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Dedication


To the “turtlers” of the world… 
You’re the ones who have made, and will continue to make, a difference in the conservation of turtles everywhere. From the dedicated scientists, academics, authors, and zoologists, to the reptile veterinarians, breeders, and enthusiasts. And then there’s those of you who at one time or another have taken the initiative to move that turtle from the middle of the road to safety. And let us not forget those little children with their smiling faces as they attentively watch that turtle, whether it be far off on a log or right there in the aquarium that Mom and Dad set up. They are the future “turtlers.” 
As turtlers, we must all support the organizations that promote chelonian education and conservation. I applaud the following who are tirelessly working hard to make a difference:
Florida Turtle Conservation Trust (FTCT)
Turtle Conservancy (TC)
Turtle Room (TR)
Turtle Survival Alliance (TSA)
Turtle and Tortoise Propagation Group (TTPG)
United States Association of Reptile Keepers (USARK)
Let us never forget that each and every one of us is on the same ship on the same journey, performing the tasks needed to reach our goal of saving turtles from extinction.
Keep on turtling!
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Foreword


Bob Krause is the embodiment of passion, integrity, and humility. I had the privilege of having a front row seat to Bob’s incredible journey. Bob can find joy in the simplest of things and was more than comfortable in tackling the complex. 
Jim Collins describes a Level 5 Leader as “Someone who builds enduring greatness through a paradoxical combination of personal humility plus professional will.” This is Bob.
Bob is a life-long learner and a life-long teacher. I met him in my role as a Vistage chair. Vistage, the largest CEO organization in the world, exists solely to help high-integrity leaders make great decisions that benefit their companies, their families, and their communities. Being by Bob’s side, I learned that living a life of joy—whether at work (building turtle habitats or hamster cages that rivaled some of the prettiest doll houses “and being rewarded for them”), sitting on his patio with his wife Denise (enjoying the activity of the turtles that lived in the pond on their property), or traveling the world (committed to protecting the species that exist in some of the hardest to reach parts of the globe)—is who Bob Krause is.
The best lives are those built around intentionality. Bob is a person who is clear on who he is, why he has a place on this earth, and how he can make it a better place. Bob’s infectious joy and laughter brighten all who meet him. He is committed to all whom he meets, whether they reside on this planet as a mammal or a reptile.
There is a Native American proverb that says, “We did not inherit the earth from our ancestors; we borrow it from our children.” Bob embodies this, as many of the seeds that he has planted will benefit generations yet to come.
If you are picking up this book it is either because you share Bob’s passion about turtles or you may be looking for a guide on how to live a more purposeful and passionate life.
You could not find a better guide for either of those journeys.


—Bob Berk
     Chair, Vistage International
     Chairman of the Board, AGHF
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Introduction


This is a book about passion. 
I imagine everyone is passionate about something, maybe some more than others. If there’s something that motivates you to get out of bed each morning, then I think you’re going to appreciate my story. If there’s not, then maybe something herein can inspire you to find your passion, your reason to get out of bed each morning. Passion, I have learned, and as you’ll read in the pages of this book, can take a person a long ways.
You’re probably never too old to find your passion, but in my case, I learned you’re never too young. I was four years old when, as a reward for helping her carry our shopping bags one day, my mother bought me a little green turtle from the pet department of a Woolworths discount store. It came complete with a plastic turtle bowl with a palm tree, and accompanied by an orange metal can of Hartz Mountain dried flies labeled as turtle food.
And the love affair began.
My passion for turtles took me on a wild ride that included a hands-on childhood love affair with nature, a mind-boggling entrepreneurial career in the pet industry, travels all over the world, and a retirement (or more accurately a second career) focused on my chelonian conservation initiatives. But for all that I have done and seen, nothing ever gave me, or gives me to this day, more pleasure than time simply spent turtling. And when I look back, I can see that turtling is what drove everything else.
What is turtling? Well, I’m sure every turtle enthusiast has their own idea, but for me, it initially meant the simple act of entering a turtle or tortoise’s environment to get as close as possible to them, to photograph, study, or catch them, or sometimes just quietly observe them. Over the years, as I increased my knowledge and my circle of acquaintances, meeting people who had a similar passion, I learned that turtling also meant something else: the sharing of information, stories, and experiences; in other words having a great time talking turtles, and gaining stronger friendships, more knowledge, and wonderful memories.
But you don’t have to be a fan of turtles to appreciate passion. It comes in all forms, and once it hits you, the best thing to do—perhaps the only thing—is to follow it. As I can attest, and as I trust the following pages will confirm, you never know where your passion is going to take you.
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Sticking My Neck Out


Twenty minutes before the grand opening, there were already people lined up at the door. Dozens of cars were parked on both sides of the street. Members of the Elk Grove Village police department were directing traffic. Right alongside them were our costumed animals waving the people in. 
The doors would open at precisely 10 a.m. I’d been at the store since 5:30 making sure all of the animal and bird displays and aquariums full of tropical fish looked perfect, all while keeping the lights off so as to not wake the puppies. All this not to mention that, well, I’d been too excited to sleep. I walked the aisles checking our inventory and psyching myself up for the employee meeting at seven sharp.
At the meeting, my partner Ray and I issued each employee a light blue smock and nametag and reminded them that smoking, still a relatively popular habit in 1971, was allowed only during breaks and only in the back room.
I looked around to see that everyone was dressed appropriately: no jeans and the fellas with button-down shirts and ties.
I knew we had instructed everyone on the basics of properly servicing the customers, while explaining the optimum care and products needed, but I just had to emphasize once again the importance of approaching customers in a helpful way; no pushiness, no hard selling. In addition, the cashiers were trained for every feasible situation regarding cash and credit card transactions, along with the usage of return forms, credit vouchers, and live pet purchase warrantees. We were ready.
Ten o’clock finally came and the doors opened to Noah’s Ark Pet Center, 9,270 square feet of retail space—what we billed as the world’s largest pet store. The business model, though years in the making, was based on a simple plan: to offer the largest selection of pets and their related supplies, and to provide the highest standard of professional advice on the selection and care of the right pet for the customer. The health and well-being of the animals for sale in our store would be our top priorities.
