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How Animal Babies

Can Save the World

By writing popular books about endangered species, a dad and his
daughters help kids tackle some of life's toughest topics By Judith.Stone

. gorlilas are left
In the wild,
experts say
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Owen was orphaned by the devastating tsu-
namiof 2004. Swept out to sea off the coast of
Kenya, stranded on a coral reef, and saved by
villagers and visitors, the 600-pound, two-foot-
high baby hippo, named after one of his rescu-
ers, was taken to a nearby animal sanctuary.
The staff placed him in a large, leafy enclo-
sure with a 130-year-old giant tortoise called
Mzee—"“wise old man” in Swahili—a grumpy
loner just about the hippo’s size. Perhaps be-
cause Mzee’s domed shell reminded him of his
lost mother’s shape, Owen, about a year old,
toddled behind the tortoise and tried to cuddle.
Rebuffed with hisses, he persisted. Mzee’s
resistance eventually melted, and the next
morning, the two were discovered snuggled
side by side. Soon they were inseparable,
wallowing, foraging, and napping together.
Not long after the animals surprised scien-
tists by bonding—mammals and reptiles rare-
ly become BFFs—Isabella Hatkoff, then a first
grader, was reading the newspaper with her
dad, New York Cily entrepreneur Craig Hat-
koff, at the desk in his home office. She spotted
a photo of Owen and Mzee (above) and was
instantly smitten. “Daddy,” the 6-year-old
asked, “can thisbe our book?" It was Isabella’s

turn to collaborate with her father; he and her
older sister Juliana, 10 at the time, had already
written two children’s books together.

Hatkoff e-mailed Paula Kahumbu, Ph.D.—an
ecologist who was then head of the Haller Park
animal sanctuary, Owen’s new home—and sug-
gested they join forces; she agreed. And that’s
how the award-winning best seller Owen and
Mzee: The True Story of a Remarkable Friend-
ship came to be.

Since then, Hatkoff, 55, Isabella, now 10, and
Juliana, 14, have teamed with experts to write
four more nonfiction kids’ picture books about
endangered animal babies. Each is a ripping
good adventure that also offers lessons in
resilience and explains a threat to the environ-
ment in child-size bites. Besides two books
about Owen and Mzee, there are Knut: How
One Little Polar Bear Captivated the World and
Looking for Miza: The True Story of the Moun-
tain Gorilla Family Who Rescued One of Their
Own. The trio’s latest, out this month, is Win-
ter'’s Tail: How One Little Dolphin Learned to
Swim Again, about a baby dolphin who lost her
tail when she got tangled in a crab trap off the
Florida coast. Nursed back to health at the
Clearwater Marine Aquarium, she’s now the
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