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The Sickness of Timothy Frisby 

 
1 According to John B. Calhoun, the name of Frisby was inspired by Robert Conly’s visit to Calhoun’s offices at the 
National Institute of Mental Health. Calhoun stated that there was a blue Frisbee in the office "to help when things 
got too stressful for us." (“Rats! The Real Secret of NIMH: The Magic Inside the Local Laboratories Where the 
Rodents Are Getting Smarter.”) 

1  
                  House Mouse  
The species of “field” mouse to which Mrs. Frisby belongs is almost certainly the House Mouse (Mus musculus). 
These small rodents exhibit the types of fur colors that Conly uses to describe Mrs. Frisby’s children. According to 
The Handbook of the Mammals of the World, the “species shows high variability in color and size.” (Wilson, Lacher 
Jr, and Mittermeyer, Handbook of the Mammals of the World, 789). 
1 Robert Conly was proud of his Irish Catholic heritage. He often uses names of Irish derivation or names of saints 
when naming the characters in his novels. (Conly, Fourth Book of Junior Authors and Illustrators, 227) 
1 The House Mouse is known for seeking out warmer places in the winter, including homes.  
1 While the House Mouse (Mus musculus) is not a monogamous species, other species of mice are, such as the 
California Mouse (Peromyscus californicus). (Pultorak et al., “Changes in Behavior and Ultrasonic Vocalizations 
During Pair Bonding and in Response to an Infidelity Challenge in Monogamous California Mice.”) 
1 The typical litter size of the House Mouse (Mus musculus) is 1-11, making Mrs. Frisby’s family on the smaller side. 
(Wilson, Lacher Jr, and Mittermeyer, Handbook of the Mammals of the World, 789). 
1 While there is a common belief that mice love cheese, this is not so. While mice will eat cheese, they prefer other 
types of foods such as fruit. 

1  
                         Image source unknown 
At one time, people believed that rats cooperated in order to steal eggs, with one rat holding the egg on its 
stomach and the other rats pulling it by the tail. This this is was shown to be a myth. However, this myth was so 
persuasive that an artists did a rending of the alleged procedure.(Harris, “How to Identify Bird Egg Thieves.”) 



 
An ear of corn with the shuck pulled away. 
1 Groundhogs do not store food as they spend the winter months in hibernation.   

 
          Eastern Gray Squirrel (Photo: Arahshiel Silver) 
The animal in question is most likely an Eastern Gray Squirrel (Sciurus carolinensis). According to the book, 
Squirrels of North America, the “Eastern Gray Squirrel is the most frequently encountered large squirrel in eastern 
North America” and they enjoy “fresh corn crops, flowers, fruits, and mushrooms.”  (Eder, Squirrels of North 
America.134) 
1 Mice are also susceptible to colds. 
1 Mice cannot sweat as they do not have sweat glands, although sweating is a symptom of illness in humans. 
1 From The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (1969): “Hypochondria…The persistent neurotic 
conviction that one is or is likely to become ill, often involving experiences of real pain, when illness is neither 
actually present nor likely.” (Morris, The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 648). 
1 Although it addresses the genus microtus, a 1907 book called An Economic Study of Field Mice cites mice as a 
reason “[p]lanations of acorns, chestnuts, and hickory nuts are rendered impossible” (Lantz 27). Considering 
similar sizes, it is likely that the House Mouse would also be capable of eating them, even if the process is more 
tedious. (Lantz, An Economic Study of Field Mice (Genus Microtus)). 
1 Rats and mice do dream, although their dreams may be different than human dreams. One of many research 
studies on the topic indicates that they may even dream of ways to obtain food.  (Ólafsdóttir et al., “Hippocampal 
Place Cells Construct Reward Related Sequences through Unexplored Space.”) 
1 The Mayo Clinic defines “delirium” as “Delirium is a serious disturbance in mental abilities that results 
in confused thinking and reduced awareness of the environment.” They name pneumonia as one of the 
possible causes of delirium. (Mayo Clinic Staff, “Delerium.”) 
 



Mr. Ages 

1 The name Ages resembles aegis, a word which means guardian, however, there is no evidence that Conly chose 
this name for that reason. 
1 According to a 1938 book called Snakes of Maryland, snakes in the area “into hibernation from the winter of 
September to the end of October.....As the weather grows warm, they come out of their dens and by May are off to 
seek mates.” (Kelly et al., Snakes of Maryland, 20.)  
1 Wild mice are described as “crepuscular and nocturnal,” meaning that these are the times the animals are most 
active. Crepuscular refers to the times of dawn and dusk. (Wilson, Lacher Jr, and Mittermeyer, Handbook of the 
Mammals of the World, 789). 
1 According to the website Speed of Animals, the house mouse has a top speed of 8.1 miles per hour. (“House 
Mouse.”) 

 
                             Blackberry blossom 

1  
                                    Purple clover 

1  
                              Jimson weed. 



1  
                       Pokeberries 
1 While bees will sting mice, mice are known to eat/chew honeycombs. In the book The Bee: A Natural History, the 
authors state that “insectivorous pests such as mice tend to try and get at the stored honey in the winter.”  
(Wilson-Rich and Princeton University Press., The Bee A Natural History, 130.) 
1 In current practice, the word here would be “venomous,” as Timothy was bitten by something that injected 
poison into him, however, this may not have been common practice at the time of Conly’s works. 
1 When Grasshopper Mice (genus Onychomys) are bitten/stung by a scorpion, they are able to survive the toxins. 
In the journal Current Biology, authors Ashley H. Rowe and Matthew P. Rowe state that “the ion channels in 
grasshopper mice sensory neurons bind toxins and use them to block the pain signals that the venom is trying to 
transmit.” (Rowe and Rowe, “Predatory Grasshopper Mice.”)  
1 Robert Conly was not a fan of spiders. During a research trip to South America, Conly exited his sleeping bag 
followed by a tarantula that “had spent the night with him.” After failing to kill the arachnid with bug spray, Conly 
did in the spider with a rolled copy of National Geographic magazine. (Conly, “Robert Conly Editorial Files.”) 
1 The Mayo Clinic reports that symptoms of Black Widow spider bites to humans include” Abdominal cramping or 
rigidity can be so severe that it's sometimes mistaken for appendicitis or a ruptured appendix.” (Mayo Clinic Staff, 
“Spider Bites.”) 
1 Since Mr. Ages has white hair earlier in the tale, and since mice do turn completely gray with age, Mr. Ages was 
always a white mouse. 

