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INTRODUCTION


A NEW FORM OF GOODNESS


FEW PICTURES OF a late nineteenth-century American city street lack a horse. Engravings of boulevards and promenades usually feature a scattered herd of them, pulling carriages and trolleys. When social reformers captured life for the city’s other half, we see horse- and mule-drawn wagons densely packed in market street traffic, as thick as today’s cabs and city buses.


But these sepia-tinted images offer only a suggestive glimpse of the earthy ecology of a horse-powered city—the mountains of manure, the ammonia tang of horse piss, the swarms of flies and sparrows flourishing in the scattered grain of the horse’s wake.


Although horses are abundant in the visual record passed down by our Victorian ancestors, we less often see reminders of the many other animals living and dying in the Gilded Age city—the herds of cattle and swine stirring the dust of urban stockyards, the wagonloads of trussed lambs and calves bouncing on the cobblestones, the bleats and squeals of these animals in city slaughterhouses as they faced the butcher’s blade, the dripping wagons of guts hauled to the rendering plants.


In backyards and the vacant lots on the city’s margins, many people still raised their own animals. A stroll through these districts would reveal milk cows in dark tenement alleys, pigs rooting through garbage in the streets, geese and chickens harried by the packs of stray dogs that took refuge in these enclaves. A health inspector surveying such a neighborhood in Upper Manhattan described people and their animals packed close, as if sharing a railroad car in rush hour. “Men, women, and children, dogs, cows, pigs, goats, geese, ducks and chickens are almost promiscuously mixed together,” he reported. “The street is rank with filth and stench, and the consequence is that mortality holds high carnival there.”1


Coping with the sheer number of these animals posed great challenges. Consider, for example, the final destination of so many of them. In New York that was the “rendering dock” on the East River. Each year, massive cauldrons boiled the remains of four thousand horses, hundreds of hog and sheep carcasses, five thousand cats and dogs, and over a hundred thousand pounds of guts and spoiled meat from the city’s many slaughterhouses and butcher shops. While some of the noxious gases bubbling out of this charnel broth vented into the river, neighbors complained of an “invisible miasmatic vapor” strong enough to kill wharf rats. Wagonloads of scraps and bones were carted off for fertilizer, returning as food in city markets, while the fatty residue skimmed from the vats provided grease that kept the gears and belts of the city’s factories turning.2


For as long as humans have gathered in cities, animals have been a ubiquitous and seemingly inevitable part of urban life. As more people squeezed into an ever more crowded and industrial space in post–Civil War America, their need for animals only grew—for energy and food, companionship and entertainment. At the same time, the animals in their midst came to be seen as a problem. As the health inspector’s complaint suggests, animals contributed to the nuisances and hazards of stench, filth, and disease. Horses provided essential power to build and run the city, but the culture’s new drive for sanitation and efficiency inspired the search for machines that promised an end to this ancient partnership. The same quest for cleanliness and economy made livestock shipping and butchering an urban problem, one that some entrepreneurs began to solve by building meat processing factories and refrigerated railcars, an early step in the development of our modern factory farming system. As scientists and health reformers linked disease and dirt, urban animals came to look like a health hazard. Those working to sanitize the modern city decided that humans would be best served by sweeping them from their streets.


At the same time that Gilded Age Americans searched for ways to banish many beasts from their midst, they forged intense bonds of affection for their pets, the origin of our own obsession. Importers peddled colorful songbirds, dog shows fed a public fascination with purebreds, new shops catered to swelling demand for fancy collars and fish bowls, and moralists praised pet care as a character-building exercise for the young.


Over decades, these trends contributed to what one historian has called a “great separation” between humans and animals, an alienation that has relegated most of our own urban animals to one of two categories—the pets we love or the pests we exterminate.3 To this we might add a few more modern encounters with animals: the ones that float by on endless cable streams of nature shows, others trapped behind the bars of the city zoo, and those cuts of meat wrapped in plastic in the grocer’s case. The urban industrial world that emerged in the nineteenth century changed the human relationship with animals in profound ways, a transition provoked by technological revolution but mediated by men and women who organized for the first time to protect animals from the worst abuses of human exploitation.4


MORALISTS AND PREACHERS IN THE late nineteenth century often bemoaned the bad behavior they associated with city life. Once Americans left their farms and small towns to join the city’s anonymous crowd, they seemed vulnerable to their worst impulses. True enough, Gilded Age cities struggled with many alarming social problems absent or less obvious in rural America—a growing gap between rich and poor, pollution and disease, crime, racial and ethnic conflict.


