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			Context

			History remembers World War II as a period of unspeakable atrocities in Europe—perhaps nowhere more so than in Poland, where German occupying forces built their extermination camps, enslaved ethnic Poles, and murdered over three million Polish Jews. In The Zookeeper’s Wife: A War Story, Diane Ackerman tells a tale of extraordinary heroism amidst the horrors of German-occupied Warsaw. After the 1939 German invasion of Poland, zookeepers Jan and Antonina Żabiński converted their bomb-ravaged zoo into a haven for refugees, sometimes hiding their illegal “Guests” in the zoo’s empty animal cages. Over the course of the war, the Żabińskis saved more than three hundred people from the Nazis. 

			The German occupation of Poland was long and brutal. Germany planned to clear the country of its inhabitants and resettle the land with Germans. In the first few years of the war, the SS rounded up Warsaw’s 400,000 Jews and forced them into a walled Ghetto. Many of those who survived years in the Warsaw Ghetto perished in one of several death camps outside the city. Under the occupational government’s race-based laws, a Pole caught helping a Jew—even with something as small as a scrap of food—faced his own execution, as well as the execution of his entire family. Even still, Poland was the site of one of the largest anti-Nazi resistance movements in all of Europe; hundreds of thousands of Poles like the Żabińskis risked their lives and the lives of those they loved in order to help Poland’s Jews. 

			Until Ackerman published The Zookeeper’s Wife, the Żabińskis’ compassionate wartime acts went nearly unnoted in the annals of history. Through extensive research, Ackerman recreates the little-known historical events of the Żabińskis’ unique, animal-filled household. The Zookeeper’s Wife became a bestseller upon its publication in 2008, over fifty years after Poland’s liberation. In March 2017, Focus Features released an eponymous film based on the book, starring Jessica Chastain in the title role.

		

	
		
			Overview

			In the mid-1930s, Jan and Antonina Żabiński enjoy a rich, rambunctious existence as the directors of Warsaw’s thriving zoo. The Żabińskis and their son, Ryś, live in a villa on the edge of the zoo grounds. There, they welcome a wild assortment of intellectuals, artists, and a revolving assortment of non-human friends, including a parakeet, a wolf cub, and lynx cubs. 

			The brutal German invasion of Poland in 1939 destroys the zoo and upends the Żabińskis’ lives—as well as the lives of Warsaw’s 1.3 million inhabitants. As the occupational government enacts racist laws and brutalizes the Polish people, Lutz Heck, a fellow zoologist who became a powerful Nazi, steals the zoo’s valuable animals and, along with some SS officers, shoots the rest in a drunken spree. The Nazis aim to alter the natural world as much as they do the human world—Heck plans to breed modern animals to recreate extinct pureblooded species while exterminating others to create a perfect Aryan ecosystem. 

			The Żabińskis scramble to keep the zoo going. Over the course of the war they host a pig farm, a community garden, and a fur farm on the zoo grounds. Jan and Antonina also forge ties to the Polish Underground and commit to resisting the Germans. They welcome Jews and partisan Poles into the villa as their “Guests”; the Żabińskis hide the fugitives in bedrooms, closets, the basement, and even empty animal enclosures. Meanwhile, the Nazis begin to deport Warsaw’s Jews to death camps, murdering hundreds of thousands of men, women, and children. 

			While Jan performs various covert operations for the Underground, Antonina maintains a festive atmosphere within the villa. She and the Guests—who at one point include her friend Magdalena Gross, a famous Jewish sculptor—work together to find moments of levity even as their daily lives are steeped in fear. From 1940–1944 they hide more than three hundred people, risking death and torture for themselves, their son, and the daughter they conceive during the war. 

			Though Jan is taken prisoner after the 1944 Warsaw Uprising, he survives the POW camp and meets his family in Warsaw. He and Antonina reopen the zoo after the war; though they retire soon after the reopening, they each publish books on zoology, animals, and their experience during the war.

		

	
		
			Summary

			Author’s Note

			To tell the story of Christian zookeepers Antonina and Jan Żabiński, Ackerman consulted Antonina’s memoirs and children’s books, as well as Jan’s books and recollections. She studied the interviews they gave to newspapers after the war, and used photographs for physical details. She also researched Nazi ideology, particularly their obsessions with zoology and pure breeding. 

			Ackerman’s interest in the Żabińskis stems from her Polish heritage: Ackerman’s grandparents fled Poland during the war. They shared Polish tradition and folklore with her, including a remarkably relevant story about a Jewish man who dresses up like a lion in the village zoo. 

			Chapter 1

			Summer, 1935

			In the years before the war, Jan and Antonina Żabiński work as the directors of the Warsaw Zoo, where exotic and native animals live in lush habitats made to recreate their native forests, tundra, or wetlands. Jan is a talented zookeeper, naturalist, and biologist; but Antonina possesses a particular talent with animals, a “sixth sense” that allows her to connect and communicate with them.

			The Żabińskis live with their young son, Ryś, in a villa just off the zoo grounds. There, they play hosts to a panoply of guests, human and non-human alike—including an eagle chick, a wolf cub, and two baby lynxes rescued from Poland’s primeval Białowieża Forest.

			Need to Know: The Żabińskis share an unconventional life at the Warsaw Zoo, filled with the joys, challenges, and surprises of caring for animals. 

			Chapter 2 

			While Jan works with the zookeepers to stay up to date on the animals’ health and behavior, Antonina gives tours of the zoo to visitors. The Żabińskis have ambitions for the Warsaw Zoo: Jan hopes to one day build a large enclosure for some of the animals to share, emulating their natural habitat. The zoo boasts several prize animals, including the twelfth elephant ever born in captivity. 

			The Warsaw Zoo is a clamoring bazaar of color and life. The scents and sounds of the animals fill the air, and the Żabińskis encourage local and visiting groups to hold events on zoo grounds. Antonina believes that the zoo offers visitors a chance to connect with their animalistic nature, and is a way to promote conservation. 

			Need to Know: The Warsaw Zoo is a nexus between animal and human life, where humans care for and observe animals and animals remind humans of their place in the natural world. 

			Chapter 3

			Antonina and Jan befriend Magdalena Gross, a famous Jewish sculptor. The zoo animals captivate Magdalena—she spends hours observing them in their enclosures. The animals become her models—the zoo, her art studio. 

			In the summer of 1939, Antonina takes Ryś on vacation to rural Rejentówka, where they spend idyllic summer days playing with their new pet badger and exploring the forest. Isolated and happy in the little cottage with her animal friends and Ryś, Antonina feels far away from the political tensions roiling Europe. But when she returns to Warsaw, her sense of peace shatters—the city is preparing for an imminent German invasion. 

			Need to Know: The life that Antonina knew before the war—the life of security and madcap fun—has begun to fall apart. 

			Chapter 4

			Warsaw, September 1, 1939

			Germany launches its invasion of Poland on the September 1, 1939. Planes screech overhead; bombs reduce houses to flaming rubble. Antonina flees to Rejentówka, where Ryś and his nanny remain. German aircraft fly low over the road out of Warsaw, strafing the fleeing women, children, and elderly. Antonina arrives safely at the cottage; Jan joins her a few days later. Together, the three Żabińskis return to Warsaw. 