1   
                   Wooden mortar and pestle. 



1   
Pipsissewa (Chimaphila umbellata) in the Idaho Panhandle National Forest.   
Photo: Jesse Taylor [CC BY-SA 3.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0)] 
Pipsissiwa was used by Native Americans as a “tonic and diuretic, as well as for rheumatic and scrofulous 
disorders,” according to an 1887 publication called American Medicinal Plants ; An Illustrated and Descriptive 
Guide to the American Plants Used as Homoeopathic Remedies : Their History, Preparation, Chemistry and 
Physiological Effects (104-2). In a later publication from the United States Department of Agriculture, American 
Medicinal Plants of Commercial Importance, it is stated that the parts of the plant that are used are the “leaves 
and the herb.” (Sievers, American Medicinal Plants of Commercial Importance.1930, 40). In the University of 
Michigan’s book, Medicinal Plants of Native America: Volume 2, there are over seven columns of plant references 
said to aid in pulmonary and respiratory matters.. (Moerman, Medicinal Plants of Native America: Volume Two, 
629-632.) In Volume One of the same series, almost two full columns of references are present for pipsissewa, 
with a wide variety of ailments. (Moerman, Medicinal Plants of Native America: Volume One .115-117) 
1 A mouse’s pulse rate is between 310 and 840 beats per minute. (Johns Hopkins University, “The Mouse.”) 
1 House Mice and other rodents can have pneumonia. Respiratory infections are serious matters in rodents and 
often recovery is only possible with quick administration of antibiotic medicines. The Merck Veterinary Manual 
describes a bacteria called Mycoplasma pulmonis that causes “both acute and chronic respiratory disease in rats 
and mice.” (Kahn, The Merck Veterinary Manual, 1648.) 
1 In the case of human pneumonia, antibiotics are also used to aid in recovery where the disease is caused by 
bacteria. Like mice and rats, humans can also have mycoplasmal pneumonia. Mycoplasma pnemoniae is described 
in the Merck Manual of Medical Information: Second Home Edition, as “the most common cause of pneumonia in 
people aged 5 to 35” and “strikes in the spring.” It also mentions that complications can include “neurologic 
problems (such as meningitis), which would explain Timothy’s delirium.” (Beers, The Merck Manual of Medical 
Information, 268)   
 

  



The Crow and the Cat 

1 Conly may be referring to bobcats, although these are rarely found in Maryland, according to the Maryland 
Department of Natural Resources. Among the bobcat’s prey are “cottontail rabbits, woodchucks, squirrels, 
chipmunks, mice, voles, snowshoe hares and birds.” (“Maryland Mammals: Bobcat (Lynx Rufus).”) 
1 An original manuscript for Conly’s The Silver Crown indicates the Conly was familiar with the works of J.R.R. 
Tolkein. In one note, Conly expresses concern that naming a character Mrs. Gray may too closely resemble 
Gandalf. While this does not mean that the cat’s name was directly inspired by Tolkein, it does indicate that Conly 
was familiar with fantasy elements.  
1 This is not the typical number of claws for the domestic cat: they typically have five on the front paws and four on 
the hind claws. Polydactyly (possessing more claws/digits than usual), however, is not unusual in the domestic cat. 

 
                                    Example of a chicken house. 

1  
                                Example of a cattle wire fence. 
1 From The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (1969): “birdbrain… Slang. A  silly, light-minded 
person.” (Morris, The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 134.) 
1 There are several interactions in Mrs. Frisby which may remind readers of the Aesop’s fable of The Lion and the 
Mouse.  In it, a mouse asks a lion not to eat her, telling the lion that she will do him a favor one day. Although the 
lion originally finds the idea of a mouse helping a lion preposterous, he lets her go. One day, the mouse comes 
across the lion, but the lion is trapped in a net. Using her teeth, she frees the lion. The moral of the story is “No act 



of kindness, no matter how small, is ever wasted.” This remains a theme throughout the rest of the book and is 
especially evident in a later conversation between Mrs. Frisby and her children. For a version of the fable: 
http://www.read.gov/aesop/007.html 
 
 
  

http://www.read.gov/aesop/007.html


Mr. Fitzgibbon’s Plow 

1 The holiday of Groundhog Day has its origins in Europe. It was associated with Candlemas and the planting 
season. Badgers were associated with this tradition in Germany, while in France and England bears were also 
referred to. (Cohen and Coffin, The Folkore of American Holidays, 57) 

 
                                           A modern day harrow 

 
Picture of a Northern Short-Tailed Shrew (Blarina brevicauda).  
Photo by Gilles Gonthier: https://www.flickr.com/photos/46788399@N00/404639049/ https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ 
1 Shrews are considered predatory and feast mainly on invertebrates. (Churchfield, The Natural History of Shrews, 
1). 
1 Shrews have had a poor reputation, even since ancient Roman times. They are also known to live around 
humans, including on farms and in gardens. (Churchfield, The Natural History of Shrews, 149). 
  

https://www.flickr.com/photos/46788399@N00/404639049/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


A Favor from Jeremy 

1 In a September 2018 The Atlantic article, the subtitle reads: “"Despite popular wisdom, rats are too big and too 
fierce for cats." In the article, they detailed scientific studies in which it was shown that cats will generally avoid 
rats and prefer smaller prey. (Zhang, “Cats Are No Match for New York City’s Rats.”) 
1 It has been suggested that, if Conly was creating his NIMH world based on his own real world, the mountains 
referred to here may have been those associated with Sugarloaf Mountain (“Rats! The Real Secret of NIMH: The 
Magic Inside the Local Laboratories Where the Rodents Are Getting Smarter.”) 
1 In a 1988 book, Owls in Folklore & History, the author notes that the USFWS Bird-Banding Laboratory's oldest 
owl on records was a Great Horned Owl which had lived to a little over 19 years. It also states that one captive 
Great Horned Owl lived to 38 years old. (Holmgren, Owls In Folklore & Natural History, 69.) 
1 Mood. 
  