We had four specially designed departments: puppies and kittens, with a very large purebred selection all housed in spacious kennels; thousands of tropical and coldwater fish in over a hundred display aquariums; cage and ornamental birds, including hundreds of parakeets, cockatiels, canaries, finches, parrots, macaws, cockatoos, and toucans, all displayed in spacious aviaries and cages; and small animals and reptiles, including hamsters, gerbils, rats and mice, guinea pigs, rabbits, ferrets, chinchillas, and even a few small, exotic animals like a kinkajou, a coati mundi, a couple of tame and handleable  monkeys, and a female wallaby with joey. Our reptile department included a large selection of turtles and tortoises, boas and other snakes, iguanas, anoles, chameleons, and exotic lizards, not to mention amphibians, tarantulas, and scorpions.
Each department had a manager who supervised employees assigned to that department exclusively. The entire store was then supported by a full-time veterinarian technician as well as a local vet on call.
None of it was random. For several years, I’d been planning on opening a pet store, almost buying a franchise at one point, and then deciding that I’d be better off starting from scratch. I wanted my pet store to be different. Most of the pet stores back then were small and not merchandised very well. Not wanting to open just another pet shop limited by space or inventory, I wanted to open a complete pet center—an “emporium,” with specialized departments where people could come and select a pet from a wide and extensive inventory, as well as receive advice for the pet’s care and/or animal husbandry requirements. Everything imaginable under one roof. And once I’d decided that, I spent a few years holding down my full-time job as a computer programmer while taking on part-time jobs at various pet shops, learning the trade from the ground up and the inside out.
It had been a dream, but it had also been laborious. Long nights at the dining room table calculating costs and creating budgets, sketching and re-sketching my dream store’s floor plan. Visiting potential suppliers. Trying to put the funding together. But never doubting the vision.
Somewhere during those early planning days, as if to reaffirm my efforts, I stumbled upon a poster in a gift shop on a rare night out on the town with my patient wife, Marie. The poster quoted a saying by James Bryant Conant that had apparently been passed around by the scientists who’d worked on the Manhattan Project during World War II. Above a cartoon character of a turtle, it read: 
Behold the turtle. He only makes progress when he sticks his neck out.
That poster was meant for me. I bought it and hung it up in our apartment.
The hard work was a labor of love. And a destiny. I was only four years old the first time I set foot in a pet shop. It was the pet department of the Woolworths five-and-dime store on the northwest side of Chicago, a short bus ride from our family’s apartment on Richmond Street. I was mesmerized by all the animals, especially the aquarium full of turtles, and it was that day that my excursions into pet shops began, never imagining that someday I would have my own shop.
And so, on that November morning in 1971, I watched as Noah’s Ark Pet Center filled with people—families and children—seeing the same wide-eyed expression on the faces of many of them that I imagine I had on my face in Woolworths at such a young age. I felt good about our store’s chances of success but life, and business, give no guarantees. I knew there would be struggles. I knew there would be hard times and sacrifices. I knew there would be moments when I might wonder why I’d left a good, steady job as a computer programmer in an age when computers were just beginning to dominate everyday life.
But I also knew that those moments would be fleeting. My life to that day had pointed in only one direction. My background and my turtle passion left no choice. I gazed around the store at my employees assisting customers. I watched people carrying their purchases to the register. At one point I noticed the people waiting in line at the check-out, some with plastic bags of tropical fish, one with a birdcage, several with supplies, one customer with a baby parakeet in a small cardboard carrier, and an entire family cuddling the newest member of their family in the form of a cocker spaniel puppy. I listened to all of their wonderful comments and observed their children’s excitement and hoped they’d all become regular customers. Then and there, despite the fact that I’d stuck my neck out just like the turtle in that poster, I knew I was exactly where I was supposed to be.
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Fascination


It took about a half hour’s rowing before I neared my destination. As I slowed and began maneuvering the boat as quietly as I knew how, the warmth of the late-morning sun and the stillness of the water seemed to mesmerize me, or was it the echoed silence that held me in its grasp? More than anything, surely it had to be the anticipation of what was awaiting me. 
From a distance, the untrained eye wouldn’t be able to decipher what those shiny domed objects were, let alone appreciate their beauty. The half-submerged logs, which were once tall trees dotting the shoreline, were covered with them, and as I inched closer, remaining perfectly still became impossible for all of us.
Soon, the movement on the logs became a fidgeting frenzy as the domed objects became unsure of what was approaching them. Closer still, I could focus in on their beautiful colors and striking features as many of them began diving into the lake. I could even see some of them through the clear water as they swam to safety beneath the surface. There were a few that, for one reason or another, remained on the logs, peering out at the commotion. I learned to sit perfectly still and observe those for quite some time as they resumed their basking.

[image: Midland painted turtles.]Midland painted turtles.
It wasn’t my first excursion in observing midland painted turtles. I’d been doing it all week and I was becoming something of an expert. I was just twelve years old that summer at Camp Oconto, situated on the bank of the crystal-clear waters of Waubee Lake in Lakewood, Wisconsin. There was no other place on earth I would have rather been.
I noticed that the turtles would always try to attain the highest and most suitable positions, sometimes pushing others into the water while doing so. When a turtle would find that one particular place on the log, it would stretch its hind legs out while at the same time raising and flattening them to capture as much of the sun’s warmth as possible. The turtles always seemed to be so content, never bothered even by the occasional dragonfly that might land on their carapaces.
I watched the way they responded to the sun’s intensity as a cloud slowly cleared the sky. It was then that they would seek a better basking spot by nudging other members of the group into the water. Sometimes, without warning and for no apparent reason, they would dive into the water and, as swiftly as they vacated the log, they’d return, climbing back up to resume their thermo-regulating positions.
All the other boys at camp were into fishing or swimming or any of the other camp activities. I’d tried fishing many times before, but never had much luck beyond catching the occasional bluegill. Without a mentor to show me the right techniques, I tried to learn on my own but with my twelve-year-old logic, I assumed the bigger fish were in deeper water and smaller fish were in shallower areas. I’d go out in the middle of the lake and end up catching nothing while boring myself to death. I eventually discovered that the bigger fish liked to hang out among the lily pads and hide themselves in and around fallen logs close to shore. This is also when I discovered something else in those same environs, something more interesting to me than even the biggest fish: the turtles.