			German air raids rend the skies over Warsaw morning and night. At the zoo, the Żabińskis try to calm the terrified animals. But when a bomb hits the polar bears’ enclosure and frees the bears, Polish soldiers shoot all of the zoo’s predatory and aggressive inhabitants—including a large male elephant. A day later, a Polish soldier knocks at the door. He orders Jan to join the Polish army on the northwestern front and directs all civilians to vacate the zoo. Antonina and Ryś leave the zoo to stay with Jan’s sister-in-law. 

			Need to Know: The violent wrecking of the Warsaw Zoo mirrors the sudden destruction of everything the Żabińskis understood about their lives. As the city falls, so do the Żabińskis’ dreams of a bright future at the zoo. 

			Chapter 5

			Antonina and Ryś hide and wait in the small fourth floor flat on Kapucyńska Street. Desperate to protect Ryś in the event that the building collapses, she leaves her sister-in-law and relocates to the ground floor, where there is a lampshade store and workshop. The two elderly storeowners offer food and shelter to those who fled their homes. Theirs is a city under siege—every day, Antonina, Ryś, and the others in the shop face the possibility of their own death. When the French and English declare war on Germany, the Poles rejoice; but the intervention they hope for does not come.

			One day, Antonina braves the bombers and heads toward the zoo, determined to save what animals she can.

			Need to Know: Faced with the threat of death, Antonina’s animal instincts kick in—she does what she can to protect her young and her territory. 

			Chapter 6 

			The Nazi bombs devastate the zoo. Flames engulf some of the animal enclosures, animals lie dead or wounded in their cages, and some animals escape into Warsaw’s streets. And, somehow, some survive—Antonina finds the rare lynxes, bison, and Przywalski horses still alive and does what little she can to calm them. Back at the lampshade store, Antonina and the huddled survivors listen for news on the radio; they begin to understand that Warsaw will fall to the Germans. 

			Then Jan, who had gone off to the war front, arrives at the door of the shop.

			Jan left Warsaw weeks before as part of a group of men looking for an army unit to join. After three unsuccessful weeks, they disbanded. While overnighting at the farm of some acquaintances, Jan ran into Dr. Muller, a Nazi zoologist who, by pretending to arrest Jan, was able to bring him back safely to Warsaw. 

			After Poland surrenders and the bombings stop, the Żabińskis return to the zoo and salvage what they can. Outside the villa, the German soldiers march in the streets. Hitler installs his personal lawyer, Hans Frank, as ruler of occupied Poland. Jan immediately forges ties with the Polish Underground Resistance. Also called the Home Army, the resistance sabotages and undermines the Nazi occupiers. 

			Need to Know: Warsaw reels from the catastrophic German invasion. After the surrender, the Polish people piece their lives back together under radically altered circumstances—and some of them plan how they’ll fight back against the occupying Germans. 

			Chapter 7

			Normally, October would bring quieter days and new animals to the zoo, but in 1939, the zoo is empty and wrecked. Antonina fears the Germans will liquidate the zoo. 

			Then, the Żabińskis receive news of a coming visitor: Lutz Heck, a friend from the International Association of Zoo Directors. Keeper of the Berlin Zoo, Heck has become an influential and powerful Nazi. The Żabińskis don’t know whether they can trust him or not. Though he’s always been a little sweet on Antonina (tall and blonde, she’s an ideal Aryan woman), he may be the official in charge of liquidating the zoo. Jan and Antonina have no choice but to wait and see. 

			Need to Know: The Żabińskis are helpless to prevent the Germans from shutting down the Warsaw Zoo. The war has changed their relationship to everything—even to Heck, whose political ties may well trump his sympathy for fellow zookeepers. 

			Chapter 8

			Lutz Heck is a big-game hunter, animal breeder, zoo director, and zealous Nazi. Heck applies Nazi theories of eugenics and racial purity to animal bloodlines—as the Nazis vaunt their pureblooded Aryan ancestors, Heck exalts the now-extinct species that populated ancient Europe. By breeding together the modern descendants of extinct animals, he hopes to resurrect ancient breeds. The Nazis don’t just want to annex land, they want to exterminate non-German flora and fauna and create Aryan ecosystems like the Białowieża Forest. 

			Need to Know: Heck embodies a lesser-known part of the Nazis’ goals: They wanted to cleanse and manipulate the natural environment of Europe as well as its human population. In a darkly ironic twist, the Nazis—who committed history’s largest genocide—were ardent conservationists and animal lovers. 

			Chapter 9

			Heck arrives at the Warsaw Zoo. Antonina feels hopeful—Heck chats with Jan and pays Antonina flattering attention. Soon, however, he reveals his mission: He plans to take the Warsaw Zoo’s most important animals to the Berlin Zoo, though he assures the Żabińskis that their animals will only be on loan. Jan and Antonina must comply. 

			Need to Know: The Warsaw Zoo is home to several valuable animals—but now they, too, belong to the Nazis. The occupation has stripped the Żabińskis of their freedom and their livelihood.

			Chapter 10 

			Despite being an educated scientist and zoologist, Lutz Heck ignored the accepted theory of hybrid vigor: that interbreeding strengthens a bloodline, and that the purer the bloodline, the more vulnerable the species. Based on Heck’s own writings and actions, author Diane Ackerman speculates that he may have seen racial purification and eugenics (both animal and human) as a form of proactive evolution. 

			As promised, Heck plans to install the best specimens from the Warsaw Zoo in the Berlin Zoo—yet he hasn’t told Żabińskis the truth about what he plans for the remainder of their zoo. On his last night in Warsaw, Heck throws a “hunting” party. He invites the SS to the zoo to shoot and kill all the animals that Heck doesn’t want. To shelter him from the slaughter, Antonina spends the day and evening reading to Ryś in his bedroom, while gunshots pierce the air. “How many humans will die like this in the coming months?” Antonina asks herself. 

			Unable to abandon the zoo because it served the Underground, the Żabińskis save their home by offering up the zoo grounds to Lutz Heck for a pig farming operation.

			Need to Know: Heck loots the Warsaw Zoo, a zoological parallel to the looting the Nazis did throughout the countries they occupied. The SS and Heck’s disregard for the lives of the animals is a chilling foreshadowing of the Nazis’ disregard for all life, animal and human. 

			Chapter 11

			Antonina struggles to cope with the loss of the zoo animals, Heck’s betrayal, and the broader calamity of German occupation. Food and supplies are short, mass executions bloody the streets, and German soldiers murder and imprison Poles and Jews with impunity. 

			The pig farm begins operations in the spring of 1940. Overqualified zookeepers look after the pigs, and the animals grow fat and happy. The farm also provides a cover for Jan’s Underground activities. One day, Jan gives Ryś a baby piglet, which Ryś names Moryś. 

			Need to Know: The violence in Warsaw did not end with the city’s surrender. The Żabińskis adjust to their new existence as pig farmers in constant danger from the SS—by giving Ryś a pet pig, they take a small step back toward their erstwhile tradition of always cohabitating with animal friends. 

			Chapter 12 

			At first, the people of Warsaw refuse to believe that the Germans will really enact their racist laws and carry out their plan for racial purification. But denial soon morphs into fear as the Nazis distribute anti-Semitic propaganda, force Jews to wear a star of David on their clothing, ban them from public trams and parks, and commit unchecked brutalities in the streets. 

			Then, in October of 1940, the Nazis forcibly relocate Warsaw’s entire Jewish population to a twenty-block district. Few people foresee the relocation as the first step in a planned extermination; still, some Jews—including Wanda Englert, a part-Jewish friend of the Żabińskis—convert to Christianity, purchase false documents, and assume non-Jewish identities.