 
The Owl 

 
1 Owls often prey on mice. 
1 From The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (1969): “Belonging to the first or earliest age or 
ages; original.” (Morris, The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 1040). 

1  
                                                                        Birch trees 
1 About 9”. 
1 Deep sounding. 
1 Great Horned Owls have been reported to attack cats. In one article one the Alaska Department of Fish and Game 
website from 2013, owners of a house cat told the department that a Great Horned Owl had attempted to carry 
off the cat. (Woodford, “Great Horned Owl Attacks Pets: Unusual Incidents in Copper River Valley.”) 

 



                                                  Great Horned Owl (Bubo virginianus) 
The owl described in Mrs. Frisby is likely a great horned owl. The Great Horned Owl is “the most wide-ranging of all 
American owls.” (Holmgren, Owls In Folklore & Natural History, 138). 
 
  



 
“Go to the Rats” 

1 The Wild Onion, classified as Wild Garlic in an early twentieth-century guide book on Maryland’s weeds “and 
other harmful plants,” describes the plant as a “formidable pest to dairymen and grain growers” due to an 
undesirable flavor that it would add to the milk of cows that ate the plant or flour from the wheat processed with 
it. (Norton, Maryland Weeds and Other Harmful Plants, 43.) 
1 Brown rats (Rattus norvegicus) are nocturnal animals with most of their activity conducted by midnight. (Wilson, 
Lacher Jr, and Mittermeyer, Handbook of the Mammals of the World, 829) 
1 The name “Nicodemus” is the name of a Catholic saint, however, the name may also have been inspired by 
Martin Luther King Jr.’s reference to the saint in his “ "Where Do We Go From Here?” speech in 1967. In that 
speech, Nicodemus represents the nation being “born again.” Conly was opposed to the racism prevalent against 
African Americans, as evidenced by notes included in editorial files held by the National Geographic Society. In the 
notes, he expresses his distaste for the racist opinions of a Florida sheriff with whom he had spoken during his 
research visit to St. Augustine, FloridaWilson, Lacher Jr, and Mittermeyer.. 
1 Owls are territorial birds. They not only defense their nesting holes, but their hunting territory. (Holmgren, Owls 
In Folklore & Natural History, 66). 
1 The Brown Rat (Rattus Norvegivus) is the species to which Nicodemus and the other rats belong, at least when 
they are captured. Brown rats range from 160-290 mm (approximately 6.29-11.41 inches) in body length and have 
tails of lengths from 122-250 mm (approximately 4.80-9.84 inches). Their average weight span ranges from 195-
540 g, and, according to The Handbook of the Mammals of the World, some Brown Rats have been “known to 
reach 1 kg in rare cases in cities with lots of available resources.” (1kg = approximately 2.20 lbs.) Since Brutus was 
born to original rats of NIMH, he would most likely be larger than this average. (Wilson, Lacher Jr, and 
Mittermeyer, Handbook of the Mammals of the World, 829). 
  



Brutus 
 
1 “Brutus” means “heavy” in Latin. 
1Wild Brown Rats (Rattus novegicus) coloring can vary. While rats are typically a dark brown or “dirty grayish 
brown” along their backs, the coloring grows lighter in shades along the sides. Along the bottom, they may be 
lighter in color to white. Albinism (appearing all white) in Brown Rats is common, as is melanism (appearing all 
black). Domesticated Brown Rats exhibit a wide range of coloring, including appearing “hooded.” Hooded rats have 
a “hood” of color over the head and “shoulder” areas while the rest of the animal’s fur is mostly a white or cream 
color. 
1 In the 1960s United States, it was common for a married woman to be referred to by the suffix “Mrs.” 
And then first and last names of her husband. 
1 An adjournment is a “break” until a session/meeting re-opens. 

 
 

  



In the Library 

1 The Naked Mole Rat (Heterocephalus glaber) lives underground. They have very small eyes and poor eyesight, 
however, they have other adaptations which allow them to thrive in their underground existence.  
1 Glass bottles were common in the 1960s, unlike in the twenty-first century. In their history of beverage 
containers, author Finn Arne Jorgensen states that glass bottles were the most common beverage containers 
through the 1960s and 1970s. The advent of the environmental movement during the late 1960s and early 1970s, 
however, led to the implementation of bottle deposits to encourage consumers to return the glass containers, 
rather than toss them out as litter. (Jørgensen, Making a Green Machine the Infrastructure of Beverage Container 
Recycling, 13.) 
1 Wild rats colonies can have multiple entrances, and that number may change over time. John B. Calhoun says in 
his The Ecology and Sociology of the Norway Rat: “As a burrow ages some of the passages are accidently covered 
over as dirt is excavated from adjoining passages. In other instances, the rats intentionally plug passages…” 
(Calhoun, The Ecology And Sociology of the Norway Rat, 16). 

 
                                  A daisy bloom. 

 
                                Example of a satchel. 
1 Nicodemus’s statement here echoes the owl’s earlier statement: “Nonetheless, I think they will help 
you, and if they will, they can.” 
1 According to an article in the journal Analytical Chemistry, the “musty” smell of old books is the result 
of “the product of volatile and semivolatile organic compounds (VOCs) from paper seeping into the air.” 



(Schmidt, “On the Smell of Old Books.”)  

 

                                  Example of blackboard. 
 