I found catching turtles with my net much more fun than sitting in a boat waiting for a fish to bite. I learned that the sundrenched coves around the lake, with their floating logs and branches, full of lily pads and vegetation, were home to hundreds of midland painted turtles, along with a few snapping turtles. Every morning after breakfast, it became my daily routine to race down to the shoreline where the rowboats were anchored and off to my turtle coves I went.
I enjoyed catching them and bringing them aboard and watching their behavior. I’d listen to the bumping and scratching sounds they’d make scurrying around the bottom of the aluminum rowboat. Before rowing back, I’d release most of them, but one or two of the smallest ones always accompanied me to camp for a couple of days.
If my passion for turtles was stoked at that summer camp, it was initially lit eight years earlier on the day I carefully carried home a little green turtle from the Woolworths’ pet department. The third-floor apartment of ours on Richmond Street where I lived with my older brother, Tom, and my parents was where I brought my prized turtle home. It was a small apartment with only one bedroom, a kitchen, a bathroom, and a living room that held our cherished RCA Victor, black-and-white console television, the only source of entertainment for Tom and me on Saturday mornings. We never missed watching the cartoons before Mom and Dad got out of bed. 
My father worked for the Canadian Pacific Railroad as a sales freight agent, selling transportation to various industries and serving customers in the Chicago area. His given name was Albert, but everybody called him Bobby, though to this day, I do not know why. Whatever the reason, it explains why I was given an alternative nickname: “Sonny.”
Dad was the youngest of eleven children. My grandparents emigrated from Germany and settled on the northwest side of Chicago. My paternal grandfather, Carl, passed away in 1941, five years before I was born, and my grandmother lived in a brick two-flat not far from our apartment.
My mother, named Mary (but always called Marie by her family), was of Italian descent and the oldest of four children. My maternal grandparents emigrated from Italy, met in Baltimore, and moved to Chicago. They also owned a brick two-flat not far from us. Mom worked as an accountant at the Hills-McCanna Company, a manufacturer of valves. Sometimes on weekends, she’d take Tom and me to the office. We’d take the Montrose Avenue bus to Western Avenue and transfer to a southbound streetcar. The main floor of Hills-McCanna was a large open office with numerous desks. While she worked, she’d have us sit at one of the unoccupied desks, allowing us to pass the time by playing with a key-driven mechanical calculator called a comptometer.
Tom and I were close. He always looked after me and made sure I was safe. He was the wild one, always getting into mischief, while I was the quiet one. We were raised as Christians in the Lutheran religion and I was told that when my brother was born, there was a rift in the family as to how their first child would be raised. My mother’s side wanted Tom to be Catholic, putting a lot of pressure on Mom because Dad wanted to give Tom a Lutheran upbringing. Without approval, Tom was whisked away and baptized Catholic. When my father found out, Tom was then baptized a second time in the Lutheran church. This pushing and tugging between the families contributed to some of the challenges we would face as we got older.
On Sundays, Tom and I always dressed properly with a tie, a sports coat, and a fedora hat. Early in the morning, we’d attend bible school for an hour in the church basement, then join all the parishioners for the ten o’clock church service. For a kid, it was a long two-and-a-half-hour ordeal, but I’m sure some things must have sunk in. Later, I would become an altar boy and it was around this time that I began making a conscious point of living by certain principles, always trying to do the right thing. I prayed for forgiveness when I didn’t, and always thanked God for the wonderful things in my life.
It helped, too, that I was surrounded by hardworking role models. My parents and grandparents were nose-to-the-grindstone, always diligent, and always saving for the future. My grandparents on both sides were able to take their life savings in their middle-age years and buy homes that offered upstairs apartments they could rent out. My mother and father took a similar path, worked hard, and saved for a brighter future of owning their own home as well.
This happened to be a time before the age of shopping malls and strip centers. Instead, each neighborhood in the city had its own grocery store, bakery, butcher shop, hardware store, and various other small, mom-and-pop establishments, all within walking distance. But there were also much more extensive shopping destinations in the city, usually where three major streets would intersect. These were referred to as Six Corners. Our Six Corners was where Milwaukee Avenue, Irving Park Road, and Cicero Avenue came together. It was here, a short bus ride away, where you could find much larger stores, like Sears Roebuck, Kee Department Store, Hillman’s Groceries, Walgreens, and my personal favorite, Woolworths with its pet department.
Woolworths carried anything and everything, from clothes to toiletries, and toys to household goods. It was our tradition to stop at their lunch counter and have something to eat or maybe just enjoy a chocolate phosphate. While sitting there, I could hear the parakeets chattering as if they were calling me to hurry on over to the pet department. It was a large department that included many different types of animals, sometimes even squirrel monkeys. They had hamsters and white mice as well as bee bee parrots, parakeets, java rice birds, and canaries. They also had guppies and a gigantic, square, metal-framed aquarium filled with goldfish, mystery snails, and eastern spotted newts.
And then there was a separate aquarium where numerous, little green turtles always stacked themselves high on one another’s backs. The first time I saw them, I was immediately enamored. They all had what appeared to be smiles on their faces as they gazed at me. A little red patch behind their eyes gave this type of turtle its common name—the red-eared turtle.
Every week while shopping with Mom, I visited that turtle aquarium, dreaming about taking one of those little guys home. Then came that special Saturday when Mom rewarded me for helping carry the shopping bags by buying me one of the turtles. The clerk told Mom how easy they were to take care of while showing us the two different sizes of plastic turtle bowls, each complete with an island and a palm tree. After I pointed to the turtle I wanted, the clerk placed him into a white, cardboard container, same as the Chinese carry-out containers of today. We chose a turtle bowl, picked up a small orange metal can of Hartz Mountain turtle food, and off we went, me smiling the whole way home.

[image: image-placeholder]
The turtle’s place of residence became the kitchen windowsill where he could look out over the factory roof next door and enjoy some sunshine. My daily routine found me taking him out of his bowl and letting him crawl around on the floor, as I lay face-to-face with him, watching his every move.
I don’t remember exactly what happened to him, but the poor little guy only lived a few months, ending up as that classical disposable pet. I’m sure Mom gave him a respectable burial, cleaned up the turtle bowl, and put it up on a shelf somewhere.