			Need to Know: The occupation grows bleaker as the Nazis begin to systematically destroy Polish-Jewish life. 

			Chapter 13

			Antonina and Jan find the Nazis’ racism contemptible. Jan, whose father raised him as an atheist in a Jewish neighborhood, respects and esteems Warsaw’s Jews. 

			He and Antonina decide to hide Jews at the zoo. Because the house and grounds are exposed to the street, the refugees will have to be hidden in plain sight. German soldiers even erect a weapons storehouse on the former lions’ island enclosure in the middle of the zoo. Staunch in his determination to do what he believes is right—and glad to deceive the German occupiers—Jan commits to helping what Jews he can regardless of the risk his subversion poses to his family. 

			Need to Know: The Żabińskis are motivated to help the Jews by their shared sense of justice, their personal connections to the Jewish community, and their desire to subvert the German regime. 

			Chapter 14 

			In the summer of 1940, the Żabińskis regularly welcome “Guests,” their name for Jews and Underground agents who need temporary asylum. They invite a constant stream of legal visitors to the villa so that the extra Guests in the house will pass unnoticed. Some Guests sleep in the villa or the villa’s basement, while others hide in the empty animal enclosures. 

			While Jan works for the Underground, Antonina commands the zoo’s domestic space. She works to dispel the gloom and tension that surround the Guests’ daily lives. But despite Antonina’s efforts, the horror of the war encroaches: one day, German soldiers butcher Moryś, Ryś’s pet pig and only confidante. 

			Need to Know: In order to keep everyone safe, Jan had to maintain strict secrecy about his Underground activities. It wasn’t until after the war that Antonina learned that Jan was the leader of an Underground cell specializing in sabotaging and derailing German trains, or that he once infected some pigs with worms, butchered them, and then slipped the poisoned meat into the German army canteen where the soldiers ate it. 

			Chapter 15

			1941

			The Żabińskis must shut down their pig farm when a German bureaucrat refuses to provide them with any hay for the winter. (Unknown to them, the bureaucrat is corrupt and had colluded with other officials to rent the zoo to a German herb company.) 

			The Żabińskis fear they will lose their house and land, but the zoo is saved when the German president of Warsaw, a devotee of zoos, visits with his wife and daughter and cancels the corrupt rental agreement. Vice-president Julian Kulski, a friend of the Underground, devises a plan to create community garden plots on the zoo grounds. Management of the garden gives Jan access to all quarters of the city—including the Ghetto. 

			Under the guise of collecting scraps for the pigs, Jan is able to visit the Ghetto regularly. But with the pigs dead, he’s lost his excuse for visiting. Thankfully, Jan’s access to the Ghetto expands when Ziegler, the director of the Warsaw Ghetto Labor Bureau, visits the zoo one day. An amateur entomologist, he’s come to see Szymon Tenenbaum’s beetle collection. Tenenbaum, a Jewish entomologist and friend of the Żabińskis, left his collection at the zoo when he was forced to move to the Ghetto. Jan befriends Ziegler and often visits him at his office, a building with an entrance into the Ghetto and an entrance into the Aryan district. Jan daringly spirits many Jews out of the Ghetto and into hiding via Ziegler’s office—without Ziegler’s knowledge. But when Tenenbaum dies, Jan once again loses his excuse to regularly enter the Ghetto. 

			Need to Know: Jan and Antonina keep control of the zoo and save refugees from the Nazis thanks to a serendipitous combination of chance, cunning, and caution. 

			Chapter 16 

			The Żabińskis work to erect a façade of normalcy at the zoo to hide their Underground activities. Jan adopts a disciplined and demanding persona—in order to carry out subversive activities without attracting the Gestapo’s attention, the zoo’s inhabitants must cultivate paranoia and strictly follow the villa’s rules. 

			The danger of discovery threatens the Żabińskis every day. Jan nearly gets caught sneaking Szymon Tenenbaum’s widow, Lonia, out of the Ghetto. He persuades a suspicious gatekeeper that Lonia is his lawful guest and keeps his cool when he and Lonia run into two SS officers in the Aryan section of the city. 

			Today, Szymon Tenenbaum’s incredible beetle collection resides in Poland, about one hour outside of Warsaw in one of the satellite State Zoological Museum buildings. 

			Need to Know: Szymon Tenenbaum’s insect collection is an entomological feat, made even more remarkable for its role in helping dozens of Jews escape the Ghetto. 

			Chapter 17

			Ziegler’s love of insects deviates from standard Nazi views. The Nazis hate insects, and they carry out large, systematic campaigns of pest extermination to protect their armies from lice-born illnesses like typhus. The Nazis also couch their anti-Semitic campaigns in terms of “pest control” and decontamination, creating large propaganda campaigns comparing the Jews to pests—one poster simply reads jews—lice—typhus.

			To endure the abhorrent conditions of the Ghetto, some Jews turned to Hasidic mysticism, training their minds to detach from and transcend the brutal physical conditions of the Ghetto. 

			Need to Know: Nazi propaganda links racial purity to physical cleanliness. Jews are portrayed in propaganda as a physical scourge comparable to a disease. Trapped in the Ghetto, some Jews turn to the ancient teachings of the religion for which they are now persecuted, finding relief from the misery of their circumstances in the practice of Hasidic meditation.

			Chapter 18

			1941

			Over the dark, cold winter months of 1941, the Żabińskis and their allies in the Underground continue to resist the Nazis. Jan creates an Underground arms cache at the zoo and teaches biology in an Underground university. His new job as a buildings hygiene inspector allows him legal access to all parts of the city—which means he can smuggle food and supplies into the Ghetto and to resistance fighters around Warsaw. 

			Though the Guests relocate to warmer safe houses for the winter, Antonina welcomes two quirky new boarders: Wicek, a mischievous black rabbit, and Kuba, a sickly chicken. They are animal companions to distract and comfort Ryś. In the spring of 1942, the influx of Guests and visitors resumes. Not all fugitives choose to hide, however. Some Jews, like Antonina’s friend, the sculptor Magdalena Gross, attempt to assume Aryan identities and try to hide in the open (although Antonina does worry about her constantly—especially since Gross is a famous sculptor and could be easily recognized on the street). 

			Need to Know: Within wartime Warsaw lies a second city, a secret city—the city of fugitives, subversives, blackmailers, and rescuers. For refugees and their helpers, the second city is a high-risk haven, a means of survival rife with great risks and great costs. 

			Chapter 19

			Magdalena, codename “Starling,” is no longer safe hiding in plane sight. Magdalena’s sculptures brought her fame before the war, now that fame threatens her life as she takes a risk every time she steps into the street. So, in the spring of 1942 she arrives at the villa. As a Guest, Magdalena brings light and cheer to the Żabińskis’ villa. She sculpts Ryś, helps Antonina in the kitchen, and buoys up the spirits of the other Guests. Still, she is not completely immune to the stress of fugitive life: She jokes that Offenbach’s “Go, go, go to Crete!” which Antonina plays on the piano as a signal for the Guests to hide, will likely always spur her to run and hide in terror. 

			Need to Know: Even terrible conditions of 1942 Warsaw cannot totally extinguish the hope and humanity of the oppressed Jews. Magdalena Gross, for example, who lost her livelihood and her liberty, finds joy in her life as a fugitive and shares it with her fellow inhabitants at the zoo. 

