had an accident with their candle and set light to the Squirrels’ Hotel. And as that building was largely made of dry leaves it not only burned to the ground in no time at all, but very nearly set the whole zoo in flames as well.

However, no one was injured (the squirrels were all out celebrating), and after the entire town had formed itself into a fire brigade, the blaze was quickly put out. Then everyone set to on the work of reconstruction and the Squirrels’ Hotel was rebuilt in a night.

“It was a grand occasion,” declared the white mouse when it was all over. “And the bonfire was almost the best part of it.”

Indeed, the white mouse was naturally of a cheerful, pleasure-loving disposition. And after the success of this first celebration he was continually wanting to organize club parties, city fetes, processions, and shindigs of one kind or another. This, while the Doctor was always glad to see the animals enjoying themselves, could not be encouraged too far, because a lot of noise was usually a most important part of Animal Town festivities. And although the zoo stood well within the Doctor’s own land, the racket which the Home for Crossbred Dogs made on these occasions could be heard miles away.

Many new and interesting features developed quite naturally in the zoo, for example, the Animals’ Free Library. Shortly after I had visited my parents on our return from abroad, the Doctor had asked me to try to organize and arrange the tremendous quantity of material that he had collected and written on animal language. He had one whole bedroom above his study simply packed with books, manuscripts, notes, and papers on this subject. It was all in great disorder, and the task of getting it straightened out was a heavy one.

But Polynesia and the white mouse helped me. We got Matthew Mugg to make us a lot of bookcases. And after a week of sorting and cataloging and listing, we had arranged the extraordinary collection in something like order. I think it was a surprise even to the Doctor himself, when we finally invited him into the little room above the study and showed him the bookshelves running all round the walls, to realize what a tremendous amount of work he had done on the science of animal languages.

“Why, Doctor,” squeaked the white mouse, gazing round the shelves, “this is a regular animal library you have here! It ought to be down in the zoo, where the animals could make use of it, instead of here.”

“Yes, there’s something in that,” said the Doctor. “But most of these writings of mine are only about animal languages—dictionaries and so forth—very few are actually storybooks written in animal language. And then besides, so few of you can read, anyway.”

“Oh, but we could soon learn,” said the white mouse. “If you got one or two of us taught we could quickly teach the rest. Oh, I do think an important institution like the Rat and Mouse Club ought to have a library of its own. Yes, indeed!”
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“ ‘Why, Doctor, this is a regular animal library,’ said the white mouse.”



Well, in spite of the objection that the Doctor had advanced, the white mouse stuck to his idea of an Animal Public Library for the Dolittle Zoo. He pointed out that so far as the rats and mice were concerned (and the dogs, badgers and squirrels, too, for that matter), there was nothing they enjoyed so much as stories.

“I would be delighted to do it for you,” said the Doctor, “but in rat and mouse talk, for instance, there are no characters—there is no written language.”

“But we can soon invent one, can’t we?” asked the white mouse. “Why, there must have been a time when there wasn’t any human written language. Listen, Doctor, you invent a sign alphabet for mice—simple, you know—we don’t want any physics or skizzics to begin with—and teach it to me. I’ll promise to teach the whole of the Rat and Mouse Club in a week. They’re awfully keen about learning new things. What do you say?”

Of course such a suggestion, one might be sure, would always interest John Dolittle, who had given so many years of his life to animal education. He at once set to work and with the white mouse’s cooperation devised a simple alphabet in rat and mouse language. There were only ten signs, or letters, in all. The Doctor called it the Mouse Code, but Polynesia and I called it the Squeaker-B-C, because it was all in squeaks of different kinds, and each letter had two different meanings, according to how you let your squeak fall or rise at the end.

Then came the business of printing and binding the books. This the Doctor turned over to me as soon as he had established the alphabet or code. Of course, the volumes had to be terribly, terribly tiny in order that even the young mice could read and handle them with ease. The white mouse was most anxious that the young folk should be able to take advantage of the new education. What we called our “Mouse Octavo” size of book was just slightly smaller than a penny postage stamp. The binding had to be all hand-sewn and only the finest thread could be used. The pages were so small I had to have a watchmakers’ magnifying eyeglass to do my printing with, which was, of course, also all hand work. But no matter how tiny the letters were made, they were none too small for mouse eyes, which can pick out single grains of dust with the greatest ease.
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“Our ‘Mouse Octavo’ was slightly smaller than a postage stamp.”



We were very proud of our first book printed in mouse language. Although it was mostly the work of the Doctor, I, as printer and publisher, felt just as important as Caxton or Gutenberg as I put the name of my firm into the title page: “Stubbins & Stubbins. Puddleby-on-the-Marsh” (I didn’t know who the second “Stubbins” was, but I thought it looked better and more businesslike that way).

