


“Artists from old Italian circus families are the keepers of a precious
wealth of historical knowledge. Unfortunately, they rarely write, or
if they do, they use the help of a ghostwriter who generally doesn’t
truly understand the tenets and traditions of circus life, or even the
difference between “high wire” and “trapeze.” Ottavio Canestrelli,
however, was an avid book reader who could write, and he wrote about
his extraordinary and fascinating life — as lives of his ilk always are.

Ottavio Gesmundo, his grandson, ran away and joined the real life, got
a “serious” education, and eventually returned where he belonged —
the circus. He thus was the perfect editor for Ottavio Canestrelli’s
writings, and a wonderful guide to make us better understand his
grandfather’s memories of what is to many an unfamiliar world. The
Grand Gypsy is indeed fascinating and highly enjoyable reading, not
only for anyone interested in circus history, but also for any curious
or adventurousmind.”

Dominique Jando
Author, Circus Historian, and Editor, Circopedia.org
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Grand adjective

1. outstanding and impressive in appearance,
extent or style.
2. impressive, ambitious, and far reaching.

Gypsy noun

1. one who follows an itinerant or otherwise
unconventional career or way of life.

2. Amember ofany traditional itinerant groups
unrelated to the Romani.

3. A chorus dancer, esp. in the Broadway
Theater.
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Introduction

OTTAVIO Canestrelli was the grandest of gypsies. He traveled the
world, from sprawling metropolises to the densest of remote
jungles, performing an exotic craft he was born to do. Millions of
people witnessed the ancient skills he possessed, which were passed
down through the centuries by generations of forebears. He was an
impresario and entrepreneur. A driven man with an intense focus,
enormous talent, and intuitive instincts. He also possessed a fiery
temper, was very strict and wielded a heavy hand. Yet, he was
immensely generous, and, if not often, kind. He was all those things
and more, but most of all to me he was my grandfather and the man
for whom I was named after.

This is the story of a remarkable man who lived through an
extraordinary time. A man who experienced amazing adventures
and chance encounters with some of the most loved and loathed
individuals of the twentieth century.

I was justa child when my grandfather began writing his memoir,
but I can still recall him sitting at his desk, reading glasses resting on
the edge of his nose and meticulously typing for hours with histwo
index fingers. The pronounced tapping that emanated from his room
drove my grandmother crazy, and she would often tease him, even
when she had to admonish me for playing too loud. “Shhh, the maestro
isworking!” shewouldsay.

After toiling for several years, my grandfather finally produced
his manuscript, replete with stunning photographs that document his
travels, as well as our genealogy. But for years, it sat as an unfulfilled
ambition until I took over the project with the help and support of
my family.
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My grandfather’s memoirs are italicized throughout this book, but
I have also added some expanded commentary on relevant events
that were omitted from his original manuscript, plus notes on the
significant differences in our time compared to when my grandfather
traveled through these foreign and domestic lands.

The stories from the manuscript take place in and around one
of the oldest art forms of entertainment, the circus. I hail from six
generations ofrecorded Italian circus performers, but our family trade
goes far beyond the efforts documented here. The circus arts are
traditional skillsthatcanbetraced back to antiquity.

The Romans produced immense exhibitions that featured
equestrian trick riders, acrobats, jugglers, contortionists, and tamers
of wild beasts interweaved throughout the day’s fierce sporting
events at the Coliseum and Circus Maximus. After the fall of the
Roman Empire these entertainers dispersed, and through the ages,
their ancestors personified a gypsy existence by traveling far and
wide to perform in town squares and at courts of royalty for their
livelihood. It was not until 1768 that an equestrian trick rider named
Philip Astley brought these various acts together again into a ring,
thus giving birth to the modern day circus for which he is credited.
Astley’s performance space in London was modeled after the Roman
amphitheater, and throughout Europe, as well as in America, similar
buildings began popping up to house the revived ancient art form.
But the most significant event for the circus came in the nineteenth
century with the introduction of the “big top.” The circus industry
was revolutionized yet again, as tented shows tapped into entirely
new markets.

For over two centuries the circus had reigned supreme as the
presenter of variety entertainment, and despite the increased number
of challenges and competitors the information age has brought to the
field, the industry still tenaciously survives. Millions of spectators
attend performances around the world each year, and numerous
circus books have been published in North America and Europe.
Many ofthese works contain brilliant photographs along with curious
narratives, but mostly all of them are confined to particular shows
touring within the Western Hemisphere. The material presented here,
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however, has a far larger geographic setting with fascinating stories
from a bygone era. My grandfather recounts his harrowing experience
fighting against the German and Austrian Armies while serving in
the Italian Military during World War I. Plus many other adventures
through Asia,the South Pacific,andtheMiddle East. Heexplored these
regions between the two great world wars of the twentieth century;
a time of development and discovery in the chaotic aftermath of the
fall ofthe Ottoman Empire. Ottavio was acharismatic adventurer who
traveled to the far corners of the earth when doing so was no easy task,
and itis precisely the reason [ have dubbed him “The Grand Gypsy.”