			Chapter 20

			Antonina, pregnant and suffering from painful swelling in her legs (probably phlebitis), is bedridden from the autumn of 1942 through to the following spring. Darkness seems to further envelop the world outside the zoo that year. In June of 1942, the Polish Underground spreads news of an extermination camp at Treblinka, a town not too far from Warsaw. In July, the Germans begin to liquidate the Ghetto—from July through September, the Nazis ship 265,000 Jews from Warsaw to the gas chambers, leaving only 55,000 Jews remaining in the Ghetto. A Jewish Fighting Organization forms among those who are left and prepares to resist. 

			Some of the Żabińskis’ friends and neighbors choose not to escape the Ghetto when offered the chance. Among these is Henryk Goldszmit—known better by his pen name, Janusz Korczak—who runs an orphanage in the Ghetto. He refuses to abandon the children he cares for and rides with them on a train to Treblinka. 

			Need to Know: The racial violence perpetrated by the Germans against the Jews escalates dramatically with the clearances of the Warsaw Ghetto in 1942. 

			Chapter 21

			After the deportations, the Nazis turn the empty sections of the Ghetto into German workshops. The remaining Jews labor in the workshops or live in hiding in the Ghetto, some inhabiting a subterranean system of tunnels. The Underground forms a Council to Aid the Jews, called Żegota, whose sole mission is to rescue Jews. 

			In the autumn of 1942, the Germans convert the zoo into a fur farm. They hire a Pole named Witold Wroblewski to care for the foxes. Soon, Wroblewski moves into the villa and gains the Żabińskis’ trust. Despite being raised in Germany, he feels sympathy for their mission. They nickname him Fox Man and welcome his cat, Balbina, too. Jan and Antonina continue to host Guests over the winter—some stay for a night or two, while others linger for weeks and months. In the spring, the Żabińskis adopt a muskrat named Szczurcio. 

			Need to Know: With the help of the new Underground organization Zegota, the Żabińskis’ ragtag Ark grows larger as Warsaw’s Jews are enslaved, hunted, slaughtered, and deported. 

			Chapter 22

			Winter, 1942

			Antonina and Ryś anxiously await Jan’s return from work each night—anyone out after curfew risks his life at the hands of the SS. One night, Jan brings Ryś a pet hamster. He rescued the creature from its mother, who ate its siblings. Ryś is shocked at the brutality of the hamster’s mother, but he loves his new pet. Antonina notes that the hamster’s arrival starts “a new era on our Noah’s Ark … the ‘Hamster Era.’” 

			Need to Know: In nature—as in human beings—extreme brutality and extreme tenderness coexist. The hamster is a way for Jan and Antonina to expose Ryś to these difficult, real world paradoxes.

			Chapter 23

			The Ghetto clearances continue into 1943. Maurycy Fraenkel, a lawyer friend of the Żabińskis, escapes the Ghetto and hides at the villa. Though Antonina enjoys his company—Maurycy is intelligent and kind—she also sees that, like many of the Guests, Maurycy struggles with depression and survivor’s guilt. Magdalena is a bright spot in Maurycy’s life: lovers before the war, the couple finds that their affections were unabated by separation. 

			Together, the Żabińskis and the Guests find ways to alleviate the stress of their situation. Maurycy befriends Ryś’s pet hamster and names him Piotr. Guests often gather for music and conversation.

			Need to Know: Unlike most wartime hideouts, which were dark and terror-filled, the zoo villa offers company and conviviality. While Jan focuses on running the villa’s refugee operations with precise tactical precision, Antonina seeks to feed the Guests’ spirits as well as their bodies. 

			Chapter 24

			In the spring of 1943, the Germans begin the final liquidation of the Warsaw Ghetto as a “gift” to Hitler. But this time, the Jews resist. The German siege on the Ghetto lasts for months and ends only when the SS troops torch nearly every building in the district. By the summer of 1943, the Ghetto is gone.

			That December, the Żabińskis welcome more Guests into their home: the Kenigsweins, codename “the Sables,” who escaped from the Ghetto the year before. There’s hardly room, but the Żabińskis can’t turn their friends away. 

			Need to Know: German SS obliterate the Warsaw Ghetto. No more than 10% of Poland’s original Jewish population remains alive. The need for shelter is greater than the supply of hideouts—but the Żabińskis stretch their resources to welcome as many Guests as possible. 

			Chapter 25

			1943

			In the middle of December 1943, Jan secures new lodgings for the Kenigsweins. Worried about the family’s journey from the zoo to the next safe house, Antonina attempts to disguise them—but the blond hair dye she uses turns their heads a brassy orange. Redheaded, they make it safely to their new hideout. 

			Like Antonina, rescuers throughout Warsaw used cosmetic tricks to hide Jews who don’t have naturally “good looks”—meaning they don’t look Aryan. One woman, Dr. Mada Walter, even opened a beauty institute specializing in lessons for Jewish women on how to act Aryan. Jews dyed their hair and learned Slavic accents, some had plastic surgery, and some men even stretched their foreskin to hide their circumcision. 

			Need to Know: A compassionate industry of subterfuge springs up to aid Jewish fugitives. Like animals hiding in the wild, Jews must learn camouflage and cunning to pass as Aryans.

			Chapter 26

			As the snow melts into spring 1943, and Antonina is still bedridden, Ryś, who is about 7 years old, completes many of the villa’s daily chores. These include bringing food to older children aiding the Underground, who often hide out in the zoo’s Pheasant House. Ryś badly wants to help the Underground, too, but he is still too young. 

			Ryś makes a new friend, a slightly older boy named Jerzyk Topo. One day, Jerzyk’s mother calls on Antonina and tells her that Ryś and Jerzyk have been planning to hide a bomb near the German storehouse of weapons at the zoo and then hang a banner that reads “Hitler kaput!” Antonina and Jan must punish Ryś—his actions would have endangered every inhabitant of the zoo.

			Need to Know: Wartime is especially difficult for Ryś, whose childhood has been irreparably altered by the war. Ryś wants to be taken seriously as a resistance fighter but does not fully understand the consequences of his actions. 

			Chapter 27

			Antonina recovers enough to leave her bed in spring of 1943. The Guests care for her; she is kind and nurturing and they all love and respect her. But Jan has grown tense and volatile, and he often takes his stress out on Antonina. Antonina longs to please him. The other Guests grow resentful of his behavior towards his pregnant wife. 

			One day, a small haystack fire on zoo grounds catches the attention of a German soldier, who immediately accuses Antonina of setting the fire. Antonina calms the soldier by joking that many SS officers take their girlfriends to the haystack and smoke cigarettes there. The soldier laughs and leaves. 

			When Jan hears about the incident, he praises Antonina’s actions in front of all the Guests. He attributes her success in calming the German soldier to her extraordinary, almost telepathic ability to connect with animals. Antonina is flattered and thrilled by Jan’s praise. 

			Need to Know: Though Antonina adores Jan and feels loved by him, she longs for his approval—and, by using her exceptional powers of empathy to calm a threatening SS officer, she earns it.

			Chapter 28

			The Żabińskis fear a visit from the Gestapo when a zookeeper gossips that he saw Magdalena Gross at the villa. A Zegota-affiliated friend at the registry office helps them relocate their Guests. The Żabińskis regret their parting with the Guests. They are particularly sad to bid farewell to Magdalena, a warm and high-spirited woman to whom Antonina is especially close. By June of 1943, they feel safe enough to accept new guests.