Today, I know many turtle enthusiasts whose interest in turtles began in the exact same way if not in a similar manner. The sad thing is that all of us now realize that those poor little lifeforms were each sentenced to a slow demise, eating meaningless diets of dried flies while being confined to those small plastic turtle bowls in unfiltered water. Nevertheless, that brief experience left such an impression on me that it stirred an insatiable fascination that continues to this day.
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The Natural World


In 1951, when I was five, my parents decided that I should attend kindergarten at Alexander Graham Bell Elementary School, which happened to be in the same neighborhood as my Grandma Krause’s home. It was also decided that I would live with her during the week.  
Gram lived with Dad’s sister Frieda on the first floor, while Dad’s other sister Ulma lived upstairs with her husband, my uncle Ed. On weekends, I went back home. But during the week, I stayed with Gram where I had my own bedroom and enjoyed a backyard to play in, and with its own apple tree, to boot, luxuries we didn’t have at our apartment.
Kindergarten was wonderful, though being called “Bob” instead of “Sonny” took some time getting used to. One day we were all asked to bring in empty cans, bottles, and cartons so we could build a pretend grocery store. I was only five, but somehow the concept of putting together a store resonated with me even then.
Gram didn’t speak much English and actually taught me a bit of her native German. She read the Bible every day in addition to reading to me from her large edition of Grimm’s Fairy Tales. With the help of the pictures, I learned to understand most of what she was saying, and I came to look forward to those special moments between the two of us. And speaking of special moments, Gram always had something cooking in the kitchen. My favorites were her buttered noodles, roast pork, potato pancakes, and her sky-high apple pies.
Being an industrious woman, she always worked hard, not only in and around the house, but in creating a means of supplemental income by collecting other people’s throwaways around the neighborhood, back before recycling was even a term. I learned early on that scrap metal, newspapers, and used cardboard boxes had value. As it happened, Uncle Boykin, one of my father’s brothers, was a scrap hauler who rode his horse and wagon down the alleys of the north side of Chicago picking up scrap metal and cardboard. I would hear the clickity-clack of his horse’s hooves as he neared our backyard gate, his route taking him through our alley every Tuesday, the day before the city picked up the trash.
Gram would be ready for him. In the basement, I would help her break down the corrugated boxes she’d collected, sometimes soaking them in water first as her German ingenuity had taught her that doing so made them easier to break apart and fold flat, after which we’d tie them into flat bundles for my uncle. I loved when he came around with his old white horse who was so well behaved, chewing his cud as we loaded the wagon. One day, Uncle Boykin pulled up in a big truck, a sign of progress that nevertheless made me sad. I never knew what happened to his horse.
I admired Gram’s perseverance and never once thought it odd to see her pulling her Radio Flyer wagon down the alleys picking up what she could. I even helped her bring home an old, discarded car hood one day. Gram walked with a limp and shuffled her feet but never complained. A few years later I overheard one of the neighbors refer to Gram as “that old junk lady.” Through tears, I defended her, arguing how hardworking and smart she was to be able to make a living from other people’s discarded items.
I got to know my other grandparents well also. On Sundays, back home with Mom, Dad, and Tom, we’d often go over to Grandma and Grandpa Cascios’s house. They, too, lived in the downstairs of their house, with the upstairs serving as the home for my cousins Connie, Donna, and Patsy. The house would come alive on those Sundays. My grandma, my mom, and my aunts would be in the kitchen making homemade rolls, pasta, soup, and salads. The pasta gravy, as Italians referred to their sauce, had to simmer all afternoon. Meanwhile the men would hang out in the garage or basement smoking or shucking oysters.
The dinner ritual was always the same—soup, salad, and then either mostaccioli, manicotti, or lasagna. That was all we needed, though on special occasions, there might be a roast beef or ham. If it was over the holidays, homemade cannolis were the tradition. My grandparents, it was pointed out to me on more than one occasion, lived through the depression. As a result, my grandma kept a cache of canned goods and dried pastas, beans, and rice stored under the stairs leading down to the basement. It looked like an old-fashioned Italian delicatessen, but my grandparents were determined to never go hungry again.
After dinner everyone would sit around the big dining room table and laugh while telling stories or playing cards. In the summers, we kids would play out in front of the house. Then when it got dark, the fireflies would light up the neighborhood and we’d enjoy catching them and watching how they’d glow as they’d turn on and then turn off. When one of the neighborhood kids smashed one on the sidewalk, just to see the streaks of light on the pavement, it made me heartsick to see one of God’s creatures have its life ended in such a way.
Sometimes, if Tom or I needed a haircut, my grandpa would bring out a kitchen stool to cut our hair. It was his profession. He worked for his lifelong friend, a man by the name of Thomas Troy who owned a barbershop in the Bankers Building in downtown Chicago. Mr. Troy had no one else and when he sold his business and retired, my grandparents welcomed him into their home and took care of him in his later years. He became a virtual member of our family, and everyone referred to him as Uncle Tom. During Christmas gatherings, he would reach into his jacket pocket and present silver dollars to me, my brother, and our cousins. I’d always keep mine in a safe place along with the old Indian Head and 1943 steel pennies that I collected. A dollar was a lot of money in those days.
As it turned out, my Aunt Ulma passed away in 1952 and Uncle Ed moved out of the upstairs apartment in Grandma Krause’s house. The three-bedroom flat became my family’s new home. Mom, Dad, and Tom moved in, and I joined them; our family was together again. Tom and I shared our Aunt Ulma’s old steel-frame bed in our very own bedroom. Mom and Dad had their own room too and the much smaller center bedroom became our TV room.
I enjoyed the school years, was a decent student, and had lots of friends. But I enjoyed the summers even more. We always took family trips—a train trip one year and road trips other years, either out west to the national parks or to Florida. But my favorites were the summer trips we took to a farm in Crivitz, Wisconsin.
The farm was owned by the Krolls, an immigrant Polish family. On a hunting trip with friends, Dad had met one of the Kroll’s sons, Zeph, who, invited us to visit the farm one summer, and that vacation turned into an annual tradition. The farm was a one-day drive, 275 miles from our home, and then an additional twenty-plus miles out of Crivitz, up a long, steep, winding, dirt road, through the Nicolet National Forest, filled with pine and hardwood trees. There were only three outposts on the road—one mostly abandoned hunting cabin, a farmhouse occupied by two old-timers, and finally the Kroll’s farm. The forest was so dense, the sun was only visible in a few small areas on the entire road. Sometimes, if it was raining, we wouldn’t even be aware of it until the sky finally became visible as we reached the last incline opening up to the farm.
