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About the book

In "How to Be a Good Creature," Sy Montgomery crafts a heartfelt memoir

that explores her deep connections with thirteen extraordinary animals,

inviting readers into her vibrant world. Each chapter focuses on a different

creature, showcasing unique personalities and idiosyncrasies that reflect not

only their individuality but also the lessons they impart to humans.

Montgomery's narrative begins with the introduction of her beloved pets,

such as her affectionate dog and the majestic tarantula, which serve as

gateways into broader themes of companionship and trust. Through these

initial bonds, Montgomery highlights the profound empathy that can exist

between species, emphasizing how understanding our animal counterparts

can lead to greater insights into our own humanity.

As the chapters progress, Montgomery shares her experiences with

increasingly varied animals, including farmyard friends and wild creatures

like tigers. Each encounter offers poignant lessons about love, the

complexity of relationships, and the inevitability of loss. These experiences

are not merely anecdotes; they are woven into a tapestry of life lessons about

resilience and the importance of facing despair with courage.

Montgomery also reflects on her own journey, including the joys and

challenges of caring for these animals, creating a parallel to human

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


relationships and the responsibilities that accompany love and connection.

Her experiences are interspersed with rich descriptions and anecdotes that

enhance the emotional impact of her storytelling.

Ultimately, "How to Be a Good Creature" serves as a meditation on our

shared existence within the intricate web of life. Montgomery encourages

readers to recognize and honor the lessons animals teach us, as she

advocates for a more compassionate understanding of all creatures. The

narrative culminates in a powerful call to action, inspiring us to embrace our

roles as stewards of the Earth and to strive to be "good creatures" ourselves,

nurturing the bonds that connect us all. This enchanting memoir is a

testament to the transformative power of love and empathy across species,

reminding us that in understanding and caring for others, we find our own

best selves.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


About the author

Sy Montgomery, a celebrated author, naturalist, and documentary

scriptwriter, is known for her adventurous spirit and immersive storytelling.

The Boston Globe has aptly described her as a blend of Indiana Jones and

Emily Dickinson, capturing her unique ability to intertwine exploration with

profound insights into nature and humanity. Montgomery has journeyed

through some of the world’s most remote and captivating wilderness areas,

engaging in astonishing adventures that include crawling among 18,000

snakes in Manitoba, outsmarting a tiger in India, swimming with pink

dolphins in the Amazon, and forming a deep personal bond with an

orangutan in Borneo.

In her work, Montgomery often delves into the complexities of the natural

world and the interwoven relationships between humans and animals. She

has authored 13 award-winning books, including the best-selling memoir

*The Good Good Pig*, which reflects her deep affection for animals and the

lessons they impart. Residing in Hancock, New Hampshire, Montgomery

continues to draw from her rich experiences to educate and inspire readers

about the wonders of the natural world and the importance of conservation.

Her storytelling not only highlights the incredible diversity of life on Earth

but also encourages a greater understanding and respect for the creatures

with whom we share our planet.
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Chapter 1 Summary: Molly

Summary of Chapter 1: "How To Be A Good Creature" by Sy Montgomery

In the opening chapter of "How To Be A Good Creature," Sy Montgomery

transports readers to her childhood at Fort Hamilton in Brooklyn, where she

shares her unique bond with her spirited Scottish terrier, Molly. The setting

is an army base, meticulously maintained, yet Montgomery feels a yearning

for exploration that reflects her innate curiosity about the natural world,

viewed through Molly's eyes.

Molly is characterized by her fierce independence and tenacity, traits that

define the Scottish terrier breed. Montgomery admires Molly's adventurous

spirit as she hunts for rabbits, which serves as a metaphor for Montgomery's

own longing for freedom and connection to the wild. Despite being often

restricted due to their living circumstances, Molly's desire for exploration

represents a vibrant urge to break free from confines.

Montgomery illustrates her childhood self as a somewhat atypical girl, more

enchanted by animals than by the activities that typically excite children her

age. Her health struggles led her to feel isolated, making Molly’s entrance

into her life all the more transformative. This introduction of Molly marked

a pivotal shift, rekindling Montgomery's spirit and drawing her deeper into
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the fascinating world of animal behavior.