 

  



Isabella 

1 National Institute of Mental Health 
1 The location of the National Institute of Mental Health is Bethesda, Maryland, however, there was also an NIH 
building in Poolesville, Maryland where animal experiments were housed. 
1 A female rat is called a doe. A male rat is called a buck. 
1 Brown Rats “reach sexual maturity” at an age as each as “3 months old.” (Wilson, Lacher Jr, and Mittermeyer, 
Handbook of the Mammals of the World, 829). 
1 The “women’s lib” movement had just started in the 1960s, so the fact that the female rats didn’t attend the 
meetings in Mrs. Frisby would not have provoked the same reaction in readers as they would in the twenty-first 
century. 
1 Abandoning/leaving. 
1 “Colony” is the correct name for groups of rats that live together in the way the rats of NIMH do. A group of rats 
is also known as a “mischief.” 
 
  



A Powder for Dragon 

 
1 Amy Ratelle, in their book Animality and Children’s Literature and Film, noted the ways in which the rats of NIMH 
“minimize distinctions such as rank or even political power” and describes their society as “egalitarian.” (Ratelle, 
Animality and Children’s Literature and Film, 104). In the storybook for Bluth’s Secret of NIMH, the writer 
completely contradicts the book when they say that "Justin, the Captain of the Guard, welcomed them" (Reit, The 
Secret of NIMH Storybook, 13). It is only one of the many areas where the book and film differ. 
1 From The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (1969): “A close, careful examination or study; a 
critical, sustained look.” (Morris, The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 1168). 
1 The text reads “Mrs. Fitzgibbon,” rather than “Mr. Fitzgibbon.” 
1 From The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (1969): “subside… To sink to a lower or normal 
level.” (Morris, The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 1283). 
  



The Marketplace 

1 Robert Conly loved music from childhood. He attended college to study music, but decided he couldn’t become a 
performer after his first public recital. He called the the 1940s performance “the most nerve-racking[sic] 
experience” he’d ever had. However, his love for music remained, and in the 1940s, he worked for Newsweek’s 
music department. (“Robert L. Conly Dies; Editor for Geographic.”) 

1  
                       Examples of radios from the 1950s and 1960s.  
1 In a study published in the academic journal PLos Biology called “Music to Her Ears? Male Mice Sing an Ultrasonic 
Tune” scientists observed that mice ”have a gift for song.”  (“Music to Her Ears? Male Mice Sing an Ultrasonic 
Tune.”) 
1 Brown Rats play both among themselves and with human companions. They can even be taught tricks. 
1 Beef liver is recommended by some pet rat owners as a good source of protein. Protein is especially important for 
young and growing rats. 
1 Rats are “neophobic.” This means they are especially cautious around anything new or changed in their 
environment.  
 
  



In the Cage 

 
1 One need only look at the prevalence of mice vs. rats in popular culture to see that Nicodemus’s belief is 
substantiated. Although since Mrs. Frisby, pet rats have become more common and movies like Ratatouille have 
painted rats in a more appealing light, mice have long been more acceptable. Mickey Mouse and Mighty Mouse, 
for example, had long been positive figures by Conly’s time, and children’s books are full of benevolent mice. 
1 Both mice and rats communicate. According to the book Evolution of the House Mouse, these mice 
“communicate using ultrasonic vocalizations.”(Macholan et al., Evolution of the House Mouse, 253). One of Conly’s 
articles for National Geographic Magazine focused on dolphins, including communication among the aquatic 
mammals. In a letter to Conly from University of California Assistant Professor Jarvis Bastian, the scientist tells 
Conly: “With regard to the first point, you already clearly appreciate that the question of dolphin communication is 
note at issue in this work. It's perfectly clear that dolphins communicate, as do all animals having any social life.” 
Conly’s article and communications related to it all show a deep and emotional appreciation for the animals. 
(Conly, “Robert Conly Editorial Files.”) 
1 In his 1962 book, Mankind Evolving, Theodosius Dobzhanasky comments extensively on the changes that occur in 
Norway Rats over generations of domestication. Changes include less active thyroid glans, smaller adrenal glands, 
smaller brains, and exhibit less aggression. “Norway rats (Rattus norvegicus) have been kept in laboratories since 
sometime between 1840 and 1850,” Dobzhanasky explains. He then indicates part of the reason these changes 
occurred was because  “[t]he laboratory rat is entirely dependent on "the protected state of the laboratory where 
food, water, mates, and shelter are provided, and the struggle for survival no longer exists” (Dobzhanasky, 
Mankind Evolving, 326.). This language is reminiscent of Nicodemus’s later concerns about how easy their lives had 
become while living off the Fitzgibbon farm. 
1 Pointless, hopeless. 
1 In Conly’s only book published for an adult audience, A Report from Group 17, the lead antagonist is a former 
Nazi doctor by the name of Dr. Helmuth Schutz. Dr. Schutz is working on a biological weapon and, early in the 
book, the reader learns that Schutz wants human subjects to test on. There may be an oblique reference to Dr. 
Josef Mengele in the characters of Dr. Schutz and his assistant, Georg Wolter. 
1 It is especially in this part of Mrs. Frisby and the Rats of NIMH that the differences between the book and the Don 
Bluth movie, Secret of NIMH, are starkly apparent. In the film, the doctors are portrayed as an extreme stereotype 
of “mad scientists” and the experiments are portrayed as torture. Conly’s work offers subtle commentary on the 
practice of laboratory experimentation. As Paula T. Connolly says in “Frisby-Turned-Brisby: The Resolution of 
Ambiguity in The Secret of NIMH,” Bluth’s “vision erases O'Brien's views of community, ambiguity and moral 
complexity.”( Connolly, “Frisby-Turned-Brisby: The Resolution of Ambiguity in The Secret of NIMH,” 79) 
1 Lab pellets or lab blocks were created to provide an ideal set of nutrients to maintain the health of laboratory 
rats. They come in different varieties, such as those that contain more protein for young and growing rats. 
Although primarily used by laboratories, pet rat owners also buy lab blocks for their pets because of the balanced 
nutrition. 
1 A control group is a group that is used to compare/contrast the results of an experiment or treatment. In this 
case, the control group is not receiving any kind of treatment, however, to make the experience between the A, B, 
and C groups as alike as possible, they give the control the same brief experience of pain the other groups 
experience by simply using the needle to create a pain similar to those experienced by the groups receiving 
injections. 
1 John B. Calhoun was not doing the kind of work Conly describes in Mrs. Frisby when he visited Calhoun’s lab. At 
the time of Conly’s visit, Calhoun was working on his population studies. However, at the time of the movie, Secret 
of NIMH, the experiments at NIMH more closely resembled those described by Conly. (“Rats! The Real Secret of 
NIMH: The Magic Inside the Local Laboratories Where the Rodents Are Getting Smarter.”) 
1 Despite antagonistic reactions from some in the scientific community, Mrs. Frisby is not anti-science. Catherine L, 
Elick, in Talking Animals in Children’s Fiction comments on how the book actually supports science in many ways: 
“The good that science can accomplish is also recognized. After all, Mr. Ages's medical expertise that saves 
Timothy's life, Arthur the rat's engineering skills that save Mrs. Frisby's cinder block home, and the rats' grand 
plans for a life based on farming all depend upon a knowledge of science.” (Elick, Talking Animals in Children’s 
Fiction, 217). 