The farm was originally cleared years earlier by the Kroll family with nothing more than draft horses, a couple of wagons, a plow, and crude tools—axes and long handled saws. The Krolls were true homesteaders and for the most part self-sustaining. They kept dairy cows for milk and cheese and raised chickens for meat and eggs. They always had two or three pigs that were butchered each fall. They had ducks and they had a turkey that made a habit of following me around. They owned two draft horses, too, although these were eventually replaced by a tractor. They grew and harvested corn, potatoes, onions, beets, cabbage, cucumbers, and tomatoes. The farm even had an apple orchard. And the family hunted grouse, pheasant, rabbit, squirrel, and deer. The property had a crystal-clear brook running through it that was home to beautiful rainbow trout. There were several small lakes in the area that provided crappie, bluegill, and bass.
Early one morning, my father and I went fishing on one of those lakes. It was quiet and serene, and the only sounds were the creaking of the oars, the gentle lapping of the water, and the call of an invisible loon echoing in the distant mist. Dad taught me the proper way to row a boat, a skill I would appreciate even more later in life. At the time, I was just a small boy grateful to be spending such precious moments with his dad.
The farm included two large barns, several outbuildings, sheds, coops, and a two-room farmhouse. Mrs. Kroll did the cooking, a master at making any meal taste delicious no matter the ingredients. But I never quite got used to drinking the cow’s warm, unpasteurized milk out of Mrs. Kroll’s old pickling jars. Their home had electricity, but no running water. Up the hill a bit, there was an old-fashioned open well, where we retrieved water every morning with a bucket on a rope. Around back and down a path was a little closet of a shed that I learned was called an outhouse. This was my first experience with a Sears catalog serving a dual purpose.
Neither Mr. nor Mrs. Kroll could speak English but were always somehow able to communicate in their native Polish tongue, along with a lot of pointing, smiling, and laughing. Over the summers, I learned how to catch rainbow trout in the fast-moving, cold waters of a brook located at the far end of the property. And I mastered the art of hunting squirrels and rabbits with a 22-caliber rifle and a twelve-gauge shotgun, the results of which were delicious, iron-skillet-prepared meals that today could never be replicated.
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This is the environment where the Krolls raised their five children who were close in age to my mother and father. This is also where I discovered everything that was involved with farm life. And I loved it—from milking a cow to slopping the pigs, and from collecting eggs and picking cucumbers to jumping out of the barn loft into piles of hay. The smell of the horse and cow manure as well as the sweet smell of the hay loft stays with me still.
Of course, by then my interest in nature was firmly established. I took note of the wildlife all around the farm, including the many leopard frogs and garter snakes. Anticipation was half the fun. Days before our trips, I would busy myself getting together all my empty mayonnaise jars, my butterfly net, and an old pillowcase or two.
One year, my grandparents accompanied us. On our second day at the farm, Dad, Grandpa, Tom, and I went to a remote lake with Zeph. The five of us rowed out into the lake past what looked like giant telephone poles haphazardly protruding a couple of feet out of the water. To my absolute delight, the poles were covered with all sizes of snapping turtles. I had never seen anything like it, and I watched wide-eyed as most of these various-sized, prehistoric-looking turtles dropped into the water upon our approach. Through the clear water, I could see them rapidly swimming below the surface while a few, for one reason or another, stuck to the wooden poles without moving. I knew right then and there that I was just going to have to have a snapping turtle someday.
When we arrived at the shoreline and got out of the boat, giant bullfrogs began jumping out from under a blanket of dried leaves and into the water. I dove on top of one and caught him. I ended up keeping him in a minnow bucket until the day we were to leave for Chicago. Our 1955 Pontiac was full with the six of us and we had no room for the minnow bucket. I wanted badly to take that bullfrog home and convinced everyone that he’d be okay in a ventilated jar on the back windshield. We began our journey back home with the bullfrog resting within inches of my grandma’s head. Even though we periodically stopped and checked on the frog, he only made it halfway—unfortunate for him and me, but a relief for my grandma.
As the years passed, the Kroll family split up. The children married and moved to the city. Mr. Kroll passed away. Zeph and Mrs. Kroll tried to keep up with the farm but couldn’t do it. They bought a little house in town and moved. The farm fell into disrepair and was eventually abandoned altogether.
Years later, I returned to the town as a young adult and found Zeph and Mrs. Kroll’s house. Mrs. Kroll answered my knock at their door. She didn’t recognize me all grown up but smiled politely and talked to me in Polish. Then Zeph came to the door, and I told him who I was—Bobby’s son from Chicago. He was very cordial and agreed to take me out to the farm. By then, everything looked different. I could see that the farm was slowly falling apart and melting into the earth, and I found myself wanting to cry.
Years after that experience, I tried to recapture some of the old memories by camping out in Crivitz. I made a stop at an antique store and got to talking to the couple who owned the place and they agreed to let me camp on their back acreage alongside a remote one-acre pond. I had my snorkeling equipment with me and decided to explore. 
I was gliding through the clear water observing the beautiful aquatic plants, floating vegetation, and bluegills when suddenly I saw it—a striking midland painted turtle just swimming along. I followed it slowly until I was close enough to reach out and grasp it. It flailed its legs in an attempt to free itself and I soon released it, watching it as it shot through the seaweed until it descended out of sight. Within the hour, I repeated the experience six or seven times.
I’d never snorkeled with turtles before. Somehow, blending into their environment made me feel content, even complete. The whole experience brought to mind the wonder of those long-ago childhood days and I was glad I’d made the trip.
Referring to people of his and my age, turtle biologist Tim Walsh once said, “Our childhood was the time of the last generation of outdoor children.” Oh, how true that is. Today we live in an age of cell phones, texting, social media, and computer gaming. And although the strides in technology in the decades since my childhood have been both stunning and wonderful in their own ways, I find myself grateful for the opportunity I had as a kid to spend time on Kroll’s Farm, a place with nothing to entertain me but the beauty, grandeur, and simplicity of the natural world.
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If, like me, you were a kid with an eye for nature, you could find it in places other than the obvious environs of Kroll’s Farm. You had to look a little harder for it, but even in a city like Chicago, it was there. 