Throughout the chapter, Montgomery's admiration for Molly grows as she

witnesses her dog's remarkable instincts and strength, leaving her in awe.

Molly embodies a powerful presence, igniting Montgomery’s desire to learn

and understand more about the natural world.

The dynamics between Montgomery's mother and her glamorous friend

Aunt Grace add layers to the narrative. Aunt Grace, known for teaching her

own Scotties to perform tricks, serves as a playful rival to Montgomery's

mother, who focuses on beautifying Molly's appearance. This rivalry

highlights the varying perceptions of canine companionship—Molly’s

untamed nature contrasting sharply against the more polished personas of

Aunt Grace's trained pets.

Ultimately, the chapter encapsulates Montgomery's deep desire to connect

with nature. She dreams of running away with Molly into the wild, eager to

unlock the secrets of the natural world that her faithful dog seems to

inherently understand. This longing for adventure and discovery is at the

heart of Montgomery’s narrative, setting the stage for her exploration of the

profound bond between humans and animals throughout the book.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


Chapter 2 Summary: Bald Throat, Black Head, and
Knackered Leg

In Chapter 2 of "How To Be A Good Creature," titled "Encountering Emus,"

 Sy Montgomery recounts her transformative experiences in the Australian

Outback. The chapter opens with her first encounter with emus—a species of

large, flightless birds native to Australia that stand about six feet tall. These

creatures, embodying both grace and strength, captivate Montgomery,

fueling her fascination for the wildlife surrounding her.

Before her Australian adventure, Montgomery spent five years as an

environmental journalist in New Jersey. A pivotal moment occurs when her

father gifts her a plane ticket to Australia, igniting her aspirations to study its

unique fauna, particularly the endangered southern hairy-nosed wombat. She

eagerly joins a citizen science expedition, immersing herself in the essential

work of research and conservation.

As Montgomery assists other researchers, her attention increasingly shifts to

the emus. With growing curiosity, she begins to observe and study their

behaviors, particularly their significant role in seed dispersal, which leads

her to analyze their droppings. This scientific inquiry marks the beginning of

her deepening relationship with the birds.

Through her consistent presence and patient observation, Montgomery
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gradually wins the trust of the emus. She personalizes her connection by

naming them based on their distinct characteristics and documenting their

daily activities. This process reflects her evolving bond with the birds,

highlighting a unique interplay between science and emotion.

Montgomery's research extends beyond mere data gathering; she finds

profound joy in her interactions with the emus. Their unique habits, such as

how they sit and drink, become a source of connection that exceeds her

analytical pursuits. She realizes that her experiences with the emus hold

greater importance than just scientific observations, emphasizing the value

of being emotionally attuned to the wildlife she studies.

After six months in the Outback, Montgomery undergoes a significant

emotional transformation, recognizing the depth of her journey with the

emus. Inspired by her mentor Molly and the relationships she has cultivated,

she contemplates her future path as an advocate for animals, realizing that to

truly understand animal lives requires an open heart as well as intellect. This

chapter concludes with her newfound purpose to share the stories of these

magnificent creatures, underscoring the profound impact they have had on

her life.
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Chapter 3 Summary: Christopher Hogwood

Chapter 3 Summary: Building a Family with Christopher Hogwood

Life in New Hampshire  

Sy Montgomery and her partner, Howard, thrive in the serene landscapes of

New Hampshire, where they immerse themselves in the beauty of nature

while pursuing freelance writing careers. They celebrate personal

milestones, including their marriage, and enjoy the initial joys of settling

into their new home, savoring their newfound stability and creative freedom.

Unexpected Challenges  

However, their idyllic life is threatened as the couple faces unexpected

hurdles. Their house is put up for sale, and a promising book contract that

Montgomery had counted on falls apart, adding stress to their lives.

Compounding these difficulties is the emotional turmoil stemming from

Montgomery's father's terminal illness, casting a shadow over their hopes for

the future.

Adopting Christopher Hogwood  
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In the midst of these challenges, Montgomery and Howard make an

impulsive decision to adopt a sickly piglet, whom they name Christopher

Hogwood. While the initial intention was to find solace in caring for the

animal, Christopher quickly proves to be a beacon of joy, catalyzing a

journey toward healing and renewed happiness in their lives.