1 The reason Dr. Schultz seems surprised/exasperated at Julie’s statement is because male and female rats are 
easily discerned from one another due to the size of the exterior reproductive organs borne by the male rat. 
1 This passage may remind some readers of Daniel Keyes’s book, Flowers for Algernon (1966). In that book, a 
successful experiment on increasing the intelligence of mice leads scientists to try to do the same for a mentally 
disabled man, Charlie Gordon. The experiment works, however, they learn, through the mouse, Algernon, that the 
effect is only temporary. The story tells the experience of Charlie Gordon, the book ending with the man 
requesting that someone leave flowers on the grave of Algernon. 
1 Graduate students typically work as laboratory assistants for a primary investigator as they progress toward their 
degree. 
1 Electrified floors/screens are also present in Conly’s first published book, The Silver Crown. In The Silver Crown, 
electrified floors are used as ways to “train” or “treat” captured children to behave in the ways desired by the dark 
King and the Hieronymus Machine. In one scene, one of the dark King’s minions is being punished on a large 
“screen.” The passage reads: “The man on the screen was running feebly from side to side, as if he wanted to climb 
the low fence that surrounded it. But each time he reached the fence, something seemed to pluck him back, so 
that he turned blindly and ran the other way.” (O’Brien, The Silver Crown,270) 

 
                          A hypodermic needle. 
1 DNA and genetic engineering were new and hot topics beginning in the 1960s. According to Jon Turney in the 
book Frankenstein's Footsteps: Science, Genetics and Popular Culture, the concepts of “the notion that life might 
be created by synthesizing DNA and its forms by altering DNA - were major motifs in the discursive literature about 
molecular biology which grew up from the beginning of the 1960s.” (Turney, Frankenstein’s Footsteps: Science, 
Genetics and Popular Culture, 145.) 
1 The manipulation of DNA was a source of both amazement and solemn concern in the 1960s United 
States. In 1969, the United States Senate’s Committee on Labor and Public Welfare, Special 
Subcommittee on the National Science Foundation, released a report by the name of “Chemical and 
Biological Weapons; Some Possible Approaches for Lessening the Threat and Danger.” In the report,  
concerns about the scientific elite’s knowledge of “the implications of DNA, molecular biology and gene 
manipulation, but they know also that the intensive work on the practical applications of such 
knowledge is going on in the "defence" laboratories or under contract.” (Library of Congress. Science 
Policy Research Division and United States. Congress. Senate. Committee on Labor and Public Welfare. 
Special Subcommittee on the National Science Foundation, Chemical and Biological Weapons; Some 
Possible Approaches for Lessening the Threat and Danger, 58) 
 

  



A Lesson in Reading 

1 The average lifespan for the Brown Rat in the wild is about one year, although they can live up to four years in 
captivity. (Wilson, Lacher Jr, and Mittermeyer, Handbook of the Mammals of the World, 829). 
1 In 1965, scientist Bentley Glass spoke of such a concept in his McNair Lectures: “A man of seventy years, unless 
exceptionally devoted to learning, was educated in a world of fifty years ago, a world of unbelievable cultural 
antiquity in terms of all we do and prize today. Man has thus worked himself into an evolutionary dilemma of 
appalling dimensions. He must, to save himself, develop new was of prolonging education throughout life, of 
renewing it periodically, and of retaining his mental educability; or else he must curb the impetuous and probably 
uncontrollable forces of scientific and technological enterprise.” Glass, Science and Ethical Values, 73-74. This 
statement is an interesting one in terms of Dr. Schultz’s goal of extending the rats’ intellectual capacity and 
lifespan.  
1 Publishing in scientific journals is important for research scientists as it helps to build their reputations. Scientific 
journals are typically read by other practitioners in the same field.  

 
An example of a 1950s tape recorder. The model used by Dr. Schultz would be more advanced. 
1 There are different schools of thought surrounding scientific and other research. Some advocate open access 
while others believe that research can and should be kept secret at the investigator’s discretion. This becomes a 
more pronounced issue when the research is funded by public monies. Some delays in the release of information, 
as in cases of an investigation still in progress, are possible; for example, graduating Ph.D. students may request 
embargos on the release of the dissertations to the public for a set number of years. The issue of secret research is 
taken on in a different way in Conly’s book A Report from Group 17. In that book, the antagonists are working in a 
secret bioweapons laboratory. That book raises questions regarding the possibility of dangerous research 
conducted under the auspices of self-defense. 
1 Unlike the earlier maze experiments, these experiments show that the rats are sometimes rewarded for 
completing the desired tasks. In this way, the reader may be more inclined to think of scientists B.F. Skinner who 
became famous for his conditioning of rats and for theorizing on how to apply his results to human behavior. 
Conly’s first book, The Silver Crown, offers what seems to be direct criticism of such ideas, with the highly 
structured dark King’s world bearing some resemblance to the world of Skinner’s Walden Two. In the 1960s, 
Skinner was promoting “the teaching machine,” a way to teach children via “computerized” learning and using 
rewards as an incentive for correct answers. 
1 During the 1960s, computers were not yet a part of everyday life. 
1 Rats, like many other tailed animals, use their tails for balance. 
1 From The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (1969): “astute…Keen in judgment: crafty.” 
(Morris, The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 82). 
1 From The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (1969): “consternation…Sudden confusion, 
amazement, or frustration.” (Morris, The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 285). 
1 This is more true of city rats than rats in the wilderness. Outside of cities, rats will often forage for their own food, 
while they aren’t averse to visiting a birdfeeder or any other refuse left outside unsecured. 