Ours was a well-established neighborhood, a thirty-minute walk down Addison Street directly west from Wrigley Field, but there were still a few empty lots here and there. They were typically overgrown with weeds, grasses, and a few trees and we called them prairies. You had to be careful when you explored one of these prairies because they were commonly used as dumping grounds for boards, concrete, and other building remnants left over from the construction of adjacent buildings. I found the lots to be prime locations for catching butterflies and other insects, garter snakes, and leopard frogs. They were all plentiful, especially on damp and rainy days. Underneath the building materials is where you’d find the garter snakes. Chasing the butterflies would often take me over fences, through gangways, and into many neighbors’ backyards and gardens.
Caterpillars and insect larvae were common, everything from giant Cecropia and Polyphemus moth larvae on the apple trees, to tomato hornworm larvae on the tomato plants. These always came home with me and continued their lives either inside one-gallon jars or in one of my two specially designed enclosed areas between the screen and the windows of our back porch. I supplied branches and leaves, replacing them daily with fresh ones until the caterpillars spun their cocoons.
Throughout the warmer days of 1957 and 1958, my friend Jimmy Swatalla and I would always look forward to our Shiller Woods Forest Preserve excursions. Taking the Addison Street bus west from Western Avenue all the way to the end of the line on Cumberland Avenue would get us to the back entrance of this nature preserve. With its open fields, marshes, and forests, Shiller Woods was where we learned what the Midwest environment had to offer in the form of nature. To the bus driver’s perpetual amusement, we’d always board the bus fully equipped with our butterfly nets and duffel bags (filled with jars, pillowcases, sandwiches, and toilet paper). We’d dig into our pockets for the required fare (a dime), and then take our seats, ready for our expedition.
On our initial outing, in mid-April of that first year, after the last of the winter snow had melted, we waded through freezing cold, ankle-deep water into a wooded area of the preserve to follow the ear-splitting, high-frequency calls of what we thought were thousands of crickets. But as we crept closer to the sound’s source, it went suddenly silent, only to begin again a short distance behind us where we had just walked. We learned patience. By remaining still, we could wait them out. Soon enough, we heard a solo peep. A minute later, another. And then another and another until we realized we were right in the middle of hundreds of little spring chorus frogs, the males peeeeping away with tiny, ballooned necks in their attempts to attract mates. Jimmy and I couldn’t stop smiling.
The excursions always included chasing tiger swallowtails, fritillaries, and red-spotted purples, as well as searching under boards and rotted logs for beetles, toads, and whatever else we could discover. Many times, we would disagree on ownership. There would be ongoing debates as to whether a particular critter belonged to the one who saw it first or the one who ultimately captured it. Sometimes the matter was settled by the well-respected kid law of “Dibbies.” If you were the first to yell out “Dibbies!” then the specimen belonged to you. The problem was, this could be counteracted if the other person astutely declared “Changies!” Changies trumped Dibbies. Eventually, with the wisdom of young Solomons, Jimmy and I came to agree that the proper way to proclaim ownership was to holler, “Dibbies, no Changies!” That would settle the matter forever.
This rule generally worked well, especially when both of us were on the run after a black swallowtail butterfly. But sometimes not so well. One day, while rolling over a rotting tree stump, we encountered a rare specimen. A real catch—a banded red, black, and yellow neonate snake. An eastern milk snake, we would later learn. Jimmy was the one who uncovered it while I looked on, but in the excitement, he forgot to yell, “Dibbies no Changies!” As he grabbed the snake, I hollered the magic, legally binding words and could immediately see the disappointment on Jimmy’s face. My very good friend was almost in tears as we bagged the snake and I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of guilt. Nevertheless, the rule was the rule and fair was fair.
When we returned home, I set the snake up in a small, unused aquarium in a naturalistic setting. I was proud of how I’d arranged the dried leaves and branches. I put a small bowl of water in the aquarium and set it down alongside the garage next to my other set-ups of turtles and garter snakes. Then, two days later, as if it were meant to be, my milk snake somehow escaped. To make matters worse, Jimmy was the one who found its flattened, dried remains by the curb in front of my house. I never felt right about the whole incident and believe to this day that the final outcome was my punishment for not giving the snake to Jimmy in the first place.
It wasn’t the only lesson in my young life from the animal world. Walking down the alley to a friend’s house one day, I noticed a pigeon searching for tidbits of food and grit. Almost absent-mindedly, I picked up a stone and hurled it at him. To my surprise, and horror, the stone hit the pigeon squarely in the head, killing him instantly. I stood open-mouthed, scarcely believing I had just done something so terrible. I picked up the pigeon’s lifeless body and found myself starting to cry. Then I returned home with the worst feeling in my stomach and buried the poor pigeon in the backyard next to the garage. Killing that bird for no reason was something that would stick with me my whole life.
While I was learning lessons from nature, I was also busy learning lessons on the value of a dollar. My parents instilled in Tom and me a work ethic early. We were each paid $1.50 as our weekly allowance for keeping our room neat, taking the garbage out to the cement trash box, and alternating chores of clearing the table, and drying and putting away the dishes after dinner.
Needing more cash flow, however, we both found extra sources of income. Tom found a job and it came to him in a rather embarrassing way. Peddlers would frequently drive down our alley selling their wares and services—ice cream, fresh fruits, and vegetables, as well as knife sharpening and various home repair services. Each street vendor had his own way of announcing his presence, from hollering or whistling, to singing out a jingle or ringing a bell. Tom had a habit of helping himself from the fruit and vegetable truck whenever he saw the owner leave to deliver produce to a neighbor’s second floor apartment. That ended one day when the vendor caught him red-handed. But rather than scolding him, the vendor offered Tom a job, to ride with him on Saturdays and assist him in his route. Tom had to keep the produce neatly stacked and displayed, and he had to keep an eye on the truck as the owner delivered the produce to his customers. The problem of protecting the produce was often times solved by throwing rotten tomatoes at the young, would-be thieves that Tom would come across. At the end of the day, his boss would drop him off by our back gate with a few dollars and a bonus gift box of assorted fruits and vegetables for Mom.