Building a Connection  

Montgomery shares the deepening bond she develops with Christopher,

highlighting his extroverted nature and playful spirit. His ability to escape

his pen leads to delightful interactions with neighbors, allowing the couple

to forge connections and strengthen their community ties, illustrating how an

animal can unite people in unexpected ways.

Expanding Their Family  

As their affection for Christopher flourishes, Montgomery and Howard

expand their family further by adopting other animals, including hens and a

traumatized dog named Tess. Montgomery is particularly dedicated to

mending Tess's emotional scars, approaching the task with a blend of

patience and compassion, emphasizing the importance of healing in the

journey of love.

A New Community  
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Christopher's popularity becomes a catalyst for forging new friendships,

especially with two local girls who join in caring for him. These

relationships evolve into a supportive community, showcasing how love can

transcend not only species but also personal hardships, uniting individuals

around a shared commitment to nurturing life.

Christopher as a Catalyst  

As Christopher matures, he embodies acceptance and joy, solidifying a

familial bond among the diverse beings in Montgomery's life. His presence

teaches profound lessons about love, resilience, and the notion of home,

highlighting that true family can extend beyond conventional definitions.

Reflection on Love and Family  

Montgomery reflects on the transformative impact Christopher Hogwood

has had on her understanding of family and belonging. She emphasizes that

the connections formed through love and mutual care are as significant, if

not more so, than blood ties, reshaping her perception of what it means to be

a family.
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Chapter 4: Clarabelle

Summary of Chapter 4: Encountering Clarabelle

Introduction to the Jungle Expedition  

The chapter opens with the narrator, accompanied by photographer Nic

Bishop and biologist Sam Marshall, embarking on an exciting expedition in

the lush, biodiverse jungles of French Guiana. Their primary mission is to

encounter the Goliath birdeater, renowned as the world's largest tarantula.

This expedition marks a departure from typical jungle adventures, as they

shift their focus from larger predators to the intricate world of spiders,

setting the stage for a deeper exploration of these often-misunderstood

creatures.

The Goliath Birdeater  

Sam's enthusiasm for the Goliath birdeater is palpable as he carefully lures

the massive spider out of her burrow. The sheer size and unique

characteristics of this spider showcase the fascinating diversity within the

jungle ecosystem. Initially apprehensive, the narrator gradually begins to

appreciate the Goliath birdeater's role in maintaining ecological balance,

fostering a sense of mutual respect during this thrilling encounter.
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Field Challenges  

Navigating through the humid and rugged terrain brings physical challenges

for the expedition team, including unwelcome encounters with ticks and the

omnipresent risks of jungle wildlife. However, their struggles are mitigated

by the comfort of the Emerald Jungle Village, a nature center that offers

respite amidst the wilderness, allowing them to recharge while remaining

immersed in the natural environment.

A Transformative Moment with Clarabelle  

Sam discovers a pinktoe tarantula, affectionately named Clarabelle, and

encourages the narrator to interact with her. Despite initial fears, the narrator

overcomes these hesitations and holds Clarabelle, which leads to a profound

moment of connection. This bonding experience reveals the spider's

captivating individuality and beauty, challenging preconceived notions and

altering the narrator’s view of these creatures.

Clarabelle's New Role  

As the team tends to Clarabelle, her distinct personality begins to shine,

creating a bond that deepens their appreciation for her and the intricate web

of life she represents. The team plans to release her back into the wild after
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showcasing her to local children. Initially apprehensive, the children

eventually become enchanted by Clarabelle, which fosters a greater

acceptance of spiders and a heightened appreciation for the surrounding

natural world.

Discovering Spider Superpowers  

Through close interactions with Clarabelle, the narrator discovers

remarkable spider abilities, such as molting and silk production. These

revelations illuminate the incredible adaptations of spiders, prompting a shift

in perspective about their common household counterparts. This newfound

understanding enhances the narrator's overall appreciation of the

interconnectedness of ecosystems.