And the abuse of animals.


But the Gilded Age city also spawned the animal welfare movement that remains an essential part of our cultural inheritance from the nineteenth century. The dense visual environment of city life stimulated the consciences of many people who could not look away from the animal suffering in their midst. Quite suddenly, thousands of men and women decided that cruelty was not an inevitable feature of human life but a moral problem to be solved. In the first decades after the Civil War, they formed hundreds of chapters of the new Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (SPCA). Joining forces in a nationwide movement, they insisted that animals enjoyed at least this right, to be free from the “unnecessary pain” inflicted by human cruelty. Their defense of animals was greeted with a mix of applause and mockery, and resistance from those who resented this interference with their economic interests, comforts, or conveniences.5


Some of these cruelties were obvious and repugnant to all but the perpetrator. None rose to defend the teamster who pounded the skull of his horse with a rock, the boys who amused themselves by setting fire to a cat, those who abandoned their old, worn-out livestock to die of starvation. These disturbing cases were easy to condemn, and when the SPCA began to bring them to justice, the public applauded.


But those joining the animal welfare movement pushed further, provoking a rich debate over where to draw the line between acceptable use of our fellow species and immoral exploitation. Their reform crusade targeted not only the bad behavior of a few “cruelists” but also the animal suffering woven into common practice. They forced their neighbors to consider the way livestock was shipped to market and trolley horses were pushed to the limits of their strength, the way the city coped with stray dogs and how it kept exotic animals in zoo cages, and the medical use of animal bodies to serve human health. Here is the origin of many of our own quandaries over what we owe to other species.


No person in nineteenth-century America pushed the bounds of this public debate over animal rights as far as Henry Bergh. In 1866 he founded New York’s American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA), the nation’s first animal anticruelty organization, and successfully promoted an anticruelty law that became a model for similar legislation across the country. Over the next two decades, as Bergh and his allies worked to enforce this new law, he became the highest lightning rod in every stormy clash over animal rights. The claims Bergh made on behalf of animals challenged his society’s long-standing assumption that animals were property, objects with no rights that humans were bound to respect.


As Bergh did battle with teamsters and turtle dealers, circus managers and cockfighters, butchers and surgeons, many of his opponents defended their behavior by challenging the man’s motivations. Why did Bergh hate humanity so? they asked. Deflecting criticism of their own behavior, they declared him a fanatic, a monomaniac, a traitor to his own species.


But others came to embrace Henry Bergh as a prophet, a moral visionary who saw more clearly than anyone that their society’s relationship to animals was rife with abuse, rationalized by self-interest. To those who joined the animal welfare movement in these first decades, the SPCA championed “a new form of goodness.” All of civilization’s remarkable material progress would count for little, they believed, unless matched by a revolution in morals. Bergh found allies in Boston and Philadelphia, where other charismatic leaders were just months behind New York in founding their own societies. Each organization enjoyed the moral and financial support of its city’s philanthropic elite and many of its progressive-minded editors and enrolled hundreds of dues-paying members from what Bergh called “the humble walks of life.” Inspired by Bergh’s example, these men and women joined forces, hoping to help humanity become more humane.


Sometimes Bergh’s defense of animals was so sweeping and provocative that he even surprised his followers, but none doubted that he spoke most energetically on behalf of all these organized animal lovers. Journalists wondered aloud what to call these folks who rose to the defense of animals—“zoophilists”? “animaltarians”? Many decided they were followers of “Berghism.”