1 Here is one of the references that most vividly brings comparisons to Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein to the reader’s 
mind. In this case, the rats and mice of NIMH are Dr. Schultz’s creations. 
1 In real life, mice have good reason to be afraid of rats: rats will predate on mice. As stated in The 
Handbook of the Mammals of the World: Volume 7 – Rodents, rats are “very opportunistic ominvores 
and eat a wide variety of fruits, seeds, vegetation, carrion, birds small mammals, invertebrates, and 
human trash.” (Wilson, Lacher Jr, and Mittermeyer, Handbook of the Mammals of the World, 829). 

  



The Boniface Estate 

1 Here again is a passage that echoes Frankenstein. Dr. Frankenstein’s creation laments that he is not accepted by 
others and has no other like him.  

 
                            Wrought iron gates. 

1  
                      A padlocked door. 
1 Encyclopedias were once fairly common in American life. Encyclopedias contained a wealth of information on a 
multitude of subjects. They were usually many volumes in length, with topics listed alphabetically. The advent of 
the Internet has rendered these obsolete. 
  



The Main Hall 

1 Mrs. Frisby’s ability to save her son is dependent on the interaction of many different animals – it is a 
message lost in the 1982 film, Secret of NIMH. As stated by Paula T. Connolly, Conly’s book shows the 
importance of cooperation. “O'Brien's depiction of Frisby is built upon his vision that in a dangerous 
world, survival requires networks based on interdependencies.” (Connolly, “Frisby-Turned-Brisby: The 
Resolution of Ambiguity in The Secret of NIMH," 77.) 
1 From The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (1969): “bungle…To work or act 
ineptly or inefficiently.” (Morris, The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 176). 

 
                Blackberry bramble. 

 
                                                       Tap roots 



 
          Picture of the type of harness plow that may be referred to in the book. 

1  
                                                   Horses pulling a plow 
1 In Conly’s Newberry acceptance speech, the author credited the book This Simian World as one of his inspirations 
for Mrs. Frisby and the Rats of NIMH. The book, by Clarence Day, is both a serious and humorous account of Day’s 
musings on the makeup of civilizations created by other animals, as well as a social commentary on human 
behavior examined through the lens of simian origins. 
11 In the Science News article called “The (Real) Secret of NIMH,” released after the movie Secret of NIMH, author 
Herbert Wray tells readers that “the (real) secret of NIMH is that he did indeed create a colony of cultivated rats - 
rats, Calhoun says, with "values" as high as any human values.” (Herbert, “The (Real) Secret of NIMH.”) 
1 By the time in which Conly wrote Mrs. Frisby, germs (bacteria) were no longer considered part of the animal 
kingdom. They became part of a new kingdom by the name of Monera in 1938 and the categorization remained in 
place in 1969, when the five-kingdom system came into being. In 1998, bacteria gained their own kingdom in a six-
kingdom system. Finally, in 2015, bacteria retained their sole kingdom status in a seven-kingdom system. 
1 This stark difference in the valuation of rats and mice is evident in the conditions of the Animal Welfare Act, first 
put into effect in August 24, 1966. Under this Act, rats and mice are not considered “animals,” and are therefore 
not given the protections in laboratories given to other “charismatic” animals. (Birds are also excluded from this 
protection.) 