- Ottavio Gesmundo
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Ottavio Canestrelli with his performing pythons on the back
lot of the Harry Handy American Circus. Satana prominently

featured on the left and facing left. Singapore, 1928.}
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Satana in The Garden

THROUGH the ages, there have been many fables and reported sightings of
giant serpents. These stories always remind me of the various reptiles I have
known inmy life and in particular, one very dangerous serpent named Satana.
Satana was one of the largest reptiles ever exhibited anywhere in the world.
And in one of the most dramatic and near-tragic events of my career, I almost
lost my life within the coils of this monstrous creature.

1firstmet my Satana in Singaporein 1928. Iwas searching through one of
the many animal stores on Singapore’s Market Street for something new and
exotic when a farmer brought in a big wooden box containing the huge, wild
python, whichhad been capturedthe day before. Thesnake was twenty-five
feet long and over two hundred pounds in weight.

Thefarmer had caughtthe giantreptile, I learned, by following awell-
tested procedure in that part of the world. First, tobacco and water were
blended and boiled in a large drum. Then the solution was sprayed on the
snake, making him intoxicated. He was then lassoed with a rope noose at the
end of a large stick, putinto a box, and brought to the animal store. As soon as
Isaw this magnificent reptile, I purchased it from the farmer, and took it back
tothe Harry Handy American Circus where Iwas performing.

Toget it out of the box, [used a similar lasso loop around its neck and tied
its mouth closed with a cord. Then with the help of eight men, we lifted the
snakeoutofthe box andtieditto atreewithastrongrope. Thiswas the first
timeamanhadhandledthesnakesinceits capture, andittookmetwomore
weeks before  was able to handle the serpent all by myself.
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Satanawasneverreallytamed, solalways hadtousethe precaution of
keeping its mouth tied when handling the great snake. Satana was extremely
dangerous, especially at feeding time, which was every three months. The
serpentshedits skinwhile in an almostdormant stage, and on waking, was
very hungry, attacking anything that moved. Satana’s diet usually consisted
of livegoats orpigs.

Tused Satana with two other large pythons as part of our center ring
production. With the huge snakes, my family and a new addition to the troupe,
a sensational Indian performer named Kunchy Kannan, we left Asia and
returned to Europe in 1931, to work with the Kludsky Circus in Czechoslovakia.
The following year I had arranged a booking for our company with the
most famous circus of all - Ringling Brothers and Barnum and Bailey. Many
rehearsals went into perfecting the extravagant two-part production that
would launch our American performances with “The Greatest Show on Earth.”
First, there was an Indian production with pythons, including the twenty-
five-foot monster Satana, then straight into the bounding rope act' of Kunchy
Kannan, followed by the Canestrelli s three-high, unsupportedladderact. But
beforeallthatcould happen, myfirsttaskwasto getthe snaketo New York.

We booked to travel on board a vessel out of Genoa called the Conte
Grande, but the ship’s company office immediately refused permission to take
Satana aboardwhen I declaredthatwe hadsuchareptilein our act. Under
no conditions, they said, could a snake be allowed on board, especially one as
largeas this.

Iwentout and bought an extra-large suitcase - three feet long by eighteen
inches wide, and twelve inches high. I punched afew holes in it and placed
Satanainside, hejustbarelyfit. When I broughtthe caseto the harbor to be
putonboardthe ship, aporter grabbed it from me in an effort to be helpful,
buthe couldnotliftitfromthepavement.

“What the hell do you have in here?” he asked, shaking his head. He was
evenmorebewilderedwhen I liftedthe casewithone hand and carrieditup
the ship’s ramp to our cabin. This cabin was only for my family, so after we left
Genoa, I took Satana out every day for about an hour to let him get some air.

' A bounding rope act is similar to a wire walking act, but instead of a cable it
has a rope tied to springs, which enables the artist to bounce and turn
somersaults. It was also known as a funambulist.
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Acoupleofdays beforewearrivedin New York, aporter cameintothe cabin
while the snake was crawling around out of the suitcase. After he recovered
from his shock, he sharedthis irresistible news with his fellow porters. Finally,
the ship’s captain found out about it.

