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“Gather round—prepare to be amazed! I promise you that you’ve never before seen the 

likes of this. A sight so disgusting, so very gruesome, that you simply won’t believe it until 

you see it with your own eyes. 

“Ladies and gentlemen! It is my honor to introduce … the Elephant Man!”
Every evening the Elephant Man, whose real name is Joseph Merrick, is the main  

attraction at a tiny little theater on Whitechapel Road in London. People swarm to this 

theater to see strange folks of every description. They cry out in dismay at the sights on 

display: a bearded woman, tiny dwarfs, contortionists, and a man so very thin that he  

looks like a walking skeleton.

Their screams are most piercing when Joseph  

steps on stage.

Joseph sighs as he gazes upon his 

audience.
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He doesn’t like to see them scream in terror as they 

catch sight of him. He’d much rather bring happiness and 

laughter to others. Above all, he’d love to laugh with them.
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Joseph hadn’t always looked this way. When he was born, he looked 

like any other baby. His mother held him close and thought he 

was the most beautiful child she had ever seen. But when Joseph 

was only a few years old, something unusual happened to him. He 

started to smell unpleasant, and large, crumpled lumps that looked 

like cauliflowers began to grow all over his body. These lumps made 

his mouth feel heavy and change shape, and it became difficult 

for him to speak properly. He lost the ability to smile and could no 

longer make different facial expressions. His feet and one hand 

grew swollen, his head became unnaturally large, and from his 

forehead grew what looked like the start of a trunk.
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When Joseph was 11 years old, his mother died. Joseph was devastated. He cried and cried 

as if his tears might never stop. Joseph’s father was also upset, but it wasn’t long before he 

remarried. Joseph’s stepmother was not remotely pleasant, and every evening Joseph was 

forced to go to bed on an empty stomach. “An ugly boy like you doesn’t deserve a scrap to 

eat!” she would tell him.

Joseph was only 12 years old when his stepmother decided that he must leave school and 

start work, but it wasn’t easy for Joseph to find a job. His body grew more deformed with 

each passing day, and nobody wanted to hire anybody who looked the way he did.

Eventually Joseph found a job in a cigar factory. He was so proud that he practically 

trembled with delight on his first day at work. 

“Hello, I’m Joseph and I can’t wait to work with you all!” he announced, using his very best 

manners to greet his new workmates. They stared back at him, aghast. “Who on earth is 

that ugly, smelly creature? He can’t even speak properly!” he heard them whisper.
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Joseph was dismayed. He felt like 

running away from everything and 

everyone, but he put on a brave 

face. It won’t be long before things 

get better, he thought. They just 

have to get to know me, that’s all.

But the whispering continued. None of the 

others wanted to sit next to Joseph while 

they worked, and even during breaks he was 

forced to sit by himself each and every day. 

“Just looking at him puts me off my lunch!” 

he heard a worker comment.
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Joseph tried to pretend nothing was wrong, forcing back tears and working all the harder. 

But it wasn’t long before he had dropped a whole tray of cigars, accidentally scattering 

them across the factory floor. The others shook their heads in resignation. “You had 

better pull yourself together,” they grumbled loudly. This was not the first time Joseph had 

dropped things at work. “Lumbering oaf!” shouted another. “Lazybones!”

But Joseph was not lazy. It wasn’t at all easy for him to work with his swollen hand, and his 

arm had grown too heavy for him to lift. 

“They should send him packing!” one of Joseph’s workmates mumbled as they watched 

him pick up the cigars he had dropped. Joseph felt something warm running down  

his cheek.
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Joseph lost his job at the cigar factory. Night after night he lay awake worrying. How would 

he earn a living now? One day he tried his hand at street trading. He wore a long overcoat, 

hiding his face behind a large hood. He made a small hole he could see through and 

topped off his outfit with a wide-brimmed hat. All the same, when Joseph reached out to 

pass people the items they had purchased, they would flee at the sight of his deformed 

hand. Most people avoided coming anywhere near him because he smelled odd, and even 

the stray dogs roaming the streets kept their distance.

At home things grew worse and worse. Joseph’s stepmother was often angry. She 

screamed and shouted at Joseph and accused him of exploiting the goodwill of his family, 

even though he spent hours every day looking for a job. On many occasions Joseph didn’t 

even dare to go home for dinner. His stomach rumbled and he grew dizzy with hunger,  

but he still preferred to wander alone through the streets rather than face his stepmother. 

One day Joseph’s stepmother forced his father to make a decision: “Either he goes, or I do!” 

she declared.

EM_interior_FINAL.indd   12 2015-02-23   12:23 PM



EM_interior_FINAL.indd   13 2015-02-23   12:23 PM



The streets of London were bitterly cold. A thick fog shrouded them 

as rats scurried along the gutters. Joseph couldn’t help but shiver. 

He had neither money nor a place to live. He knocked at the doors 

of all the factories and shops in the city to ask if anyone might 

consider employing him, but people simply shook their heads.

Joseph saw no other option than to accept an offer from Tom Norman, 

a showman and manager of a small theater company.

Tom Norman was convinced that he could make a lot of money by putting Joseph 

on stage. “People love to see ugly things on display,” he explained to Joseph, and he was 

right. Every evening long lines of people paid to come and peer at Joseph.

But even though Joseph had a job, he wasn’t at all happy. He missed having friends who 

would care for him. He longed to spend time with people with whom he could laugh and 

talk. He loved reading books, and his imagination was overflowing with fantastic tales. 

He often wrote beautiful poems and stories in which people were kind to one another and 

understood that you could be a good person even if you weren’t very good-looking. In his 

stories, no one was judged by his appearance. But what use was it having all these tales to 

tell without anyone to share them with? In his dreams Joseph had friends he could delight 

with his marvelous stories; they would read books to one another, share jokes, and discuss 

art and music. 
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But every time Joseph woke up, he found 

himself as alone as ever.
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