“This is a great occasion, Tommy,” said the white mouse as we officially declared the edition (one copy) off the press. “The first volume printed in the mouse code! We are making history as well as books.”
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AS THE WHITE MOUSE HAD prophesied, the new education was taken up with great enthusiasm by all classes of rat and mouse society. The famous and truly rare first imprint from the press of Stubbins & Stubbins did not survive to be handed down to posterity. It was torn to shreds in the first week by the zealous public, who thronged the Animal Public Library in the Dolittle Zoo.

For the white mouse had insisted that the book be put into the library, and that institution officially opened with great pomp and ceremony. This was an occasion also for another of his favorite celebrations. But the more serious purpose was to attract public attention in Animal Town toward education and reading generally.

But the rats and mice continued to be the most keen to learn for themselves. There was a mystery about this new art that appealed to their natural inquisitiveness. The others—dogs, badgers, squirrels, foxes, and rabbits—were quite content to be read to aloud. And for the first part of its career the Public Library chiefly did duty as a general recreation room where the white mouse read aloud every afternoon to a mixed and motley company.

The demand for books in the mouse code was enormous. The public, curiously enough, seemed to be very keen about poetry—especially comic poetry. The institution of the Public Library and of the Rat and Mouse Club Library (which was established a little later) seemed to encourage this art tremendously. And many rats and mice who had had no idea of being poetic heretofore suddenly, with the new education, blossomed forth into verse.

It became the custom at the restaurant in Mousetown (they called it “The Stilton Cheese”) for rat poets to get up and recite their own ballads to the assembled diners. The audience expressed its opinion of the verse by hooting or cheering. If the poet had a good voice he often sang his ballad, and when it was well received a collection was usually taken up for him by the proprietor. An eggshell was used as a hat and it was passed round among the tables and the public dropped acorns or grains of barley into it instead of money. Nearly all the mouse poets wrote in a cheerful vein, and their comic songs were usually the most popular. Often around suppertime, if the Doctor and I passed near the zoo wall, we would hear shrieks of high-pitched, squeaky laughter; and then we would know that some comic ballad monger was singing his latest lampoon to the company at The Stilton Cheese.

Another thing that greatly encouraged the new zest for education was the mouse magazine that the Doctor established. It was called “Cellar Life,” and was issued on the first of every month. This, too, was a semi-comic periodical, and besides giving the latest news and gossip of the zoo, it contained jokes and funny pictures.

Now, on the mantelpiece of the Doctor’s old waiting room, disused ever since he had given up his practice, a miniature had always stood. It was a tiny portrait painted on ivory of John Dolittle as a young man, and for years it had never been moved from its place between the Empire clock and a Dresden china shepherdess. But one day the miniature disappeared and no one could account for it. The Doctor asked Dab-Dab, and that good housekeeper said she had seen it the previous day when she had given the waiting room its weekly dusting, but had no idea at what hour it had disappeared nor what could have become of it.
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“Some ballad monger singing his latest lampoon”



The Doctor asked Jip, Too-Too, Chee-Chee, Polynesia and me, but none of us could throw any light on the mystery. John Dolittle valued the picture only because his mother had had it painted by a well-known artist the year he had graduated in medicine. However, he had a great many things to keep him occupied, and after a few more inquiries, which met with no better success, he dismissed the matter from his mind.

It was about two weeks after the opening of the Animal Public Library that the white mouse called on the Doctor one evening, when he and I were busy with a new book he was writing on deep-sea plants.

“I have two things I would like to speak to you about, Doctor,” said the mayor of Animal Town, gravely stroking his white whiskers. “One is, I would like to have a book written—in the mouse code, of course, a textbook on mouse traps. We need it—especially for the new generation. Young boy and girl mice wander off from the nest as soon as they get big enough. And before they’ve had time to learn anything about the world at all, they get caught in the first trap that entices them with a piece of moldy cheese.”

“All right,” said the Doctor. “I think that can be done—if Stubbins here can make the pictures of the traps small enough to go into a mouse-octavo volume.”

“Oh, it could be done in rat-quarto if necessary,” said the white mouse. “This is a textbook, you see. And we are going to make it compulsory for all parents who are members of the club to read it aloud to their children. The accidents from traps this last month have been just appalling. I would like to have every known kind of mouse and rat trap shown. It should be a complete work. Of course, I will help with the writing of it. You will need an expert, an old hand, to describe what the traps smell and look like from a mouse’s point of view.”

“Oh my gracious!” put in Dab-Dab, who was listening down by the fire. “Then we’ll have the whole world overrun with mice. It is too bad we haven’t got a few good mouse traps in my linen closet.”