1 Nicodemus’s statement here has new meaning in the twenty-first century. The true causes for the virulence of 
the Black Death have come into greater question since the time of Mrs. Frisby’s release. One scientific study 
proposes that their models show that human, not rodent, parasites were responsible for the spread of the disease. 
They claim that their models fit “mortality curves from nine outbreaks in Europe better than models for 
pneumonic or rodent transmission.” They go on to say that their “results support that human ectoparasites were 
primary vectors for plague during the Second Pandemic, including the Black Death (1346-1353), ultimately 
challenging the assumption that plague in Europe was predominantly spread by rats.” (Katharine R Dean et al., 
“Human Ectoparasites and the Spread of Plague in Europe during the Second Pandemic.”) 
1 This seems to be a reference to Calhoun’s “Behavioral Sink” experiments. It is important to note, however, that 
Calhoun’s results were often taken out of context to support dystopian/negative assertions not intended by 
Calhoun. Calhoun never proposed that urban crowding directly resulted in violence, and his work often focused on 
the need for diversity, compassion, and creativity as ways to combat some of the negative outcomes of urban 
crowding and poverty. For one discussion about how some of how Calhoun’s results were misrepresented in their 
spread through information networks, read Edward Ramsden’s “Travelling facts about crowded rats : rodent 
experimentation and the human sciences” in How Well Do Facts Travel? : The Dissemination of Reliable 
Knowledge.  
1 Here, Conly is referring to a chapter in Loren Eisely’s book The Immense Journey. Eiseley’s opening chapter details 
the scientist’s observations of “Prairie Dog Town” and his theorizations on how rodent and human evolution may 
have influenced one another. In one particular passage, Eiseley suggests that “It is conceivable that except for the 
invasion of the rodents, the primate line might even have abandoned the trees. We might be on the grass, you and 
I, barking in the high-plains sunlight. It is true we came back in fifty million years with cunning hands and the eyes 
that the tree world gave us, but was it victory?“(Eiseley, The Immense Journey, 6.) Eiseley’s reference to “prairie 
dog town” may have been a tip of the hat to John Arthur King’s whose dissertation, “Social Behavior, Social 
Organization, and Population Dynamics in a Black-Tailed Prairie Dog Town in the Black Hills of South Dakota,” 
became part of King’s pivotal work in the field of animal behavior. 
1 Conly, in this passage, seems to be indicating that stagnancy in evolution results in a loss of advantage to the 
species. However, in terms of the preservation of the species, advancement in intellectual/physical capabilities 
does not necessarily translate into a disadvantage. In scientist Bentley Glass’s 1965 work, Science and Ethical 
Values, the scientist presents this perception of ‘evolution’ as follows: “One animal may find a niche in the 
environment where conditions fluctuate little and where food is abundant, and over eons it will undergo no 
sensible change. Another species, in a highly variable environment and subjected to great interspecific 
competition, may evolve with astonishing rapidity in a million or even a few hundred thousand years. Survival 
values are not at all the same for these two species, and who is to say which one is better or more successful in 
absolute terms?” Glass, Science and Ethical Values, 71-72. 
1 Note that Conly includes humans as “animals” in this passage.  
1 While it is impossible to know the full motivations for an animal’s behavior, mice will, for example, bury their 
dead. This may be a self-protective measure: burying the dead will prevent predators from finding the other mice. 
Within John B. Calhoun’s files at the National Library of Medicine is a poem about an elderly female mouse near 
death: “The Old Lady.” In background notes for the poem, Calhoun states that due to the behavioral breakdown, 
what he called “universal autism,” this particular mouse (“over 100 years of age in human terms “) was dying 
unattended. In his notes he adds that: “At optimal density associates frequently initiate burial prior to the 
cessation of breathing.” (Calhoun, “John B. Calhoun Papers.”) 
1 From The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (1969): “tinker…1. A traveling mender of metal 
household utensils. 2. A person who enjoys repairing and experimenting with machine parts.” (Morris, The 
American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 1347.) 
 

  



Thorn Valley 

1 Nicodemus’s description of this “creeping disease” may remind a reader of Alexis de Tocqueville’s famous work 
Democracy in America (1841). In the book, de Tocqueville warns that “Materialism, among all nations, is a 
dangerous disease of the human mind; but it is more especially to be dreaded among a democratic people because 
it readily amalgamates with that vice which is most familiar to the heart under such circumstances. Democracy 
encourages a taste for physical gratification; this taste, if it become excessive, soon disposes men to believe that all 
is matter only; and materialism, in its turn, hurries them on with mad impatience to these same delights; such is 
the fatal circle within which democratic nations are driven round” (Tocqueville Democracy in America / by Alexis de 
Tocqueville ; Translated by Henry Reeve ; with an Original Preface and Notes by John C. Spencer, 154). 
1 Naming the woman “Mrs. Jones” is almost certainly intentional. “Keeping up with the Joneses” was a phrase used 
to describe the ways in which families would buy more and more materialistic goods to “keep up” with the number 
of goods bought and displayed by their neighbors. 
1 In a book included in John B. Calhoun’s collection of papers at the National Library of Medicine, The Technological 
Society by Jacques Ellul, there is a passage about this nature of technology: “A large city supposes a concentration 
of the means of transport, air control, traffic organization, and so on. Each of these permits the city to grow even 
larger and promotes new technical advances. For example, to make housework easier, garbage-disposal units have 
been put into use which allow the garbage to run off through the kitchen sinks. The result is enormous pollution of 
the rivers. It is then necessary to find some new means of purifying the rivers so that water can be used for 
drinking. A great quantity of oxygen is required for the bacteria to destroy these organic materials And how shall 
we oxygenate the rivers? This is an example of the way technology engenders itself.” (Ellul, The Technological 
Society, 92) 
1 Rachel Carson’s groundbreaking book Silent Spring was published in 1962 and brought greater environmental 
awareness to the attention of the American public.  
1 Aldous Huxley commented on a similar worry about the advent of technological convenience in his late 
1920s essay, “On Making Things Too Easy.” “In our enthusiasm for simplifying means, we are tending to 
make things too easy,” Huxley states, “[t]he road has become wonderfully smooth; but the travelers, 
made flabby by the effortlessness of their journey, lack strength to push on toward remoter goals” (55). 
1 Squirrels use their tail movements and vocalizations to warn other squirrels of danger. 
1 “It seems likely that the character of Nicodemus may have been inspired in part by a rat in Doctor 
Doolittle’s Zoo. In a story called “The Volcano Rat,” the leader of the rat and mice complain of how he 
fears “rat and mouse civilization” may regress due its proximity to humans and their technology. He calls 
the rats and mice who want to continue to live in this way “parasites,” a description that resembles 
Nicodemus’ assertion that to stay on the Fitzgibbon farm would make the rats like fleas on a drowning 
dog.  The story also includes a white mouse – a possible inspiration for Mr. Ages. However, Conly’s book 
takes the story much farther, making a far more comprehensive commentary on the rodents’ situation, 
and, rather than leaving the story in dystopia, creates a path toward utopia in Thorn Valley.” (Silver, 
Arahshiel Rose. “The Book of Nicodemus and Other Apocrypha:  
The Works of Robert C. O’Brien as a Reflection of  Technological/Scientific Anxieties  
in 1960s American Culture,” 28) 
1 Irrigation ditches allow water to be delivered to crops when rainfall is not plentiful enough to support 
crop growth. 