When the captain asked me about the snake, [ told him that we were circus
performers bookedwith the Ringling Circus in New Yorkand the snake was an
indispensablepartofthe act. Tomy surprise, he was notangry. Instead, he
asked me to do a performance with the snake in the first-class theatre so that
the passengers could see the suddenly well-accepted Satana. Iwas more than
happy to do this, and as a result, all the newspapers knew about the snake and
our act when we arrived in New York. It was my first trip to the city [ have
loved ever since.

Upon our arrival, a representative from the Ringling Circus came to the
Conte Grande docking area to guide us through immigration. Afterward, he
escorted us to Madison Square Garden,” where the circus had already begun
its performances. After viewing the performance space, we moved into an
apartment right across the street and rested from our long journey. We had a

fewbad days atsea, whichwas why we were not present for the circus’ opening
night.

The day before our opening performance, I met with Mr. Pat Valdo,
artistic director of the Ringling Circus, to discuss production details. In our
meeting, we had decided that the young Hindu performer known as
Kunchy Kannan was to be renamed Bombayo. The circus had already
been advertising him in the papers as, The Man from India — The New
Sensation, buttheywanted something a little catchier.

Bombayo was terrific on the bounding rope, executing forward and
backward somersaults with a doublerevolution. Hewas a sensation in the
circus world at that time.

As an introduction to Bombayo’s performance, 1 had arranged a
spectacular production for our opening at the Garden. Even though Pat
Valdo altered and reducedmy original design, itwas impressive nevertheless.

First, there was a fanfare from Merle Evan’s famous Circus Band, during
which Oriental dancing girls (actually my wife, her two sisters, and my
young daughter, Tosca) appeared along with four men in colorful East Indian

* At that time, Madison Square Garden was located on Eighth Avenue between
Forty- Ninth and Fiftieth Streets.
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pantaloons. Then as the dancers stood in the center ring with their arms
folded, the band began to play a Hindustan tune, which was the signal for my
entrance. Isteppedforthdressedasan East Indian, turbaned and baredownto
the waist with the great snake writhing over my shoulders, its body wriggling

(Top) Clipping from the New York Daily News ofthe Canestrelli Troupe’s
arrivalon April 12, 1932. (Bottom) Family on board the Conte Grande.*

andtwisting asittrailed behindonthe floor. During the entrance, I held his
head up high, and after reaching the center, I gathered him altogether and
placedhimonthefloorinfrontofme. Then he beganto coilandslowlyrise,
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sometimestoaheightofsixfeetwhilebobbing andweavinginapatternthat
matched the rhythm of the music. When he dropped back to the ground, 1
grabbed himwith both hands, holding him high, swing his tail around, and
walk off, setting the mood for Bombayo'’s act. That was my plan for our
opening show, but how it worked out was drastically different.

Theday hadfinally arrivedforour Americanpremiere- April 14, 1932. We
were all set to begin our matinee performance, so around one o clock,  went
to checkon the snake. He was grayish in color and just starting to shed his
skin. Iknew that Satanawas apotential killer and had, therefore, devised a
muzzle of strong snakeskin to holdits jaws tight during the act. This muzzle
was invisible to the audience. But, since he was docile and not very dangerous
when shedding, I decided against using it. Our performance was about two
hours away, so I didn’t anticipate any change to occur in that time.

Exactly at three o clockthe introduction music for the act began.  opened
the box, and there beforemewas the huge brute, it s old skin completely off,
eyes wide open, and hissing in an ugly manner because now he was hungry.

“Papa, please put the muzzle. He bite you.” I heard my wife say in broken
English. But I had not brought it from the dressing room, having already
decidedto leave his mouthuntied. So I grabbedthe huge python by his neck
inafirmgrip, lifteditoutofthe trunkand headedforthe arena entrance.

“No time to muzzle now, Mama,” I said, “He no bite, I hold him tight.”

The announcement of my act began: “Ladies and gentlemen, for the first
time in America, Ottavio Canestrelli, with his twenty-five-foot-long, bone-

crushing monster Satana, the first python killer snake ever to be exhibited in
the centerring of any circus and Bombayo, The Man from India.”

Themusic cue began, and my wifewas sweptinside with the dancing girls.
The dancers paused and styled as I walked boldly to the center of the ring with
my hands around the neck of Satana. The rest of him was wrapped around my
shoulders and dragging behind me on the floor. Later, my wife told me that the
snake looked marvelous as I entered the ring.

As I stepped into the spotlights, the gargantuan suddenly flipped his
tail with terrific force, at the same time wiggling its head free of my grip.

Withfurious strength, hepushed himselfup throughmy hands, andwhen he
was aboutthreefeetabove me, he opened his mouthand lunged, sinking his
fangs into themuscles ofmy armnear the shoulder. Itfelt as though a bolt of
lightning had struck me. The jaws interlocked around my arm, and instinct
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caused the monster to wind its scaly form around my body. Pythons kill by
constriction, and Satanawas a monstrous bone-crusher.