Conclusion: An Enriched View of Nature  

Deeply influenced by their experiences with Clarabelle, the narrator emerges

from the jungle with a renewed respect for all creatures, recognizing that

even the smallest beings enrich the tapestry of life. This transformation

signifies a broader understanding of the delicate balance within nature,

encouraging a more compassionate view towards often-overlooked animals.
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Chapter 5 Summary: The Christmas Weasel

In Chapter 5 of "How To Be A Good Creature" by Sy Montgomery, the

 narrative unfolds on a poignant Christmas morning, marked by tragedy and

unexpected beauty. The narrator is heartbroken to discover that one of her

cherished hens has met a gruesome fate in the coop, a situation made all the

more striking when she finds an ermine—a small, cunning

weasel—clutching the dead hen. This encounter elicits a complex mix of

emotions; while the loss of her beloved hen brings sorrow, the sheer

elegance and ferocity of the ermine captivates her. 

As the narrator reflects on her intimate bond with chickens, she reveals her

personal history steeped in affection for these birds, who have been a part of

her life for many years. The deceased hen was not just a pet but a significant

member of the flock, vital to its social structure and safety. Instead of

directing anger at the ermine for its predatory act, she draws a parallel

between this moment of loss and her own family's legacy. 

Deepening her contemplation, the narrator recalls the remarkable strength of

her mother, who overcame societal hardships with fierce determination. This

recollection allows her to appreciate the ermine’s power, seeing it as a

symbol of nature’s duality—its beauty intertwined with brutality. 

As the ermine locks eyes with the narrator and her partner, Howard, they

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


find themselves enveloped in awe rather than resentment. This profound

encounter serves as a catalyst for reflection, illuminating the idea that even

in the face of heartbreak and tragedy, moments of striking beauty and

wonder can emerge. The narrator feels a wave of forgiveness wash over her,

reminiscent of biblical themes where angels bestow unexpected blessings,

affirming that life's challenges can reveal deeper truths and connections.
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Chapter 6 Summary: Tess

### Summary of Chapter 6: Navigating Love and Loss with Tess

In this chapter, the focus centers on Tess, a spirited border collie whose

playful nature brought joy and liveliness to her humans’ day-to-day

activities. Though her energy often led to distractions during writing

sessions, the delight of engaging in play with Tess outweighed any

interruptions. Her ability to include and inspire the other animals highlighted

her fair and joyful spirit, establishing her as a beloved family member.

As Tess matured, she displayed extraordinary instincts that allowed her to

sense her humans' intentions, guiding them on outdoor adventures and hikes.

Despite facing a challenging past, her agility and intelligence became a

source of inspiration, especially during their nighttime outings, where she

helped illuminate their path in the darkness.

However, as time passed, Tess began to experience health declines. A

mini-stroke served as a poignant reminder to her family of the inevitable

realities of aging and illness in their beloved pet. While they grappled with

the impending loss, both Tess and her human companion, Christopher,

continued to embrace life with joy. Unfortunately, Tess's condition

worsened; she became deaf, struggled with episodes of vestibular disease,
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and gradually lost her vision, leading to the heartbreaking end of her favorite

games.

The author initially mourned the loss of Tess's youthful vigor and abilities,

confronting the painful reality of her declining health. Yet, as time went on,

it became evident that Tess adapted to her new circumstances with a

remarkable sense of contentment. This shift in perspective revealed a deeper

bond between Tess and her human, as their roles began to interchange: Tess

now relied on her human for guidance, a reversal of the support she had once

provided. This mutual dependence highlighted a profound connection built

on trust and enduring love.

Ultimately, in the later stages of her life, Tess exemplified grace in her own

way—not through her athleticism, but via the trust and love she continued to

foster. The author's evolving perspective underscored the idea that love

strengthens in the face of adversity. The chapter concludes with the poignant

reflection on how we navigate the inevitability of loss with our cherished

companions, offering a reminder that love transcends time and circumstance.
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Chapter 7 Summary: Chris and Tess II

Chapter 7 Summary

Introduction to Grief and Despair  

In the wake of the unexpected deaths of Chris, a young pig, and Tess, a

cherished dog who faced a prolonged illness before being euthanized, the

author is engulfed in profound grief. This chapter delves into the deep

emotional bonds formed with both animals, highlighting how their loss,

while devastating, occurs amidst other life blessings. 