			Need to Know: Security waxes and wanes during the war; a safe house can become unsafe through a single offhand remark. Fugitives and their hosts battle daily terror, but the Zegota’s tactics make rescue efforts easier and more organized.

			Chapter 29

			In May of 1943, two young teenagers working for the Resistance arrive and hide out in the Pheasant House. Ryś sneaks them food and water. He admires them for their bravery and for the part they play in resisting the Germans. When they leave suddenly without saying good-bye, he’s hurt—and he’s burdened with yet another secret he can never share.

			Need to Know: The constant burden of secrecy and vigilance at the zoo takes its toll on Ryś. The secrets he has to keep isolate him from everyone except Wicek the rabbit, who cannot betray him.

			Chapter 30

			1943

			In June 1943, Antonina gives birth to a baby girl named Teresa.

			That winter is brutally cold. Ryś catches pneumonia and remains hospitalized for several weeks. He returns as the spring of 1944 begins to thaw the snow.

			Danglu Leist, the German president of Warsaw, offers Jan the chance to restart the Warsaw Zoo. Though Jan misses the zoo, he believes the German zoo project will hurt Warsaw. With food scarce, feeding the animals would be difficult, Poles are boycotting German amusement activities, and Jan has no intention of building something for German enjoyment. In addition, a career in the limelight could put his family and his work for the Underground in danger. Instead, he is assigned to a new job at the Pedagogic Museum and continues his work for the Underground. He comes close to capture several times—in one instance, German soldiers inspect his backpack without noticing the two loaded pistols he stashed just beneath a rabbit carcass.

			Need to Know: Every member of the Żabiński family suffers personally in the war—Ryś grows ill and lonely, Antonina is constantly sick with worry, and Jan risks his life and gives up his zoological ambitions in service of the Underground.

			Chapter 31

			1944

			The Third Reich begins to suffer heavy losses in the summer of 1944. As the Russian Red Army approaches Warsaw, the German population flees and the Underground prepares for a revolt. Called to fight for the Polish Home Army, Jan departs the villa. Antonina stays with only the children, Fox Man, and Jan’s mother.

			While the Uprising rages in Warsaw’s Old City, Antonina endures several terrifying encounters: Two SS officers take Ryś behind a zoo shed and shoot a chicken, maliciously fooling Antonina into believing that her son is dead. Russian soldiers invade the house but leave when Antonina reminds their leader that her family could be his, appealing to his humanity. An SS officer enters and commands Antonina to play the piano for him. No word arrives from Jan, but Antonina hears that Hitler has ordered his troops to level Warsaw. 

			Need to Know: With the start of the Warsaw Uprising, the violence that hovered at the peripheries of life at the villa consumes the Żabińskis’ existence. Warsaw has ignited, and those remaining at the zoo know that soon they’ll have to abandon the place that had been their Ark, their refuge. 

			Chapter 32

			In September, the fighting threatens both the villa and the fox farm. Antonina decides to travel with Fox Man and the animals west out of Warsaw to escape the German siege on the rest of the city. Antonina, Ryś, Teresa, and Jan’s mother find shelter in a rural schoolhouse. They are welcomed by the local teacher, Mrs. Kokot, her husband, and her sons. 

			After sixty-three days, the Germans put down the Warsaw Uprising and reduce the city to rubble. In the aftermath of Warsaw’s destruction, Antonina looks for news of Jan. She finds out that he survived the Uprising. He was shot in the neck but miraculously survived and is now imprisoned but alive at a POW camp. 

			Need to Know: Caught in the dangerous whirlwind of the Warsaw Uprising, Antonina focuses on ensuring the survival of her family. In a brave act of friendship, Ryś gives his beloved rabbit Wicek to the Kokots’ sons. 

			Chapter 33

			December 1944

			The Żabińskis—minus Jan—spend the Christmas of 1944 at the schoolhouse. Though they have little news of Jan, they are comforted by the knowledge that he is alive. He sends them a self-portrait in the mail. The humorous cartoon sketch depicts Jan as tired but not broken. In January, the Russian Red Army enters Warsaw, too late to help the Uprising. 

			Need to Know: As usual, the Żabińskis find themselves at the intersection of conflicting emotions. They are disheartened by the failure of the Uprising, but elated by their contact with Jan. 

			Chapter 34

			1945

			The Germans retreat from Poland; the Russian Red Army marches through the small town where Antonina and her family remain. In the spring of 1945, Antonina hitchhikes back to Warsaw. The city is a ghostly wreck of rubble and debris. But the zoo survives—the villa has been looted, but the Żabińskis home remains. Somehow, Balbina the cat survived the uprising. She greets Antonina and Ryś when they approach the villa. 

			Need to Know: Warsaw is devastated. Antonina, Teresa, and Ryś survived, but in many ways they lost their former lives. Antonina must face the irreversible changes to her home: Never again will the zoo be as it was before the war. 

			Chapter 35

			Aftermath

			Ackerman traces the histories of the Żabińskis and their friends after the war. Magdalena and Maurycy were wed while still in hiding. Magdalena resumed her artwork after the war, but she died in 1948. Jan returned from the internment camp in 1946. He and Antonina reopened the Warsaw Zoo in 1949, displaying 300 native animals. In 1951, Jan retired from zoo keeping. He wrote zoological books and hosted a conservationist radio program while Antonina penned children’s books and a memoir. Their daughter, Teresa, married and lives in Denmark. 

			Antonina died in 1971, Jan in 1974. While researching the Żabińskis, Ackerman interviewed Ryś, a 71-year-old civil engineer and a father himself, at his home in downtown Warsaw. 

			Need to Know: The Żabińskis and their friends had adjusted to peacetime—Jan and Antonina began working with animals again, first as zookeepers and then as authors. Like the country itself, the people of Poland have been profoundly altered by the war, both in number and cultural makeup.

			Chapter 36

			I. Białowieża, 2005

			In 2005, Ackerman travels to Poland. She visits the Białowieża Forest, now a World Heritage Site, to see the landscape that has bewitched people across history. Lutz Heck’s breeding experiments live in the Forest today—and debate rages as to whether the bulls and horses he bred should be counted as new, legitimate species or as walking manifestations of a poisonous political agenda. 

			II.

			Modern Warsaw, spacious and green, displays traces of the 20th-century German and Soviet occupations. Ackerman traces the Żabińskis’ paths through the city and ends at a small fountain emblazoned with Warsaw’s symbol, a mermaid wielding a sword. 

			Need to Know: World War II left an indelible mark on the landscapes and cityscapes of Poland, from the living descendants of Nazi-bred animals in the Białowieża Forest to the monuments memorializing those who perished. 

			Details

			Ackerman consulted a wide range of texts for The Zookeeper’s Wife, from primary sources like Jan and Antonina’s recollections to academic treatises on Nazi Germany. Dialogue and quoted thoughts all came from real-world sources. The book’s final chapter is a collection of those sources, organized by chapter, containing additional pieces of trivia and details that didn’t make it into the main narrative. 

		

	
		
			Timeline

			Summer 1935: Jan and Antonina run the elaborate, bustling Warsaw Zoo. They live in the zoo villa with their infant son, Ryś, and an ever-changing company of animal friends. 

			Fall 1938: Germany seizes Sudetenland, a part of Czechoslovakia populated mostly by Germans; though France and England acquiesce, Poland fears that Germany will invade the Polish borderlands next. 