“Yes, but you wouldn’t like it if there were duck traps there as well,” the white mouse responded, his whiskers bristling with indignation.

“Well now, what was the other thing you wanted to see me about?” the Doctor asked.

“The other thing is also very important,” said the white mouse. “I’ve come on behalf of the house committee to invite you and Tommy here to our club’s Mooniversary Dinner.”
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“You wouldn’t like it if there were duck traps there as well!”



“Mooniversary,” the Doctor murmured. “Er—what does that mean?”

“Yes, it’s a new word,” said the white mouse, rather proudly. “But then all languages have special words, haven’t they, which the other languages haven’t? So why shouldn’t the mouse code have a word or two of its own? It happened this way: the house committee was having a meeting and the Railway Rat—he’s one of the members, lived in a railway station, decent fellow, but he smells of kerosene—the Railway Rat got up and proposed that since the club had now been going on successfully for some time we ought to have an anniversary dinner to celebrate.”
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“The Railway Rat got up.”



“You’re always celebrating,” muttered Dab-Dab from the fireside.

“Then,” the white mouse continued, “the Hansom Cab Mouse—he’s another member, lived under the floor of an old cab, knows London like a book—he gets up and he says, ‘Anniversary means a year. The club hasn’t been going for a year. A year’s a long time in a mouse’s life. I suggest we call it the Club’s Mooniversary Dinner, to celebrate our month’s birthday, not our year’s birthday.’

“Well, they argued about it a good deal, but the suggestion was finally accepted—that our celebration banquet should be called the Mooniversary Dinner. Then the Church Mouse—he’s another member, lived in a church, awful poor, fed on candle wax mostly, kind of religious type, always wants us to sing hymns instead of comic songs—he gets up and he says, ‘I would like to suggest to the committee that the Mooniversary Dinner would not be complete without the presence of Doctor John Dolittle, through whose untiring efforts’ (he rather fancies himself as a speaker, does the Church Mouse—I suppose he’s heard an awful lot of sermons)—‘through whose untiring efforts,’ says he, ‘for the welfare of rat and mouse society this club first came into being. I propose we invite the Doctor to the Mooniversary Dinner—also that strange lad called Thomas Stubbins, who has made a very good assistant manager to the Dolittle Zoo.’

“That motion was carried, too, without any question. And they chose me to come and present the club’s invitation. The dinner’s tomorrow night, Doctor. You won’t have to change or anything. Wear just whatever clothes you happen to have on. But say you’ll come.”

“Why, of course,” said John Dolittle, “I shall be delighted—and I’m sure Stubbins will, too.”
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WITHOUT DOUBT THE RAT AND Mouse Club was the only building of its kind in the world. At the beginning the clubhouse had been no more than two and a half feet high; but as the list of members had been enlarged, first from fifty to three hundred, and then from three hundred to five thousand, it became necessary to enlarge the premises considerably.

At the time when the Doctor and I were invited to attend the Mooniversary Dinner the building was about the height of a man and just about as broad—and as long—as it was high. The architecture was very unusual. In shape the clubhouse was rather like a large beehive, with a great number of tiny doors. It was fourteen stories high. The upper floors were reached by outside staircases, in the manner of Italian houses. In the center of the building, inside, there was a large chamber called the Assembly Room, which ran the entire height of the structure from ground floor to roof. Ordinarily this was used for concerts, theatricals, and for the general meetings of the club when all the members came together to vote on some new proposal or to celebrate birthdays or occasions of importance. The whole thing was thus a sort of thick, hollow dome, in the shell of which were the living rooms, furnished apartments, private dining-saloons, committee rooms, etc.
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“The architecture was very unusual.”



The entrances were all very small, of course—just big enough for a rat to pass through. But for this special occasion the white mouse had gotten the badgers to dig a tunnel down under the foundations through which the Doctor and I could reach the Assembly Room inside.

When we arrived at the mouth of this tunnel we found the white mouse and a regular committee on hand to greet us. Moreover, every doorway, all the way up the building, was thronged with rat and mouse faces waiting to witness the great man’s arrival. After the white mouse, as president of the club, had made a short speech of welcome, we began the descent of the tunnel.

“Be careful how you go, Doctor,” I said. “If we bump the top of the tunnel with our backs we’re liable to throw the whole building over.”