I widened my stance and tried to be as still as possible because any
movement would cause the python to tighten his constriction. Had I fallen to
the ground the python would have crushed me instantly.

Themassive audience in Madison Square Garden was suddenly nailed to
theirseats in terror. For afew moments, no one moved, then about twenty male
performers andring boys came to help. By this time, I had grabbed the snake’s
neckwithmyfree hand andwas bending downto putitacross my knee.

Thepeoplewho cameto help grabbedthe snake so that hewouldnotbe
able to wrap himself around me altogether. Among those who offered to help
was Alfredo Codona, the famous trapeze artist of that era. He tried to pry open
themouth, but his hands were cut by the fangs.

By now Iwas sweating and bleeding profusely. Codona asked me, “What
canldo?” Itold him to hold the neck steady, because every time the snake
moved, his razor-sharp teeth cut more deeply into my skin. The hungry
serpent had the whole width of my arm in his mouth, and he was holding on
like avise. Istoodthere, eyes bulging, sweatpouring outof my head, blood
streaming downmy arm, unabletomove, andyetmymindwas cool. I knew
thattheonly wayto getmy armoutofthe snake s mouthwasto forceitopen.

My brother and I tried to open the mouth from opposite sides, but
our fingers were also being cut and without progress in breaking the grip.
Meanwhile, someone had given my wife and her sister a large pair of pliers,
andtheywereapplyingthemtothereptile stailinanefforttomake himopen
his mouth and loosen his grip.

As alastdesperate move, [ decided to breakoutthe teeth of the snake. I
called for a screwdriver, and when it came, I started to break out the teeth,
onebyone, onmysideofthe head, mybrotherdoingthesameontheother.

Afterhisteethwereremoved, my brotherandlforcedour handsintothe
snakes mouth. Together, using terrific strength, wewerefinally ableto openit.
When I got my arm out, someone gave me a piece of wood to put into Satana’s
mouth, which he immediately clamped down upon.

Ithentookthe snake by the neck and carried him over my head and out
of the ring, just as I had brought him in, except that now blood was streaming
downmybodyfromtheinjury.
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After I had put the snake backin its box, Iwent to see the circus doctor,
whose office was in the same building. When I saw him, he asked what he
should do, because he knew nothing about pythons. Since I had been bitten
many times by snakes in India, I told him to give me some sublimate water, and
with cotton, we made a compress. Together, we applied this solution to draw
out the germs. Because pythons are not poisonous, I was all right in a couple
of days. The following day I was even performing in the unsupported ladder
actwith a bandage on my arm. However, the injured part of my arm was black
and blue for weeks.

Icontinuedtousethesnakeintheactforseveralmoreweeks. However,
upon examining Satana after the accident, I noticed that the snake’s tail was
notmoving. The pliers that my wife and her sister hadused to try torelease
thesnake’s grip had caused severenervedamage. Satanawas slowly becoming
paralyzedfromthe tip of his tail to the middle of his body. The damage was
irreversible, and much to my dismay, Satana died weeks later when the show
was playing in Washington, DC.

Suchwas myunforgettable association and struggle with the snake named
Satana.



(Left) April 15,1932, clipping from the New York Daily News aboutthe attack.
(Right) Ottavio & Genoveffa Canestrelli circa 1931.°
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The Old Country

THE story of the Canestrelli family actually begins in the 19™ century
in a small orphanage next to the Church of All Saints in Padua, Italy.
At the time, the orphanage employed a foundling wheel, which is also
known as a baby hatch, or as it is called in Italy “culle per la vita” (cradle
for life). The device was a window with a revolving crib where parents
could leave their unwanted babies anonymously. The first foundling
wheel is believed to have started in Marseille, France, in 1188. A decade
later, Pope Innocent III had Italy’s first foundling wheel installed at the
Hospital of Santo Spirito near the Vatican because he was shocked at
the number of dead babies that had been found in the Tiber River. He
decreed that these devices were to be immediately installed and used
in homes for foundlings. The revolving cribs gained popularity and
were commonly used throughout Europe during Medieval times until
the late 19" century. Within the last decade, the foundling wheel has
been revived and updated with heated cribs in many countries around
the world, including Italy, where parents can deposit their newborn
babies, such as the one at the Casilino Hospital in Rome.

Thewheeldescribedinthe following story wasdecommissionedin
1888, and a century later underwent restoration fora commemorative
centennial ceremony in 1988. The orphanage is now the site of a
university, with the attached wheel as a Padua Landmark. But I’1l let
my grandfather tell the story, because just as I, Ottavio write about
my grandfather Ottavio, so, in turn, did he write of his grandfather
Ottavio.
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