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love parrots and my two—Roger the Ringneck and Jackson the Eclectus—are

both intelligent, loving, smart, kinda kooky at times and provide me with

endless love and entertainment. Though I'd love to have an African Grey, it’s

a two bird household and a third would be too much for me to handle, though
I've inquired a couple of times and come close to fulfilling a dream.

Some nights though, I have a terrible dream that one or both of my birds have
died, been badly injured or birdnapped and I wake up in a night fright. [ know that
it’s likely my birds will outlive me and I've made arrangements with a NSW Parrot
Rescue organisation with my avian vet to rehome them including setting up a bank
account for their care in case of my death or incapacitation. Yet I still dread the
thought that one morning I might awaken and one of my flock might not.

The average lifespan for an African Grey
is 40 to 60 years

So it was with some apprehension that I read this book on two counts. The previous
book on Alex, arguably the smartest bird in the world, was more of an academic
and scientific tome that I laboured through half way before giving up. This one, I
couldn’t put down but I do admit it made me cry in the end. But at least I knew
what was coming. Here’s a description of the book by the publishers, which says

it all, far better than I could. Besides, you’'ll find most reviewers simply copy the
promo anyway.

“On September 6, 2007, an African Grey parrot named Alex died prematurely at age
thirty-one. His last words to his owner, Irene Pepperberg, were “You be good. I love
you”

“What would normally be a quiet, very private event was, in Alex’s case, headline
news. Over the thirty years they had worked together, Alex and Irene had become
famous—two pioneers who opened an unprecedented window into the hidden yet

vast world of animal minds. Alex’s brain was the size of a shelled walnut, and
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How a Scientist and a Parrot Discovered a Hidden World of
Animal Intelligence--and Formed a Deep Bond in the Process

when Irene and Alex first met, birds were not believed to possess any potential for
language, consciousness, or anything remotely comparable to human intelligence.
Yet, over the years, Alex proved many things. He could add. He could sound out
words. He understood concepts like bigger, smaller, more, fewer, and none. He was
capable of thought and intention. Together, Alex and Irene uncovered a startling
reality: We live in a world populated by thinking, conscious creatures.”

The fame that resulted was extraordinary. Yet there was a side to their relationship
that never made the papers. They were emotionally connected to one another. They
shared a deep bond far beyond science. Alex missed Irene when she was away. He
was jealous when she paid attention to other parrots, or even people. He liked to
show her who was boss. He loved to dance. He sometimes became bored by the
repetition of his tests, and played jokes on her. Sometimes they sniped at each other.

9

Yet nearly every day, they each said, ‘I love you.

“Alex and Irene stayed together through thick and thin—despite sneers from experts,
extraordinary financial sacrifices, and a nomadic existence from one university to
another. The story of their thirty-year adventure is equally a landmark of scientific
achievement and of an unforgettable human-animal bond.”

The African Grey Parrot has been called
"the perfect mix of brains and beauty”

I couldn’t have said it better if I was reviewing this book, but I'm more like sharing
it. I you're not a ‘bird person’ you would probably not know how very intelligent
they can be. I have tons of stories I couldn’t relay here due to space, but I can assure
you that meeting the many avian critters I have, I never cease to be amazed at the
depth of their ability to reason and communicate.

Just like showing the film ‘The Wild Parrots of Telegraph Hill’, it takes courage to
release a product that may have a very limited audience, but 2008 Small Publisher
of the Year, Scribe Publications, did more than merely import a few copies, they
printed it onshore and are selling it for almost half the price it would be if imported
from the US, even if you tried to buy it through Amazon (not the parrot!). It proves
the adage, “One person with a belief is worth a thousand with merely an interest.”

The book itself shows how much one bird has affected the world. It’s intimate,
funny, has a history aspect of how both Alex and Irene evolved through their tight
but sometimes frustrating relationship that is touching as well
as having just enough science to not overwhelm. For animal
lovers, it’s the perfect gift and for anyone with a featherlust
or twitcher fans, it opens up a whole new world on avian
intelligence.