Struggle with Depression  

The intense sorrow fosters a downward spiral into severe depression, which

begins to take a toll on the author’s physical and mental health. Symptoms

manifest as hair loss and cognitive difficulties, complicating their ability to

express thoughts. In the depths of despair, the author finds themselves

contemplating suicide with leftover medication, seeking solace in the idea of

escaping the heavy burden of grief.

Commitment to Remaining Responsibilities  
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Before taking any drastic steps, the author resolves to honor their

commitments by completing two writing projects. One project is a memoir

reflecting on their time with Chris and Tess, a task that proves both

demanding and exhausting. The other commitment involves an upcoming

research expedition to Papua New Guinea, a journey that promises potential

new discoveries and a chance to reconnect with the beauty of nature.

Journey to Papua New Guinea  

The expedition tests the author’s physical limits, demanding a strenuous

hike through rugged terrain. Yet, within the hardships, there lies a source of

solace in the breathtaking landscapes and the support of fellow researchers.

The vibrant environment starkly contrasts the emotional turmoil within,

offering a glimpse of hope and healing.

Discoveries in the Cloud Forest  

As the team explores the cloud forest, the author highlights the captivating

wildlife and lush landscapes. Encounters with rare species of animals evoke

a sense of joy and awe, prompting reflections on the wonders of life. These

discoveries serve as both a distraction and a therapeutic means of

confronting grief.

The Naming of Tree Kangaroos  
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A significant moment occurs when the team successfully captures two tree

kangaroos, leading them to name these creatures after Chris and Tess. This

tribute transforms their memory into a living homage, allowing the author to

honor their lost companions meaningfully.

Release and Redemption  

During the release of the linked tree kangaroos, the author contemplates the

relationship between loss and new beginnings. By chanting the names of

Chris and Tess, they navigate their grief, shifting from sorrow towards

gratitude. The act of liberating the kangaroos symbolizes a pivotal release,

rekindling a sense of connection to both life and the natural world.

Conclusion  

Ultimately, this chapter emphasizes a journey of rediscovery and healing.

Through honoring the memories of Chris and Tess, the author finds a

renewed sense of wildness and connection to existence. This experience not

only helps them process their grief but also fosters resilience in the face of

loss.
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Chapter 8: Sally

Summary of Chapter 8 - How To Be A Good Creature

In this chapter, the author poignantly explores themes of love, loss, and the

enduring connections that shape our lives. It opens with a quote by Edith

Sitwell affirming the notion that love persists beyond death. The author

reflects on the profound absence of her cherished pig, Christopher, and her

dog, Tess. Despite her belief in the survival of the soul, she struggles to feel

their presence around her. A friend's comforting words suggest that the

longing she experiences is itself a manifestation of their lingering existence.

The journey toward healing begins with a dream where the author envisions

a border collie puppy, which stirs a sense of helplessness and hope. In this

dream, Tess appears, kindling memories of love and connection. Inspired by

this vision, the author embarks on a quest to find a female border collie, a

companion that Tess seems to send her way.

The search leads the author and her partner, Howard, to Glen Highland Farm

Sweet Border Collie Rescue, where they hope to find the dog from the

dream. Unfortunately, they encounter multiple setbacks, including

cancellations of visits due to illness among the dogs. As days turn into

weeks without success, anxiety builds, amplifying their longing for a new
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companion.

In a twist of fate, the author reaches out to Evelyn, the rescue organizer, who

surprises her with news of a young female dog named Zooey—later renamed

Zack—who has faced a challenging past but is in desperate need of a loving

home. When they meet Zack, the author feels uncertain, as she contrasts

sharply with Tess in both temperament and appearance.

Despite Howard's reservations, the author is determined to bring Zack home.

The transition proves difficult, with Zack's mischievous antics introducing

new challenges into their lives. However, with patience and training, she

begins to flourish under the author's care, slowly transforming into a playful

and affectionate family member.

As the author reflects on her evolving relationship with Zack—now

affectionately named Sally—she notes the distinct differences between Sally

and Tess. Each has her unique personality, but the love shared for both

enriches the author's life. Through Sally, the author discovers a renewed

capacity for joy and connection, realizing that she is not simply replacing

Tess or Christopher; rather, she is expanding the love that persists from these

cherished bonds.