  



Captured 

1 Cats rub against humans (and other objects) to transfer their scent. 

1  
                               A metal colander. 

  



Seven Dead Rats 

1 According to a 1954 pet canary guidebook, “[c]anaries have been known to live for as long as fifteen years, but 
the average life span is about eight years.” (Newby, Canary Tips, 29) 
1 Even though some articles suggested that wild mice could be kept as pets, such as the March 1941 Boston Globe 
article “Field and Wood Mice as Pets,” trapping wild mice is stressful for the animals and not recommended. 
(Richard Headstrom, “Field and Wood Mice as Pets.”) 
1 Although concerns about the ethics of keeping animals in zoos are more widespread in the twenty-first century, 
Conly is raising questions about the practice of keeping wild animals in captivity in Mrs. Frisby not only in terms of 
laboratory animals, but even as pets. Zoos were, however, at the time, becoming more and more aware of the 
care needed to bring wild animals into captivity. In a 1965 book called Animals in Captivity, author Philip Street 
assures the reader that: “[c]onsideration for the health of an animal begins long before it is put on exhibition, at 
the time it is caught. The manner in which it is caught can have a profound effect on its future health, so much 
zoos take care to obtain specimens only from qualified collectors who use humane methods of capture and are 
skilled in their subsequent methods of treating their captives. (Street, Animals in Captivity, 190) In 1964, an English 
translation of a 1950 book on the topic was released, with one chapter devoted to the “Biological and 
Psychological” factors in capturing a wild animal. In the chapter animals deaths are discussed, as are methods to 
prevent them. (Hediger,  
1 Rabies is quite uncommon in rodents and according to The Laboratory Rat: Volume I – Biology and Diseases, “No 
case of human rabies in the United States has been traced to a rodent.” (Baker, Lindsey, and Weisbrith, The 
Laboratory Rat: Volume I - Biology and Diseases, 406). 
Wild Animals in Captivity) 
1 From The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (1969): “epidemic…Spreading rapidly and 
extensively among many individuals in an area. Said especially of contagious diseases.” (Morris, The American 
Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 440). 
1 Sarah Conly O’Brien commented on the attempted extermination of the rat colony in her essay “Intelligence and 
Utopia in Mrs. Frisby and the Rats of NIMH.” In it, Conly O’Brien criticizes the fact that “[t]he humans are willing to 
attack with cyanide gas a group of rats they believe to be as intelligent as themselves - to be persons, as we might 
put it - who are furthermore doing no harm.” She goes on to state: “Because the rats are a different species, the 
scientists from NIMH fail to recognize that they have as much of a right to life as humans do. (Conly O’ Brien 214)” 
The essay also provides some insight into Conly’s inspiration for Mrs. Frisby: “"My father, Robert C. O'Brien (or, as 
we knew him, Robert Conly) lived in Washington DC and visited NIMH, where he actually saw rats being tested for 
intelligence. Those rats (as far as we know) never became any smarter and never escaped to form a new 
civilization. The idea set him thinking, though, and what it seems to have made him think is that greater 
intelligence could lead to a better civilization - one where people are more egalitarian, more just, and simply more 
kind” (Conly O’Brien 205). (Conly O’Brien, “Intelligence and Utopia in Mrs. Frisby and the Rats of NIMH.”) 
 

  



 

Escape 

1 From The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (1969): “linoleum…A durable, washable material 
made in sheets by pressing a mixture of heated linseed oil, rosin, powdered cork, and pigments onto a burlap or 
canvas backing, used as a floor and counter-top covering.” (Morris, The American Heritage Dictionary of the English 
Language, 760). 
1 Rats do laugh and they enjoy being tickled. (LaFollette and Purdue University. Comparative Pathobiology, The 
Impact of Tickling Rats on Human-Animal Interactions and Rat Welfare [Electronic Resource].) 
1 The word “creatures” as emphasized here may be intended to allude to the parallels between Dr. Frankenstein’s 
creature and the creation of the rats of NIMH. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1                                                
A scarecrow. 
Scarecrows are created by stuffing human clothes full of hay or another material in order to create a “man” that 
will deter crows from eating the farmer’s crop. 
 

 
                    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1       A ship’s pulley. 
Pulleys are used to make the lifting of very heavy objects easier. 
 
  



At the Meeting 
1 Mother rats are protective of their young, although the young are weaned as early as one month old. 
Mother rats will move all babies to safety and defend young against attack, if necessary. (Wilson, Lacher 
Jr, and Mittermeyer, Handbook of the Mammals of the World, 829). 

 

  



The Doctor 

  
             Picture of current day combine harvester 

1 This shows that there was an attempt to trap the rats, even though they still used methods to kill them. 
1 According to the journal, Critical Care Nurse, “Signs and symptoms of cyanide poisoning usually occur less than 1 
minute after inhalation and within a few minutes after ingestion. Early manifestations include anxiety, headache, 
giddiness, inability to focus the eyes, and mydriasis. As hypoxia progresses, progressively lower levels of 
consciousness, seizures, and coma can occur.” (Hamel, “A Review of Acute Cyanide Poisoning with a Treatment 
Update.”) 
1 This particular passage draws attention to the sterile attitude the doctor has toward the rats. The juxtaposition of 
“perfectly healthy” and “dead” doesn’t seem to affect the doctor, but it strikes Mrs. Frisby as deeply saddening. In 
many research experiments, control animals along with the tested animals, are killed after the experiment in order 
to compare the results of the tests. 
1 There are antidotes for cyanide poisoning. In the European Journal of Emergency Medicine, at least one 
combination of ingredients come in a vial – meaning a liquid like the one Mr. Ages administers. (Anseeuw et al., 
“Antidotes for Cyanide Poisoning.”) 
1 Brown Rats exhibit empathy and will help other rats in need. In one study, for example, Brown Rats showed that 
they will help trapped companions and share treats. “When liberating a cagemate was pitted against chocolate 
contained within a second restrainer, rats opened both restrainers and typically shared the chocolate,“ says one 
study from the University of Chicago: Ben-Ami Bartal and University of Chicago. Psychology, Helping a Cagemate in 
Need: A Rodent Model of Empathically Motivated Pro-Social Behavior [Electronic Resource]. 

 
                                                       Field cress. 

  



Epilogue 

1    
                                                       Field cress. 

1   
                                      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                             Winter wheat. 
   

       
                                            Tadpoles. 
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