WORRYING ABOUT OUR OBLIGATIONS TO other species seems a very modern development, perhaps reflecting the concerns of the post-1960s environmental movement. Almost any edition of today’s newspapers reminds us that we grapple with urgent ethical, legal, and scientific questions about how we should coexist with our fellow creatures. This enormous public interest amounts to what the New York Times’s Nicholas Kristof has recently called a “humane revolution.”6 Certainly the claims for animal rights made by contemporary advocates of animal liberation push far beyond those made by Bergh and his allies. But today’s revolution, if such there is, can trace its roots back to the last third of the nineteenth century, when many thousands of Americans joined the new Societies for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. We live with both the fruits of their successes and the unresolved challenges of their failures.
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CHAPTER ONE



SOMETHING BOLD AND OUTRAGEOUS


THE VICTIMS OF the crime were mute, helpless to plead their cause even before they had been turned into soup. But the green turtles in the hold of Captain Nehemiah Calhoun’s boat had a champion in Henry Bergh, one human determined to stand up for their kind.


On a May morning in 1866, Bergh boarded the schooner Active, just arrived from Florida with a shipment of turtles for Manhattan’s Fulton Fish Market. Belowdecks, he found over a hundred large turtles stacked like living luggage. For weeks during their voyage north, the animals had been deprived of food and water. Worse still, the captain had flipped them upside down to immobilize them and had bound them together with a rope pierced through their flippers, creating wounds that still oozed after weeks at sea. In the turtles’ punctured limbs and glassy eyes, Bergh witnessed not only weeks of physical pain and deprivation but also “intellectual suffering.” He thought he saw tears falling from their eyes, dappling the deck below.1


Only a month before, Bergh had founded the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals in New York, an organization dedicated to ending humanity’s “gross ignorance, thoughtlessness, indifference, and wanton cruelty to… brute creation.” In this campaign, Bergh enjoyed the patronage of the mayor, the police chief, and scores of the city’s elite. Gathering this distinguished group in New York’s Clinton Hall on a stormy February night in 1866, Bergh had read them a manifesto that he considered a declaration of independence for brute creation. “The blood-red hand of cruelty shall no longer torture dumb beasts with impunity,” he announced. The cause was mercy, “a matter purely of conscience” that should unite all men and women of goodwill. Two dozen of New York’s leaders signed on to his declaration that night. Though Bergh proclaimed that this was “a moral question” that had “no perplexing side issues,” he would spend the next two decades discovering just how hard it was to untangle animal rights from human privileges.2


In other towns across the Northeast and Midwest, thousands of women and men would soon follow Bergh’s lead, founding their own anticruelty societies. But to friend and foe alike, he personified the movement, and the public hungered to know more about this man who took sides against his own species. “He has a tall, elegant figure,” one paper reported, “a high forehead, on which a single lock curls gracefully down in the Ciceronian style, while his otherwise classical features are modernized by a moustache and imperial. He has a melancholy air and a sad expression of the eyes, as if he were thinking constantly of the abuse of stage horses, the inhumanity to dogs, and the torture of animals to slaughter.”3


In fact, Henry Bergh was motivated not by an unusual love of animals but by a hatred of human cruelty. Fifty-three years old, he had come to this cause only recently. Heir to an industrial fortune, he had spent most of his career in a fruitless quest for literary fame. During a brief stint as a diplomat to Russia during the Civil War, Bergh had witnessed brutal treatment of horses by St. Petersburg teamsters that provoked in him something like a conversion experience. After visiting the leaders of England’s Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, founded in 1824, he returned to the United States determined to establish a similar organization and to devote his life to the eradication of cruelty to animals.4


Urged on by his influential allies and an enthusiastic press, the state legislature soon granted Bergh a charter for his new American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA), then passed a law he had drafted, making it a crime to “maliciously kill, maim, wound, torture, or cruelly beat any horse, mule, ox, cattle, sheep or other animal.”5