			Summer 1939: The threat of German invasion looms over Poland. Antonina and Ryś escape the political tensions in Warsaw with a vacation in Rejentówka, a small town in the countryside. 

			Fall 1939: Germany invades Poland. German aircraft bomb the city, wrecking the zoo. Jan leaves to find a Home Army unit to join while Antonina and Ryś take refuge at the house of Jan’s sister. In October, Warsaw surrenders. Hitler installs a German government, which begins enacting racist laws. 

			Winter 1939–1940: Jan forges ties with the Polish Underground. Lutz Heck visits the Warsaw Zoo and steals the valuable animals that survived the bombardment; he and the SS shoot the animals he doesn’t want. 

			Spring 1940: Jan and Antonina begin to operate a pig farm on the zoo grounds. 

			Summer 1940: The Nazis enact racist laws, segregating Jews, and persecuting both Jews and Poles at will. 

			Fall 1940: The Nazis force Warsaw’s Jewish population into the Ghetto. The Żabińskis begin to welcome fugitive Jews into the zoo, hiding them in their villa and sometimes in empty animal enclosures. 

			Winter 1940–1941: A corrupt bureaucrat shuts down the pig farm. With the help of Warsaw’s German president of Warsaw, the zoo is saved and Jan heads a community garden on zoo grounds. 

			Spring–Summer 1941: The Żabińskis continue to hide fugitives at the zoo. Some of the refugees are spirited out of the Ghetto by Jan himself; others arrive at the villa through contacts within the Underground.

			Winter 1941–1942: Jan is assigned to a buildings hygiene inspector job. His legal access to all quarters of the city is an invaluable boon to the Underground. 

			Spring 1942: Magdalena Gross arrives at the villa and lives there as a Guest. 

			Summer 1942: The Germans deport thousands of Jews out of the Ghetto to concentration camps. 

			Fall 1942: Zegota forms to rescue Jews from the Ghetto. The Germans create a fur farm on the zoo grounds. 

			Winter 1942–1943: Antonina is bedridden with painful, swollen legs. She is also pregnant. 

			Spring 1943: The Germans begin the final liquidation of the Warsaw Ghetto. After months of fighting and thousands of Jewish lives lost, the Ghetto is destroyed. Maurycy Fraenkel flees the Ghetto and moves into the villa. Antonina gives birth to a baby girl, Teresa, in June. 

			Winter 1943–1944: The German occupation government offers Jan the chance to revive the Warsaw Zoo, but he refuses. 

			Summer 1944: The German population of occupied Poland flees the approaching Russian Red Army. The Guests leave the villa and Warsaw for other safe houses. In August, the Warsaw Uprising begins. Jan fights while Antonina and Ryś remain in the villa. 

			Fall 1944: The Germans crush the Uprising and level much of Warsaw. Antonina and Ryś flee to the countryside and find shelter in a schoolhouse. They have no news of Jan. 

			Winter 1944–1945: Jan survives as a POW. Antonina and Ryś remain in the schoolhouse. The Third Reich suffers heavy losses across Europe. 

			Spring 1945: The Red Army marches into Warsaw. The city is destroyed, but when Antonina returns to the zoo, she finds it still standing. She begins to rebuild. 

			Fall 1945: World War II ends on September 2. 

			Summer 1949: Jan and Antonina reopen the Warsaw Zoo.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Balbina: A cat belonging to Witold Wroblewski, Balbina lives in the villa. She provides comfort and companionship to the Guests. Incredibly, she survives the war alone in the zoo. 

			Borsunio: Antonina and Ryś’s pet badger, Borsunio vacations with the Żabińskis in the summer of 1939 but disappears when the invading Germans bomb the zoo that fall. 

			Wanda Englert: A part-Jewish friend of the Żabińskis, Wanda arranges a fake divorce from her Polish husband and disguises herself as Ryś’s Polish tutor to escape the Nazis. 

			Maurycy Fraenkel: A Jewish lawyer, friend of the Żabińskis, and lover of Magdalena Gross. Fraenkel lives in the Ghetto until 1943, when he escapes to the zoo. Kind, quiet, and intelligent, he struggles with the depression and survivor’s guilt common to Jewish fugitives. 

			Hans Frank: An early, influential member of the Nazi Party and Hitler’s personal lawyer, Frank rules the colony of Poland with the goal of eradicating Poles and Polish-Jews. He enacts racist laws and condemns partisan Poles and their families to death. 

			Henryk Goldszmit: A Jewish pediatrician, writer, and orphanage director known also by his pen name, Janusz Korczak. He devotes himself to making the lives of orphaned children in the Ghetto bearable and meaningful. Offered the chance to escape, Goldszmit chooses to stay with the children and accompanies them onto a train bound for the gas chambers. In a place where the extremes of evil are on display every day, Goldszmit embodies the opposite extreme of compassion and good. He becomes a Jewish martyr. 

			Magdalena Gross: A renowned Jewish sculptor who goes into hiding in the villa and poses as an Aryan. Stripped of her fame, her art, and her freedom, Magdalena still exudes light and cheer. Her presence brightens life for all the zoo’s Guests—especially Maurycy Fraenkel, who she loves and later marries, and Antonina, with whom she is a very close friend. 

			Julian Kulski: Warsaw’s Polish vice-president, Kulski secretly works for the Underground and helps the Żabińskis keep their zoo and hide their activities from the Germans. 

			Danglu Leist: The German president of Warsaw, Leist visits the zoo and saves it from becoming an herb farm at the hands of a corrupt bureaucrat. 

			Lutz Heck: The head of the Berlin Zoo and a powerful member of the Nazi party, Heck loots the Warsaw Zoo for its rare, valuable animals. Heck is obsessed with bloodlines and applies the Nazi concept of the master races to animals as well as humans. During the war, he attempts to resurrect extinct Eurasian species, like the auroch and the tarpan, as part of a larger plan to replace the natural landscape of Germany’s colonies with an ancient Aryan ecosystem. 

			Regina Kenigswein: An old acquaintance of Antonina’s, Regina and her family—a husband and two sons—take shelter in the villa after they escape from the Ghetto and live in an apartment for almost a year before coming to the zoo. The Żabińskis use the animal codename “Sables” for the Kenigsweins. The zoo hosts Regina for several months before the Underground moves her family to another hideout. 

			Moryś: Ryś’s cherished pet piglet and best friend, Moryś becomes part of the Żabińskis family until his death at the hands of two German soldiers. 

			Dr. Muller: A Nazi zoologist and friend of Jan Żabiński from the International Association of Zoo Directors. Muller runs into Jan at a Polish farm during the German takeover of Poland. As a favor, he transports Jan back to Warsaw—an unusual show of friendship between a German and a Pole. 

			Piotr: A hamster Jan brings home from work and gives to Ryś. Maurycy Fraenkel grows particularly fond of Piotr and is cheered by his furry companion. Piotr dies after drinking alcohol at the celebration of Teresa’s birth. 

			Szczurcio: A muskrat the Żabińskis adopt in the spring of 1943. His name means Little Rat; Szczurcio lives in a cage in the house. His antics entertain and distract the tense Guests. 

			Irena Sendler: A Social Welfare Department worker affiliated with the Polish Underground and, later, a Guest at the zoo. Irena uses her job to smuggle dozens of children out of the Ghetto. Later in the war, she escapes the Gestapo after they capture and torture her. 

