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time I’d been in love and I 
was taken with everything 
about him, from his looks to 
his great accent and how in 
control yet compassionate 
and gentle he was with the 
elephants. It was a very 
heady mix.

Stefano and I fell in love 
very quickly, although as we 
travelled through Spain and 
Italy our work in the circus 
left only stolen moments for 
us to be together. When I 

iding an elephant 
in a circus was 
the most exciting 
thing I’ve ever 

done. There was no rehearsal. 
My only instructions were, 
“Hold on and do what the 
other girls do!” 

As we bounced through 
the velvet curtains into the 
spotlights, with all the 
trumpets and applause, it 
was hard to pay attention to 
what anyone else was doing. 
With pink beads popping from 

my costume and Raya the 
elephant’s sandpaper hide 
and quill-like hairs shredding 
my fishnets, it was all I could 
do not to fall off!

Luckily Raya knew her 
routine well. As she danced 
and twirled, it was like being 
on a rollercoaster that wasn’t 
on a track. I had no idea 
which way she was going or 
what she was going to do.

When the 15-minute act 
was over, I couldn’t feel my 
fingers, I couldn’t feel my 
thighs, and I couldn’t wipe 
the smile off my face!

Running away with a circus 
wasn’t an ambition of mine 
when I set off on a back-
packing tour of Europe in my 
early 20s. I met some street 
performers in Amsterdam 
and we decided to busk our 
way down to Spain.

One day, the juggler saw a 
sign for a circus. He decided 
to join and asked me to go 
along to translate. As it 
turned out, he only stayed a 
couple of days. An elephant 
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stomped on his clubs and 
crushed them. 

I stayed as a dancer 
because I’d fallen in love with 
Stefano, the handsome young 
Italian who looked after the 
elephants. The moment I 
saw him in the ring I couldn’t 
take my eyes off him.

We were introduced after 
the show because he was 
the only one there who could 
speak English, and hit it off 
straight away. It was the first 

wasn’t dancing or riding an 
elephant, my job was 
preparing dinner for the 
other animals, including a 
llama, buffalo, antelope and 
emus. My favourite was 
Baros the giraffe, who was 
the most beautiful creature 
I’ve ever seen.

Among the colourful 
human characters were the 
tiger trainer who proudly 
showed his scars to everyone 
he met, and Moira Orfei, the 
famous and fearsome circus 
matriarch who would fine you 
if you hung your washing up 
in public – you had to hide it 
in the back of a lorry.

The scariest thing I did was 
swim twice daily in a tank 
with two large sharks. But at 
that time in my life I was 
chasing adventure and once 

I got over my initial fear it 
was exhilarating.

The most dangerous job 
in the circus was Stefano’s: 
working with the elephants. 
When you first meet them, 
they don’t know how you’re 
going to treat them, so they 
test you. One time, the head 
trainer looked away for 10 
seconds. An elephant 
grabbed Stefano and pulled 
him beneath her. He saw her 
foot above his head. The 
trainer looked back, called 
the elephant’s name and she 
stopped. A few more seconds 
and she might have killed him. 

It didn’t deter Stefano. He 
loved the elephants and 
worked hard until he won 
their respect and formed a 
very special relationship with 
them. Neither Stefano nor I 

were real circus people and I 
don’t think either of us could 
have lived that life forever, 
but I’ll always be grateful for 
my big top adventure.

Now, 20 years later, 
Stefano and I run a business 
repairing espresso machines. 
We’re together 24 hours a 
day; I don’t think we’d be able 
to do that and have the great 
relationship we do if it hadn’t 
been for our circus days.

We had only stolen 
moments together

R

Riding the elephant was like being on  
a rollercoaster that wasn’t on a track

Kathleen’s backpacking tour led her to 
a stint in the circus… and her soulmate

Love in the Elephant Tent by 
Kathleen Cremonesi is 
available from Amazon.co.uk with a 
portion of the proceeds going 
to the Elephant Nature Park in 
Thailand and the Elephant 
Sanctuary in Hohenwald, 
Tennessee.
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Stefano with his 
beloved elephants

1    The word circus 
dates from Roman 

arenas such as the 
Circus Maximus.

2 The modern circus 
was invented in 

London by trick 
horse-rider Philip Astley 
in 1768.

3 A standard circus 
ring is 42 feet in 

diameter.

4 The 2015 Worldwide 
Circus Summit is 

being held this month 
in Massachusetts.

5 Elephants in Ringling 
Bros circus are said 

to live 60-70 years.

6 Leotards are named 
after the father of  

the flying trapeze, Jules 
Leotard.

7 The word jumbo, 
meaning large, 

comes from Jumbo, an 
11-foot-tall circus 
elephant.

8 The first circus 
elephant appeared at 

Covent garden in 1810.

9 Charlie Cairoli was 
the first clown to 

appear on TV’s This Is 
Your Life.

10 The circus theme 
music is called 

Entrance of the 
gladiators.

10 CiRCus FACts


