


The real Ivan’s story began in 
the central African country 
of Zaire, formally known as 
the Belgium Congo. As a 
young silverback gorilla, Ivan 
lived in the valleys of the 
rainforest in that area.  



In 1964 Ivan and his sister, Burma, were captured.  
In the process their parents were likely killed, an 
occurrence that is still, happening today. 



An animal broker in 
Africa called several 
people to find a home 
for the baby gorillas.  
One of the calls was to 
Earl Irwin, the owner of 
the B&I Circus Store in 
Tacoma, Washington. Ivan with  

Earl Irwin 



The broker told him that the infant gorillas would 
be euthanized in the morning if he did not take 
them.  
 

A concerned Mr. Irwin  
reluctantly agreed. With  
that agreement Ivan  
and Burma’s journey to  
Tacoma began. 



On the trip to Washington, 
Ivan was lost for 8 weeks 
and was finally located at 
Chicago’s airport. Burma 
arrived on time, but soon 
after she became very 
sick and died of 

pneumonia. Ivan and Burma, 
1964 



In Tacoma, Ivan moved into the 
Johnston’s home, a local family 
who owned the pet shop at 
the B&I. 
 

He lived just like any other 
family member.  



Ivan raided the refrigerator, slept in 
bed with 13-year-old Larry, ate at the 
table, climbed the curtains and tore up 
the couch.  



So far, does this sound 
like the Ivan’s 

description of his 
childhood in the book? 



 Eventually, Ivan grew too 
large and uncontrollable for 

a human home.  
 

He was placed in a 30-foot 
trailer with bars, 

unbreakable glass, a kitchen, 
his TV and his living area. 



After several more years Ivan grew beyond a 
comfortable size for his sleeping trailer, so a 

new much larger enclosure was built at the B&I. 
 

Ivan always had a full-time handler who took 
care of him and tried to keep his mind active. 



He enjoyed painting, playing games, being read to,   
and playing tug of war. When he got tired of that he 
would visit the people who had been waiting patiently 
to see him through the glass! 