It’s now available at bookstores for $27.95 and you can also
purchase it online at www.scribepublications.com.au or by
calling 03 9349 5955
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Brando and
Mum

By Ken Foster

“I feel like a toothless pussycat,” my mother said, in a rare lucid moment
last spring. She was sitting up in her bed in a room at the same hospital
where I had been born. Earlier in the week, she and the doctor had made
the decision to discontinue the antibiotics and transfusions that had been
keeping her going, and now, as we transferred her to hospice to wait out the
final days, she lingered somewhere between reality and dreams, the present
and the past.

I had been living far from home for most of my adult life, but it wasn’t
until my parents became ill that I regretted having left the small, rural town
where I grew up. That first night of my return, while waiting for a space in
hospice, I broke the rules and spent the night in her room, talking with her,
when I understood what she was asking, and sleeping occasionally, half in
the chair, and half in the space where my head could fit on the bed along
her side.

“Remember Brando?” I asked, thinking of my dog, who was waiting with
the others for my return to New Orleans. He liked to press his head against
my side too. My mother smiled, and I wondered if she was remembered my
dog, who loved her, or the other Brando, the actor. “He says hello,” I said,
and she smiled again. I still wasn’t sure if she remembered.

My mother had been outraged when I adopted Brando, an enormous pit bull
mix, seven years earlier. I was living in New York at the time, and Brando
and I would visit my parents in the country, where he would immediately
transfer his intense loyalty and affection to my mom and dad. He waited for
them outside the bathroom. He lay in the kitchen while my mother cooked
all afternoon. In the middle of the night he would leave my bed and try his
best to squeeze through the crack at the bottom of my parent’s bedroom
door. My parents thought he was crazy, but they loved him, because that’s
the kind of people they were.
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Later, when we moved too far away to visit, Brando had to wait for them
to come visit us. When their white van pulled into the driveway, he knew
immediately who it was, even if years had passed since he had seen them.
“He must be like this with everyone,” my parents guessed, but they were
wrong. For weeks, or even months afterwards, he would freeze at the sight
of any white van, waiting to see if it might be my parents inside. When a
letter or package arrived from home, Brando would carefully, thoroughly
sniff the surface and then run to the window to see if my mother was out-
side.

It was difficult being without him while my mother died. He was so closely
attuned to my parents and me, | wondered if he would understand at some
point that mom wasn’t just absent, she was gone.

My parents, like my pit bulls, are stubborn creatures, so it wasn’t entirely
surprising that even without antibiotics, without food, without platelets

or blood cells, my mother continued to hold on. Eventually, after a week
of expecting her to go at any moment, it was decided that she might not
leave until she was alone. Back in New Orleans, I tried to return to normal.
I walked the dogs. I returned to work, where I awkwardly accepted condo-
lences from colleagues who assumed my mother had already passed. “Yes,”
said. It was too difficult to explain. Finally, two weeks after my frantic trip
to her bedside, my father called to say that she was gone. It was the night
before their forty-ninth wedding anniversary.

That morning, at about 5am, Brando began crying at the foot of my bed.

I tried to ignore it at first, but it continued, low and steady, as if he didn’t
mean for anyone else to hear it, as if he was crying just to himself. He was
lying next to me, but gazing straight up to the ceiling. “What is it?” I asked.
“Who’s here?” But I knew what he was sensing,.

Later, when I opened the front door to go for a walk, we found a chicken
carcass carefully laid across the threshold. One of the neighborhood cats had
gotten into the garbage, and left behind the bones.

Ken Foster is the author of the bestselling memoir The Dogs Who Found Me and a col-
lection of essays, Dogs | Have Met, both published in the US by Lyons Press. His work has
also appeared in Salon, The San Francisco Chronicle, The Village Voice, Paper, and dozens
of other publications. His collection of short stories, The Kind I'm Likely to Get, was a New
York Times Notable Book. He lives in New Orleans with his dogs: Brando, a pit bull/Great
Dane mix; Zephyr, a rottweiler/shepherd; and Sula, a pit bull who is the figurehead of The
Sula Foundation www.sulafoundation.org

BackSeat

ensures safe comfortable
travel and prevents

Pet Avenue

1300 738 283

F"_.t_?'enue.cnm.au

-

43 ® May 15th, 2009 urban animal