			Szymon Tenenbaum: A famous Jewish entomologist who entrusts his majestic insect collections to the Żabińskis when he and his family are forced into the Ghetto. Szymon’s collection opens the Ghetto gates to many Jews, as Jan is able to enter the Ghetto under the pretense of visiting him. Szymon dies in the Ghetto. 

			Wicek: A large black rabbit. Wicek joins the household in 1941 and quickly develops a unique, dominant personality never seen before in a rabbit. He loves sausage, eats clothing, hops into laps, and even opens doors on his own. Wicek keeps Ryś company until the end of the war.

			Antonina Żabiński: The titular character and central protagonist of The Zookeeper’s Wife, Antonina is a Russian-born Pole whose parents died at the hands of the Bolsheviks during the Russian Revolution. Antonina has an exceptional empathetic connection with animals, which her husband calls her “sixth sense”—she seems able to inhabit an animal’s mind, feel its feelings, and think its thoughts. Kind, observant, and cheery, Antonina makes the villa into both a hiding place and an oasis for the Guests who come to stay. After the war, she writes children’s books and a memoir. She is the mother to Ryś and Teresa and the wife of Jan. 

			Jan Żabiński: Director of the Warsaw Zoo and, during the war, an operative of the Polish Underground. Jan’s father raised him as an atheist in a primarily Jewish neighborhood. Jan studied painting and drawing before becoming a zoologist. Cool, intelligent, and disciplined, Jan keeps firm control over the happenings of the villa during the war. He enjoys taking big risks and bamboozling the Germans. Despite several close calls, Jan is able to evade capture until the Germans take him prisoner after the Warsaw Uprising. After the war, Jan briefly reopens the zoo before retiring from his post and devoting his time to writing books on zoology. He is the father of Ryś and Teresa and the husband of Antonina. 

			Ryś Żabiński: Full name Ryśzard, meaning “lynx,” Ryś is the Żabińskis’ only son. Born in 1932, Ryś is pulled from his childhood by the onslaught of World War II. The secrets he has to keep and the rules he has to follow in order to protect the Guests and his parents are tough on him. Too young to fight for the Resistance, he must keep silent and not join the older boys he admires in fighting the Germans. He finds comfort and companionship in his pets. 

			Teresa Żabiński: The Żabińskis’ second child, born in June 1943. 

			Ziegler: The director of the Warsaw Ghetto’s Labor Bureau. Ziegler is an amateur etymologist and an admirer of Szymon Tenenbaum. The Labor Bureau abuts the Ghetto, and Jan befriends Ziegler in order to smuggle Jews out of the Ghetto via his office. 

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“‘I feel like I’m drowning in a gray sea, like they’re flooding the whole city, washing away our past and people, dashing everything from the face of the earth.’”

			Antonina reacts to the German soldiers marching through the streets of Warsaw, capitol of Germany’s new colony. The flood of grey-uniformed SS feels like a tidal wave arriving to destroy the Polish people and culture. In fact, the Germans planned to do exactly that—Hitler ordered the Nazis to “ruthlessly exploit” Poland. 

			“The savagery didn’t serve hunger or necessity, it wasn’t a political gambit, the doomed animals weren’t being culled because they’d become too abundant in the wild. Not only was the SS ignoring their value as notable creatures with unique personalities, the men didn’t even credit animals with basic fear or pain.”

			Antonina listens to sporadic pop of gunfire as Lutz Heck and the SS officers kill the animals remaining in the zoo. After he steals the valuable animals for the Berlin Zoo, Heck holds a “hunting party” for the SS at the Warsaw Zoo. The soldiers revel in the gratuitous slaughter of the animals, most of which are caged and helpless. The Nazis’ disregard for the animals’ lives eerily foreshadows the heinous acts they’ll commit against human beings in the wartime years to come. 

			“How do you retain a spirit of affection and humor in a crazed, homicidal, unpredictable society?”

			This is the daily quandary of villa life. The fear, hate, and violence of German-occupied Poland inevitably encroaches on the little enclave of the zoo—but to give in to that darkness would be to give up hope for the peace and goodness for which the Żabińskis fight. And so to keep spirits up, Antonina devises various ways to lessen the wartime strain for her family and her guests: She encourages music, invites conversation, and keeps an eclectic collection of animals to assuage the stress of living in the shadow of death and horror. 

			“Unlike other occupied countries, where hiding Jews could land you in prison, in Poland harboring a Jew was punishable by immediate death to the rescuer and also to the rescuer’s family and neighbors, in a death-frenzy deemed ‘collective responsibility.’” 

			The Nazis view Slavic Poles as only semi-human, and Hitler singles out Poland for particularly harsh treatment at the hands of the German occupiers. The harsh punishments for Poles who aided Jews are all the more striking because Poland hosted one of the largest resistance movements of any country in Europe. Thousands of Poles, including the Żabińskis, risked their lives, and the lives of those they loved, to rescue Jews from the Nazis. 

			“‘I looked at them with tears in my eyes. Poor chicks with big eyes full of fear and sadness looked back at me.’”

			Antonina recorded this impression of the Kenigsweins when they first came to the zoo in 1943. Antonina’s fear of discovery—which would mean death for her, her Guests, and her family—conflicts with her desire to help as many people as she can. More Guests mean a higher likelihood of discovery, and out of self-interest Antonina hesitates before accepting a new family into the already-crowded house. But Antonina sees the Jewish fugitives with the same absolute compassion and regard she sees the animals in her care—the “poor chicks” need sympathy and respect. In the end, she chooses to endanger herself in order to aid those in need. 

			“‘I only did my duty—if you can save somebody’s life, it’s your duty to try.’” 

			Jan explained his wartime actions with only these few words. Jan did not see himself as heroic—he often said that the true hero of the zoo was his wife, Antonina. Jan was courageous and he enjoyed taking risks, but his reason for hiding the three hundred Jews who passed through the villa during the war was ultimately very simple: It was the right thing to do. 

			“From time to time she seemed to shed her own human traits and become a panther or a hyena. Then, able to adopt their fighting instinct, she arose as a fearless defender of her kind.”

			After the war, Jan spoke to a reporter and described Antonina’s ability to connect with animals. As a zookeeper, Antonina was always able to calm and communicate with the most difficult, terrified animals—it was as if she actually slipped inside their consciousness and spoke to them in their own wild and silent language. But, as Jan tells it, Antonina’s empathic powers didn’t just let her give animals peace and strength—they allowed her to draw strength from animals, too. Through her love of animals, Antonina found the courage and conviction to help Jewish fugitives despite her fear of the potential consequences.

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					Before World War II, the Warsaw Zoo was home to one of only twelve elephants ever born into captivity. The elephant’s name was Tuzinka. 

					The Polish Underground committed acts of sabotage wherever and however they could: for example, Polish prisoners forced to work in the Peenemünde rocket program urinated on the Germans’ electronics, incapacitating the rockets. 

					The auroch species went extinct when the last surviving male died in Poland in 1627. 

					In German-occupied Poland, the Nazis divided rations according to their concept of racial hierarchies: Germans received 2,613 calories per day, Poles received 669 calories, and Jews just 184 calories. 

					The Warsaw Ghetto confined 400,000 Jews to an area about the size of Central Park; on average, fifteen people shared one apartment.

					The State of Israel recognizes Jan and Antonina Żabiński as two of the Righteous Among the Nations. In 1968, Jan and Antonina Żabiński planted a tree on the Mount of Remembrance in Jerusalem.  