Bergh’s law, amended and strengthened a year later, was not the nation’s first attempt to grant animals some legal protection against human abuse. Puritans in colonial Massachusetts prohibited “Tiranny or Crueltie towards any Bruite Creature which are usually kept for man’s use.” And before 1866, twenty states and territories had passed anticruelty laws, focusing on the protection of livestock. Because these laws were rarely enforced, Bergh crafted a much stronger enforcement mechanism. The statute empowered his ASPCA to appoint its own “agents,” badge-wearing officers who were authorized to intervene in acts of animal cruelty, to call on police to enforce the law, and even to make their own arrests. This proved to be one of the law’s most important innovations, empowering Bergh not only to plead for better behavior but also to demand it. This law had teeth.6
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Henry Bergh launches New York’s ASPCA in 1866.
Source: Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, March 24, 1866








The new animal welfare law also covered a much wider range of creatures, not just those that some human claimed as household property. New York promised to defend “any living creature” from cruelty. As historian Susan Pearson puts it, the statute “made the crime consist more clearly of violence against animals themselves rather than the violation of property rights or disruption of the public order.” As Bergh interpreted his own law, that included the right of turtles to be protected from unnecessary pain.7


Thus, Bergh considered Captain Calhoun a rank criminal for shipping his turtles in an “unnatural” position that seemed obviously cruel. But Calhoun protested his innocence, explaining that this was standard practice in the trade and the least harmful way to transport them. Their backs’ hard carapace protected them from the damage they would otherwise inflict on their softer bellies as they flailed for their freedom in the hold of a ship.


Bergh was not buying it. Exercising his authority under the new anticruelty law, he ordered two policemen to arrest the captain and his entire crew. The patrician Bergh—likely sporting his usual top hat and cane—led the disgruntled fishermen to the city court and jail known as The Tombs. There they would face a strange new kind of justice, a law that Bergh felt sure had granted even reptiles bound for the soup pot some measure of rights. A parade of curious bystanders trailed behind the animals’ champion and his prisoners—“a motley crowd,” in Bergh’s opinion, “of loafers and ruffians.”


Long a staple source of fresh meat for sailors, turtles had the misfortune in the nineteenth century of pleasing the palates of wealthy Europeans and Americans, who found the gelatinous “green fat” under the turtle’s shell a particular delicacy. Among the various edible species, gourmands particularly hungered after the green turtle, a seagrass feeder that commonly grew to four or five hundred pounds, and sometimes twice that much. From Nicaragua to the Carolinas, hunters used nets and spears to capture thousands of these migratory animals each year. Or, when female turtles left the safety of the sea to lay their eggs on a moonlit beach, hunters capsized them, then either butchered them at their leisure or hauled them to holding pens before sending them on the long voyage to northern markets.8


Wealthy men in New York expressed their passion for turtle meat by joining “turtle clubs,” convening each season for meals in which the reptile’s flesh formed the center of every course—soups, steaks, chowders, and salads. A single restaurant in New York cooked over twenty-five thousand pounds of turtle meat each year and shipped its soup and steaks as far away as London. Since turtle dishes had become “the greatest luxury of the epicure,” as one observed, no friend of the animals could hope to disrupt the trade. “Turtles must and will be had.”9


When Bergh arrested Captain Calhoun, he never meant to interfere with the turtle fishery. He liked to tell audiences that he was fond of turtles, but also turtle soup. Done humanely, taking an animal’s life was not an act of cruelty, as he saw it. “Otherwise the butcher exposes himself to this charge,” he reasoned, “and all who eat flesh are to a certain extent accomplices.” As he would explain countless times over the course of his career, the anticruelty law never questioned people’s right to use animals, only their right to abuse them.10


But can one abuse an animal that has no feelings? At Captain Calhoun’s trial, the defense produced an expert witness, a Dr. Howard Guernsey, who testified that the “nervous organization” of turtles was “of the very lowest order,” making them incapable of suffering. In his view, piercing the creatures’ flippers and binding them with cord made no more impression than a human would feel from a mosquito bite. The source of Guernsey’s authority to speak on the physiology of turtles was not explained in the court records, but some measure of his reliability might be found in his explanation that “dying is not as painful as toothache.” He claimed to have “never seen any person dying in agony.” From this he reasoned that, if Bergh was correct in his claim that turtles died more quickly when placed on their backs, the poor creatures might count this a blessing.11
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The well-heeled gourmands of the Hoboken Turtle Club
Source: Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, July 17, 1886