The chapter concludes with a powerful affirmation: Sally embodies the

continuing influence of Tess's spirit, reminding the author that love can grow

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


and evolve, even in the wake of loss. Ultimately, this chapter encapsulates

the enduring impact of those who have departed, illustrating how new

relationships can bring healing and joy while honoring the past.
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Chapter 9 Summary: Octavia

Summary of Chapter 9: Octavia's Journey

In this chapter, we are introduced to Octavia, a remarkable giant Pacific

octopus with a distinct personality that sets her apart from other

cephalopods. The narrator attempts to forge a bond with Octavia, initially

facing resistance as she remains unresponsive to food offerings, unlike

Athena, an earlier octopus companion who welcomed interaction. This

initial contrast lays the groundwork for the exploration of octopus behavior

and intelligence.

As the narrative unfolds, we learn about the fascinating emotional depth and

individuality of octopuses, likened to the shy nature of another octopus

named Emily Dickinson. After several attempts to engage, Octavia finally

demonstrates her curiosity by interacting with the narrator, revealing her

desire for connection. This moment highlights the stark differences between

human and octopus emotions, prompting the narrator to ponder whether a

genuine friendship can bridge such an evolutionary gap.

As time progresses, the relationship between the narrator and Octavia

deepens. Playful interactions become routine, and the narrator shares these

experiences with friends, further enriching their connection. However, a
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noticeable shift occurs when Octavia begins to withdraw, a sign of aging that

reflects changing priorities.

The narrator's return from an expedition marks a pivotal moment when

Octavia lays a multitude of eggs, showcasing her maternal instincts. This

shift in focus from socializing to nurturing her offspring emphasizes a

universal theme of love and sacrifice inherent in motherhood. The narrator

contemplates the bittersweet nature of Octavia’s life, dedicated to her eggs,

which face inevitable mortality, highlighting the emotional weight of life

and loss.

As Octavia's health declines, she is relocated to a peaceful setting, yet she

remains yearning for connection. The narrator grapples with understanding

Octavia’s consciousness in her final moments while cherishing the profound

interspecies connection they shared. This reflects the complexity of

relationships transcending the boundaries of species and cognition.

In conclusion, through Octavia’s journey and her poignant life cycle, the

narrator gains insight into the intricacies of emotions and connections that

exist beyond the human experience, ultimately revealing a richer, more

nuanced understanding of life and love.
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Chapter 10 Summary: Thurber

Chapter 10 Summary: The Call and Grief

Sy Montgomery receives a jarring phone call from Rick Simpson, prompting

overwhelming tears for her beloved dog, Sally, whose health is deteriorating.

Sally, a constant companion for the past nine years, is now showing signs of

deafness and is ultimately diagnosed with peripheral vestibular disease—an

unsettling diagnosis that brings about a whirlwind of fear and uncertainty for

Sy.

While in Brazil, Sy learns of Sally's alarming condition, witnessing her

faithful companion struggle with mobility and basic functions like standing

and eating. In a heartbreaking turn, despite Sy's earnest endeavors to find

medical aid, Sally succumbs to her illness, passing away in Sy's arms. This

loss engulfs Sy in profound grief, marking a deep void in her life.

As Sy grapples with the aftermath of Sally's passing, she finds herself

ensnared in a cycle of depression, unable to connect with the joy that once

defined her world—even amid her professional achievements. An

unexpected call from Chuck about a puppy awakens a flicker of hope but

also stirs feelings of hesitation about inviting a new dog into their home.
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Despite her initial doubts, Sy and her partner, Howard, decide to visit a litter

of puppies, ultimately choosing to adopt Thurber—a spirited border collie

with a blind eye. Thurber’s exuberance and playful nature gradually weave

back the threads of joy and light into Sy and Howard's lives, offering a

much-needed balm for their sorrow.

Sy reflects on Thurber’s individuality, identifying both similarities and

contrasts to Sally and their other dog, Tess. Through their new bond, she

learns to embrace the evolving narrative of joy that had felt lost, gaining

valuable insights about hope and the unpredictable nature of life.

The arrival of Thurber, while unexpected, plays a crucial role in Sy’s

journey toward healing and understanding joy. This chapter highlights that

even amidst profound loss, new beginnings can blossom, offering renewed

hope and purpose in the rhythm of life.
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