Me, I made extra money by collecting pop bottles. I’d come home for lunch every day and, afterward, instead of returning directly to school, I’d walk down the alley to Western Avenue where all of the Lane Tech High School boys would sit on the pavement along the storefronts and building walls in the alley eating their lunches. Every one of them had a bottle of pop and when they finished, they’d leave the empty bottle on the pavement. If they saw me coming, they’d roll the bottles down the pavement, enjoying the sight of me chasing them.
The bottles were worth two cents each at the grocery store, and I made thirty to fifty cents every afternoon by cashing them in. Eventually, I brought my wagon with me and collected a lot more bottles. I’d hide the wagon in a pile of old tires behind a gas station until I could return after school. This method turned out to be lucrative even though I risked losing my wagon and inventory if the stash was ever discovered. Happily, that never happened.
I was twelve when I got my first real job—delivering newspapers. Tom came home one day and told me that one of his friends had a neighborhood paper route for The Booster but was soon giving it up. The route was extensive, and Tom’s idea was that we split it. The route required two deliveries per week, Wednesdays and Sundays, along with returning door-to-door on Thursdays and Fridays to collect payment. At the same time, we handed out numbered coupons for a weekly drawing, with the winning customer receiving fifty dollars. It was a pretty good system and became a good source of tips. On some weeks, we would double our regular income.
After collecting payment from all the customers, Tom and I had to go to The Booster office on Saturday mornings, get in line with all the other carriers, and turn in our unused coupons, along with the payments. Then we received half of what we turned in. After the second week, Mom helped us open bank accounts, which became the beginning of my lifelong banking experiences. I opened my first account at Central Savings & Loan on Belmont Avenue, depositing at least half my income every Saturday. Mom taught me how to keep the cash I retained neat and organized, even showing me how to iron the crumpled bills.
But my main interest continued to be the natural world of critters. Although it wasn’t as exotic, perhaps, as the Shiller Woods Forest Preserve, there was a much closer wildlife sanctuary, of sorts, in the way of an old, abandoned golf course. Bordering Waveland Avenue on the north and Addison Street on the south, the Waveland Golf Course ceased to exist in the early 1950s. Except for stores on Western Avenue and two blocks of residential housing to the west, the property was mostly barren and extended west from Western Avenue all the way to the Chicago River. Ultimately, this area would become a business district that today consists of several corporate offices including WGN Studios and Bodine Electric. But during the summers of 1957 through 1959, it became a wildlife discovery zone for me and Jimmy.
The golf course was our utopia. Before reaching the main open areas of the course, we had to tunnel our way through seven-foot-tall, overgrown fibrous weeds and wild sunflowers, as if we were forging through a towering jungle, all the while carrying our butterfly nets and supplies. On the other side of the maze, it was beautiful—rolling fields of overgrown grass that were once fairways. The grass was so long it rolled over into clumps, interspersed with wildflowers, weeds, plants, and ground cover. There were several clusters of elm, maple, and poplar trees. What used to be sand traps and embankments became gathering points of scattered pieces of old building material—boards, sheets of plywood, slabs of concrete, tin siding, and roofing materials. These were some of my very first experiences in learning that these micro habitats were actually homes for numerous forms of wildlife including insects, worms, crayfish, frogs, garter snakes, field mice, and rabbits. I can still feel the excitement as I would encounter several snakes and critters all together under pieces of roofing material. Then at the far end of the course that bordered the Chicago River, we’d discover painted and map turtles basking along the shoreline among the tree branches and half-submerged logs.
More than anything, the course was an ideal destination for butterfly collecting and it was common to see tiger swallowtails, black swallowtails, monarchs, buckeyes, red admirals, red-spotted purples, fritillaries, clouded sulphurs, and cabbage butterflies. I became proficient in collecting butterflies and other insects, learning how to net them without hurting their wings while they were either resting on a plant or flying. By making a soft but swift swoop, along with a few side-to-side sweeps, you could fold the net on them with no damage done. Then, you’d place the net on the ground and work your way toward your catch with a relaxing jar, typically an empty mayonnaise jar with a one-inch cotton base moistened with carbon tetrachloride and securely covered with a piece of thin cardboard.
Jimmy’s older brother, Raymond, is the one who taught us. He patiently showed us how to make a butterfly net out of a broom stick, a coat hanger, and a package of cheesecloth from the hardware store. We bought the carbon tetrachloride at the grocery store where it was sold as a rug cleaner. It was in Jimmy and Raymond’s basement where I watched and learned how to mount butterflies. I admired Raymond because he had such an interest in so many different types of animals. Along with his pigeons—kept in a loft that he and Jimmy built above their garage—he had a great horned owl in a makeshift aviary they’d constructed in a narrow area between their garage and their neighbor’s garage.
Whenever I would return home from my excursions, I’d work on spreading and pinning my catches on balsa wood boards I’d purchased at the hobby store. I learned to be patient and precise in the process, holding my breath for long periods of time as I spread the wings into position. (Tom came up behind me one time and blew on the table, scattering my work everywhere. Naturally, a fight ensued.) Once pinned, the catches would sit for a week until I permanently mounted them into Riker specimen mounts, which I bought not far away at Central Scientific Company. In time, I built up a collection of hundreds of butterflies and insects, many of which I have to this day.
There were times I took some of my school friends with me to the abandoned golf course, just to have them experience the fun of being in such a wilderness. By then, I’d reached an age where friends of the opposite sex were becoming more important. I always seemed to have girlfriends but the one who was really special was Laurel Jashob. She came with me one day and obliged to hold a shopping bag as we filled it with garter snakes. Today, close to seventy years later, she’s still a close friend, even though I doubt she’d want to hold a bag of snakes for me.
Then there were times I’d go to the course by myself and wander aimlessly. Often, I’d put my butterfly net and gear down and lay in the tall grass and stare at the sky and the clouds floating by. After a while, I’d close my eyes and still be able to see those mysterious tiny particles moving beneath my eyelids as I felt the warm sun beating down upon me. These were wonderful times. For a young boy enamored by nature, how could things possibly get any better?
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Collecting


Besides going turtling on my many excursions, I began to frequent pet shops to augment my collection. There was the Gilded Cage Pet Shop and the North Center Pet Shop. I rode my bike regularly to the North Center Pet Shop to buy mealworms and while there I would always cruise through the whole store on the lookout for something new. I’d check out the aquariums of tropical fish and the small animals housed in the cages at the back of the store. Periodically they’d have unusual reptiles, like the rough green snakes I once discovered in a glass display case. 