Do animals suffer when they die? Do turtles have moral and legal standing? These matters were murky enough, but the debate in Justice Hogan’s courtroom was further muddled by confusion about some basic biological concepts. As one New York paper summarized the “knotty question” at stake in the trial, “IS A TURTLE AN ANIMAL OR A FISH?” The defense’s expert, Dr. Guernsey, located them in a middle ground between crustaceans and amphibians, “like a crab, lobster or oyster.”12


Across the country, newspaper pundits chimed in with their own opinions and observations about the turtle’s body and mind. More than one suggested that, if left too long on its belly in the hold of a ship, a turtle would cut its own throat by rubbing against its lower shell. Another, who had eaten many turtles on a long sea voyage, offered the comforting suggestion that “decapitation and evisceration [were] merely viewed by these philosophical reptiles in the light of an agreeable stimulus.”13


In this early test case of the anticruelty law, Judge Hogan’s skepticism was clear. Seeking to score a point against Bergh, the judge asked him if removing turtles from the water in the first place was not an act of cruelty. Pushed to its logical conclusion, he implied, a law preventing cruelty to turtles might deprive humankind of the pleasures of their flesh. Displaying a better grasp of biology than most in the courtroom that day, Bergh explained that sea turtles were not harmed by being removed from the sea because they lived a portion of their lives on land.


Bergh ridiculed the defense’s claim that turtles were not animals but fishes. For a century, experts in the new science of comparative anatomy had been proposing competing schemes for classifying animals. But none of them doubted that turtles belonged in the reptile family, or that reptiles were animals. Like many wealthy young men in his day, Bergh had never bothered to finish college, leaving Columbia after two undistinguished years. But in court that day, he assumed the role of an exasperated expert. All of nature divides into three “kingdoms,” he lectured—animal, vegetable, mineral. If turtles are not “animal,” he asked, then which of the remaining choices might they be?14


In addition to their self-serving zoology, Captain Calhoun’s lawyers made a more plausible argument, suggesting that the new state law against cruelty to animals never aimed to include “lower” species such as turtles. Here was a valid legal question, and one that soon provoked a boisterous public debate about humanity’s moral obligation to other species. The new anticruelty law staked a radical claim that animals enjoy the right to be protected from avoidable pain and suffering. But even if humans accepted this idea in principle, did that duty extend to all creatures? Just how far down the chain of being did this protection against cruelty go? Bergh thought all the way down. When the “Great Creator” gave life to “the poor despised turtle,” He also gave it “feeling and certain rights as well as ourselves.”15


Others howled in protest. If Bergh and his followers in the ASPCA aimed to defend “all animal life,” that slippery slope would lead them to an absurd concern for the well-being of toads and crocodiles, clams and mussels—even the pernicious mosquito. “We live in an age of radicalism,” one editor complained, but “it was never contemplated that this benevolent society would look after either reptiles or vermin.”16


Not all editorial opinion ran against Bergh. Some, including Horace Greeley’s Tribune, poked fun at the crude, self-serving biological speculations of the ship captain’s lawyer and the court’s bewilderment about where to place the turtle in the animal kingdom. The editor summed up the case as turning on the question “whether a turtle is animal enough to enjoy having ropes run through its fins.” And Frank Leslie, publisher of the popular Illustrated Weekly and a valuable ally to the anticruelty movement, ran a cartoon depicting two turtles looking over a man who was bound and splayed, ready for the butcher’s knife.17


Still, most of Bergh’s allies feared that he was doing more harm than good, inviting the mockery of his “sacred cause” and distracting the public’s attention from the more obvious and pressing abuses suffered by horses, cows, and other animals “of service and use.” It was the whipping and driving of horses, cruel methods of slaughtering livestock, and malicious treatment of stray dogs that moved most hearts, including those of the legislators who passed the anticruelty laws with little debate. “The protection of cats,” another editor suggested, “should be the lowest grade of animals to which [Bergh] should give his humane attention.”18


Bergh did not take the criticism lightly. In public he fought back in a series of letters and lectures, denouncing his foes as “brutal and unthinking people.” He sincerely believed that the new law’s ban on cruelty extended even to those “lower” creatures deemed morally negligible by most. The Florida turtles, traumatized by their cruel treatment on a long sea voyage, might appear sluggish, even indifferent to their fate. But he reminded New Yorkers that in their native habitat these creatures were powerful, alert, and acutely attuned to danger—a sure sign that they understood what it means to suffer.


