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About the Book 
 
Fred and Helen Martini longed for a baby, and they ended up with dozens of lion and tiger cubs! 
Snuggle up to this purr-fect read aloud about the Bronx Zoo’s first female zookeeper. 
 
When Bronx Zookeeper Fred brought home a lion cub, Helen Martini instantly embraced it. The cub’s 
mother lost the instinct to care for him. “Just do for him what you would do with a human baby,” Fred 
suggested . . . and she did. Helen named him MacArthur, and fed him milk from a bottle and cooed him 
to sleep in a crib. Soon enough, MacArthur was not the only cub bathed in the tub! The couple 
continues to raise lion and tiger cubs as their own, until they are old enough to return them to zoos. 
Helen becomes the first female zookeeper at the Bronx Zoo, the keeper of the nursery. 
 

Classroom Discussion 
 

• Nonfiction gives real facts. Look at the cover of the book. How does it reveal that the book is 
nonfiction? What is a zookeeper? Look at the illustrations on page 4. What are Fred’s duties at the 
zoo? Discuss other possible duties of a zookeeper. 
 

• Take a look at the illustration on page 3. Point out Helen and Fred Martini. How does the street scene 
and the silhouettes in the window reveal the couple’s desire for a baby? Study the illustrations on 
page 5. What things does Helen do to plan for a baby? 
 

• Explain why Fred thinks Helen is the right person to care for the lion cub. How does Helen treat 
MacArthur like he is a human baby? Explain how she makes use of all the baby supplies and 
equipment that she bought for the baby the couple never had.  
 

• Discuss why the illustrations on pages 12–13 are presented as photographs. Why does Helen keep 
track of MacArthur’s firsts? What is significant about the photographs hanging on the wall (p. 15)?   
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• Discuss Helen’s thoughts when MacArthur is sent to a zoo in another city. What does the illustration 
on page 17 reveal about MacArthur’s feelings. How do the gray days make Helen sadder? What 
makes her happy again?

• Fred brings home triplet tiger cubs. How does caring for Raniganj, Dacca, and Rajpur compare to 
caring for MacArthur? What makes their care more difficult? Study the illustrations on pages 26–27. 
What kinds of mischief do they create in Helen and Fred’s apartment? Helen is serving tea to a 
visitor. Describe the lady’s reaction to the triplet cubs. How is the woman with the baby puzzled by 
what’s going on next door?

• How does Fred know that it’s time to return the cubs to the zoo? Explain why Helen goes with them. 
Discuss how the cubs and Helen have trouble being away from one another. How does this give her 
a new idea?

• Describe Mr. Crandall’s reaction to the zoo nursery that Helen creates. Why is he convinced that the 
cubs need Helen? Explain the following statement: “Helen had mothered her way into becoming the 
first woman zookeeper at the Bronx Zoo” (p. 41).

• Read “A Quieter Kind of Hero” (pp. 46–27). Explain why Helen is called a “quiet hero.” Discuss what 
Helen meant when she said the nursery resembled “Noah’s Ark.”

Guide prepared by Pat Scales, retired school librarian and independent consultant, Greenville, South Carolina. 
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