					Before World War II, Poland was home to over three million Jews; by 1945, only 45,000 Polish Jews remained alive—a 90% decrease in the Jewish population. 

					Between 30% and 40% of the world’s Jewish population were killed during World War II, including 80% to 90% of all Orthodox Jews.  

					A group of Jews and Poles collaborated on a secret archive of personal narratives and reports documenting the Warsaw Ghetto, the deportation and murder of the Polish Jewry, and the resistance movement. They called the archive the Oneg Shabat (Shabat, meaning Saturday, is the day they would meet), and the stories they saved helped reveal Nazi atrocities to the world. 

					Heinrich Himmler, a leading member of the Nazi Party, chose to liquidate the Warsaw Ghetto in the spring of 1943 as a birthday present for Hitler.  

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			Aurochs: A large wild Eurasian ox, aurochs were the ancient ancestors of domestic cattle. The last auroch died in Poland in the early 17th century. Lutz Heck, the Nazi director of the Berlin zoo, hoped to “resurrect” aurochs by breeding together living cattle that shared features with their ancestors. 

			Białowieża Forest: Europe’s last primeval forest and the ancient home of extinct aurochs and tarpans. Lutz Heck and the Nazis viewed the forest as the original Aryan ecosystem, and were careful to protect it. 

			Lebensraum: A German colonial policy of territorial expansion. Lebensraum dictated that the non-Aryan peoples of Europe, including Slavs and Jews, needed to be removed from their land to make room for Germans. Lebensraum justified the German takeover of Poland. 

			Luftwaffe: The German air force. The Luftwaffe attacked Warsaw during the initial invasion in 1939 and again during the Warsaw Uprising in 1944. 

			Melinas: The Polish term for a Jewish hiding place, from the Polish for “den of thieves.” If the Gestapo discovered a melina, it was referred to as “burnt.” The Żabińskis used animal enclosures and the zoo villa as melinas. 

			Tarpan: An extinct species of wild horse formerly common to eastern Europe and western Asia. Lutz Heck and the Nazis hoped to resurrect the tarpan by breeding together the living horses that most closely resembled their ancient ancestors. 

			Umwelt: The world as it is experienced by a particular organism. Antonina seems to have the ability to travel into other creatures’ umwelts, seeing and feeling the world from their perspectives. 

			Zegota: A codename for the Polish Council to Aid Jews, an Underground organization formed to rescue Jews from the Nazis. The Żabińskis are affiliated with Zegota, and the organization sent many Jews to hide in the zoo.

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					2008 Orion Book Award winner 

					A New York Times bestseller 

			

			“It is no stretch to say that this is the book Ackerman was meant to write … The result of her tenacious research, keen interpretation and her own ‘transmigration of sensibility’ is a shining book beyond category. Ripe for cinematic interpretation, The Zookeeper’s Wife is a book to read and reread and give to others.” —Los Angeles Times 

			“A lovely story about the Holocaust might seem like a grotesque oxymoron. But in The Zookeeper’s Wife, Diane Ackerman proves otherwise. Here is a true story—of human empathy and its opposite—that is simultaneously grave and exuberant, wise and playful. Ackerman has a wonderful tale to tell, and she tells it wonderfully.” —The Washington Post

			“A tireless researcher, Ackerman is nonetheless a writer who luxuriates in sensory exploration and metaphor—making her a less-than-obvious choice to tackle a true story of the Second World War. It’s a tribute to her talents that the book feels both triumphant and inevitable by the last page.” —Orion Magazine 

			“Ackerman’s affecting telling of the heroic Żabińskis’ dramatic story illuminates the profound connection between humankind and nature, and celebrates life’s beauty, mystery and tenacity.” —Booklist

			“This book is based upon the writings of Antonina Żabiński—the true life zookeeper’s wife—survivor interviews, and research … The author lyrically explores the sights, smells, flora, and fauna, as well as individuals and events … Incorporated is excellent information about the Resistance, the Underground, the Warsaw Ghetto resistance, the Warsaw uprising, and the hiding of those hunted by the Nazis.” —Jewish Book Council

		

	
		
			About Diane Ackerman

			Diane Ackerman was born in Waukegan, Illinois, in 1948. She earned her BA in English from Pennsylvania State University in 1970, and spent the next seven years at Cornell, where she received her MA and PhD in literature and an MFA in creative writing. 

			Ackerman is a poet, memoirist, essayist, and science writer. Her oeuvre comprises two dozen full-length books. These include children’s novels, poetry collections, and prose works. In her genre-crossing nonfiction books, Ackerman often explores a single aspect of the natural or human world across diverse fields of study—in A Natural History of the Senses (1990), one of her most popular works, she mixes biology, folklore, anthropology, and history to examine the nature of human perception. Ackerman told January Magazine that she is inspired by the “twilight zone” where nature and human nature meet.

			Ackerman has published several books since releasing The Zookeeper’s Wife in 2007. She writes regular columns for the New York Times. Her articles and essays have appeared in the New Yorker, National Geographic, and the Smithsonian, among other publications. Ackerman’s awards and honors include PEN’s Henry David Thoreau Prize for nature writing and a Guggenheim Fellowship.

		

	
		
			For Your Information

			Online

			“15 Holocaust Stories You Have Never Read Before.” Early Bird Books.

			“Antonina’s List.” The New York Times. 

			“Capturing Warsaw at the Dawn of World War II.” Smithsonian. 

			Diane Ackerman’s Official Website.

			“Interviews: Diane Ackerman.” Powell’s Books. 

			Official Website for The Zookeeper’s Wife Film. 

			“Why We Love Zoos.” The New York Times. 

			“When 300 Jews Escaped the Nazi Camps by Hiding in the Warsaw Zoo.” Jewish Telegraphic Agency.

			Books

			Born Survivors: Three Young Mothers and Their Extraordinary Story of Courage, Defiance, and Hope by Wendy Holden

			Fragments of Isabella: A Memoir of Auschwitz by Isabella Leitner

			Ghetto Diary by Janusz Korczak 

			Haven by Ruth Gruber

			Hidden Figures: The American Dream and the Untold Story of the Black Women Mathematicians Who Helped Win the Space Race by Margot Lee Shetterly

			Irena’s Children: The Extraordinary Story of the Woman Who Saved 2,500 Children from the Warsaw Ghetto by Tilar J. Mazzeo
			
			The Last Great Ape by Ofir Drori

			My Family and Other Animals by Gerald Durrell

			Jack and Rochelle: A Holocaust Story of Love and Resistance by Jack and Rochelle Sutin

			The Nazi Officer’s Wife: How One Jewish Woman Survived the Holocaust by Edith H. Beer

			Never Cry Wolf by Farley Mowat

			A Train Near Magdeburg: A Teacher’s Journey into the Holocaust by Matthew Rozell

			Other Books by Diane Ackerman

			An Alchemy of Mind

			Animal Sense

			Bats: Shadows in the Night 

			Cultivating Delight

			Deep Play

			The Human Age

			On Extended Wings

			I Praise My Destroyer

			Jaguar of Sweet Laughter

			Monk Seal Hideaway

			A Natural History of Love

			A Natural History of the Senses

			Origami Bridges 

			The Planets: A Cosmic Pastoral

			The Rarest of the Rare

			Reverse Thunder

			A Slender Thread

			Twilight of the Tenderfoot 

			Wife of Light 
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