Then, one day, there it was: a Florida box turtle they had just gotten in. I couldn’t believe the beautiful colors and patterns on its carapace. It was active and healthy, not even retracting its head into its shell when I picked it up. I had to have it. I’d only brought enough money for mealworms, but the owner of the store recognized me as one of her regular customers and was kind enough to hold the turtle for me while I rode back home for more cash. That box turtle became my prized possession for a long time. I would take it out of its tub and let it explore the backyard almost every day. It came to know me, and it ate earthworms from my hand.
But my very favorite pet store back then was the famous Animal Kingdom, a good thirty-minute bike ride down Milwaukee Avenue. In addition to being a large, departmentalized store, it was home to the television animals. The owner was the celebrated Bernie Hoffman who was always turning up on ABC’s Super Circus show, hosted by Mary Hartline. Bernie would appear in a ringmaster outfit accompanied each time by a different animal, like his chimpanzee Bingo, his pet tiger, or his tame turkey vulture. Animal Kingdom was also home to Chelveston, the comical white Pekin duck that made daily appearances on WGN’s Ray Rayner morning show.
My visits to these pet stores resulted in additions to my collection that included a three-toed box turtle and many more aquatic turtles, along with various snakes, anoles, and a Texas horned lizard. But my collection grew by way of gifts too, like the baby alligator my school friend, Ann Carlson, picked up on her vacation to Florida with her family. Johnny and Dicky Mitchell, my good friends who lived in the apartment building down the street, once gave me two baby spiny softshell turtles they’d brought back from their summer cottage in Culver, Indiana. They’d found them hiding in the sand beneath the shallow water of the beach. I had only ever seen softshell turtles in pictures, and I couldn’t believe I now had two real, live ones. A month or so later, Bobby Detlaff gave me, of all things, a hatchling snapping turtle he’d brought back from a family trip to Wisconsin. From the day I saw those snapping turtles piled on top of the half-submerged wooden poles at the remote lake near Kroll’s Farm, I’d had a dream of owning a snapping turtle. Now that dream had come true. Then one day, I was in the backyard feeding my turtles when my Uncle Sam stopped by on his way home from playing golf. He was carrying a cardboard box and said he had a surprise for me. Inside the box was a midland painted turtle that he had picked up as it was crossing the fairway. He knew it would make a nice gift for his crazy, turtle-loving nephew.
As my collection grew, I needed more aquariums. These were always on my wish lists for birthdays and Christmases. When anyone wondered what to get Sonny, the answer was invariably an aquarium. One Christmas, I received my largest aquarium, a complete thirty-gallon setup that kicked off my tropical fish collection. I soon had angelfish, which were rare back then, and the whole family loved watching them in our TV room.
For my butterfly collection, I also collected caterpillars, cocoons and chrysalises, beetles, and other interesting insects. This was a time before the overuse of DDT and other pesticides that adversely affected the environment and depleted the insect populations. I never seemed to have enough mayonnaise or pickle jars in which to keep my catches. I loved watching the caterpillars hatch out of their cocoons and chrysalises. Seeing them emerge and slowly unfold and shape their wings as they began fluttering about was a biology class all its own.
My family, meanwhile, was endlessly patient with my collections. One morning, Tom woke up itching all over with long red welts on his back. In his sleep he had knocked over a jar I’d kept of tomato horn worm caterpillars, which had subsequently crawled all over him. It’s a miracle that he tolerated some of his younger brother’s ways.
I do have to admit that Tom managed to help out at times. Throughout the summer months I was always bringing garter snakes home and learning about their habits and care. But I wasn’t happy with the aquariums I was keeping them in. The bricks I put on the wire mesh covers weren’t always effective in eliminating escapes. Tom offered me an old, miniature pinball machine he’d received one year for Christmas. The pinball machine had outlived its usefulness as a game, but it ended up making a fine garter snake cage. I took the legs off and modified the top part by inserting a piece of wire mesh to act as a door and slid it up against the original glass top. I put this new cage out back and set it up with some gravel and a couple of chunks of sod.
The repurposed pinball machine became home to six adult Great Plains garter snakes, and they did well. I fed them night crawlers by hand, which they enjoyed and, in fact, became accustomed to. One day, I watched in amazement as one of the snakes gave birth. Small gelatin-like capsules slid out, one right after another and soon baby snakes were crawling everywhere. It was the first time I’d ever observed the live birth of snakes.
My turtles and my garter snakes were always responsive and gentle, allowing me to handle and handfeed them. I overwintered them by bringing the wash tubs I’d kept the turtles in, as well as the snake cages, into the basement under the windows where they could receive some sunlight. At times, the basement could still be chilly, and the turtles and snakes wouldn’t eat much, so I worried about them. But eventually I learned that they were going into their annual dormant period.
One year I decided to try hibernating my box turtles and garter snakes by carefully burying them in one of the wash tubs that I filled with damp leaves and soil mixed together. I placed the tub in an unheated area under the porch along the stairway leading into the basement. I had never heard of this being done before and I was very worried throughout that winter. Every week, I would examine the soil, making sure it felt right, but refusing to dig out the turtles and snakes no matter how tempted I was. When spring finally arrived, even though the weather was still somewhat cold, I couldn’t hold out any longer and dug the turtles and snakes out of their hibernaculum. I was thrilled to see that they were perfectly healthy. Over the months, however, the garter snakes had apparently forgotten who I was. Once they warmed up, they started to curl up and strike at me each time I came close.
In the summers, I used to take my turtles out of the wash tubs and allow them to crawl through the grass. I would lay down with my head down low, get up close to them, and watch their every move. One day, I took out five turtles and closely watched them as always. They were enjoying the sun and sat in place with their heads peering out in all directions. As I lay in the cool grass, I became mesmerized by them, which, eventually, led to a drowsy feeling. I’m not sure how long I slept, maybe only a few minutes, but it had been long enough for the turtles to take off. When I awoke, I couldn’t believe what I had done. The turtles were gone. I jumped up and searched for them everywhere, even climbing over the fence into our neighbor’s yard. I ended up recovering only three of them, losing two of them forever. Needless to say, I never allowed that to happen again.
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