Without mishap we reached the Assembly Room where there was just about space enough for the two of us to stand upright, very close together. The white mouse said he wanted to show the Doctor over the clubhouse. But of course as none of the rooms, except the one in which we were standing, was big enough for a man to get into, being “shown over” the building consisted of standing where he was and peering through the tiny holes called doors. Some of the rooms were along passages; and one could not see into them directly from the Assembly Room. But to provide for this, the white mouse had asked me to bring the Doctor’s dentist’s mirror, so he could poke it down the passages and see into the rooms around the corners, the same as he would look at the back of a person’s tooth.

John Dolittle was tremendously interested in examining the tiny rooms that these highly civilized rats and mice had designed, set out, and furnished for themselves. For this building with all it contained was (excepting the few things that Bumpo and I had done for them) entirely their own work. The chief mouse architect—he was also the stonemason—was on hand and he took great pride in pointing out to the distinguished visitor the whys and the wherefores of all the details of design.

While the Doctor was poking round among the passages and holes with his tooth-mirror, he suddenly got quite excited.

“Why, Stubbins,” he cried, “come and look here. I don’t know whether I’m dreaming or not. But isn’t that a human face I see down there. Look in the mirror. It reminds me of myself.”

I looked into the mirror. Then I laughed.

“No wonder it reminds you of yourself, Doctor,” I said. “It is yourself. That’s the missing miniature of John Dolittle as a young man.”

At this moment I heard the white mouse, who had left us for a moment, scolding the architect in whispers behind the Doctor’s back.

“Didn’t I tell you,” he said furiously, “to miss the Committee Room and show the Doctor the Ladies’ Lounge instead?—Blockhead! Now we’ll lose our best painting.”
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“ ‘Didn’t I tell you?’ he said furiously.”



“But how did the miniature get here?” asked John Dolittle.

“Well,” said the white mouse, “we didn’t exactly steal it, Doctor. It was the Prison Rat’s idea—he’s one of the members, has always lived in jails, sort of an unscrupulous customer but has a great sense of humor and knows no end of interesting stories, crime stories. Well, as I was saying, it was his idea. We were having a meeting about the layout of the new Committee Room and how it should be furnished and decorated. You see, although it’s small, it is in a way the most important room in the club. All the big decisions are made there. And someone got up and said we ought to have a picture on the wall over the president’s chair. Then the Church Mouse arose and said, ‘Brethren,’ says he, ‘I think we should have a motto there, some message of good counsel, like, Love One Another.’ ‘Well, I don’t,’ said the Prison Rat, short like. ‘We can love one another all we want without boasting about it or writing it up on the wall.’ Then the Railway Rat gets up and says, ‘No, we ought to have a picture there. We don’t want any sloppy mottoes. We want something cheerful. Let’s put up one of the comic pictures out of Cellar Life.’ At that the Prison Rat gets up again and says, ‘I believe in being lighthearted, but I think a comic picture is hardly the thing—not—er—dignified enough for our Committee Room. What we ought to have is a portrait of the founder of our club, Doctor John Dolittle—and I know where I can get one, the right size to fit that place.’ So the motion was carried—and so was the picture, by the Prison Rat, who went up to your house that very night and—er—borrowed it off the mantelpiece in your waiting-room. Will you want to take it away again, Doctor?”

“No, I don’t suppose so,” said John Dolittle, smiling. “It looks very well where it is. And it is quite a compliment that you want to keep it there. I will gladly present it to the club, provided you will take care of it. But you had better not let Dab-Dab know.”

“You may be sure we won’t,” said the white mouse. “And now, Doctor, if you and Tommy will take your seats I will call in the members who are all waiting for the signal to assemble. We had to keep the hall clear till you got seated because, as you will see for yourself, there isn’t very much room.”

Thereupon the Doctor and I sort of folded ourselves up and sat down in the cramped space to this strangest banquet table that ever was laid. Our chairs were empty biscuit-tins borrowed from the Home for Crossbred Dogs. The table was egg shaped, about three feet across and five feet long. The dishes, tiny little messes of cheese, nuts, dried fish, fried bread crumbs, apple seeds, and the kernels of prune stones were all gathered in the center of the table, leaving a large outside ring clear for the diners to sit on. For in Mousetown one always sat, or stood, on the table at mealtimes, even in the best society.

As soon as we were seated the white mouse gave a signal somewhere and then a very curious thing happened: hundreds and thousands of rats and mice suddenly poured out of holes all around us, squeaking and squealing with glee.

“You must excuse them, Doctor,” whispered the president, as a dozen rats ran around John Dolittle’s collar and down his sleeve onto the table. “Their manners are not usually so atrocious. I expected a rush for the places nearest to you—it is a great honor for them, you know; they want to boast that they sat beside you—that’s why I kept them out till you were seated. Every single member of the club bought a ticket for the dinner—five thousand, you see, as well as some extra guests from out of town. So you mustn’t mind a little crowding.”
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