For Bergh, the arrest of Captain Calhoun served as a visible and controversial test case for a wider moral claim he was making in defense of all Creation. Every living thing, he insisted, demonstrates “more or less consciousness of pain.” The mangled worm wriggles in an agony that should touch the human conscience; even primitive mollusks and polyps contract, “sensitive to the slightest injury.” The 1866 turtle case, then, was just the opening salvo in Bergh’s decades-long defense of the rights of reptiles and rabbits, chickens and lobsters, an effort that produced few victories, a barrage of ridicule from the press, and a rich and brawling public tussle over the boundaries of human accountability for those creatures that Bergh called “Our Dumb Slaves.”19


But Bergh’s arrest of Captain Calhoun was motivated less by his cosmic empathy for all living things than by his recognition that the anticruelty movement needed publicity and that newspaper friends and foes would be helpless to resist such a curious case. “Public opinion had to be created and educated,” he later explained, “and I immediately saw that I must do something bold and outrageous.” Like many other moral crusaders before and since, Bergh concluded that it was better to provoke the press’s ridicule than to wither under its apathy. He had not, in fact, stumbled across Captain Calhoun’s shipload of turtles accidentally, but had sought them out after reading of their arrival in a local paper. He had come to the Fulton Fish Market that day searching for a “first class sensation.”20


It worked. The case provoked public conversation about the “celebrated turtle case” in every city newspaper, in columns across the country, and in the streets as well. Here was “the excitement I desired,” Bergh wrote years later. “Within a week thereafter, a million of people, had read—and for the first time thought of the matter!”21


Little of that thinking went Bergh’s way. Newspapers derided the “maudlin Bergh” for his “pathetic appeals” on behalf of lowly creatures. And a Manhattan saloon placed a large live turtle in front of its premises, cushioned on a bed of cornhusks, a pillow under its head. Above him the proprietor posted this message:




Having no desire to wound the feelings of any member of the “Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals,” or of its president, Henry Bergh, Esq., we have done what we could for the comfort of the poor turtle during the few remaining days of his life. He is appointed unto death, however, and will be served in soups and steaks on Thursday and Friday. Members of the aforesaid society and others are invited to come and do justice to his memory.22





Days later the court declared Captain Calhoun innocent. Bergh’s only consolation came when the judge dismissed a countersuit that the captain had brought against him for “malicious prosecution and false imprisonment.” Bergh greeted this ruling as vindication of the right of SPCA agents to pursue these cases, without fear of being jailed themselves. Unwittingly, when the state legislature passed the anticruelty law, it issued Bergh and his deputies a license to provoke a public conversation about the limits of human power over other animals.23 The notorious turtle case would prove to be the first of many controversies in which Bergh used his new law to challenge a use of animals that few had ever considered morally problematic.


DENIED IN COURT, BERGH APPEALED to a different tribunal, the city Board of Health, charging that cruelty to turtles turned their meat to poison. “When these animals are prepared and eaten,” he warned, “dangerous consequences to health, and even life, are likely to ensue.” But the board denied his claim that turtle torture was a “sanitary” problem. However much the long journey and brutal treatment damaged the health of the turtles, the authorities saw no reason to believe that this threatened the well-being of those who ate them.24


Unwilling to concede defeat, Bergh then wrote to Louis Agassiz, the Harvard professor widely considered the nation’s leading authority on all aspects of natural history. Bergh explained his arguments against the practice of turtle shipping and told the naturalist that the verdict in this trial had come down to the question of whether or not the turtle is “an animal so endowed with sensation that it can be the subject of cruelty.” Among his many other interests, Agassiz had written extensively on the turtle. His laboratory shelves brimmed with turtle skeletons and whole specimens pickled in alcohol, and his house and garden “quite swarmed” with live ones he enjoyed as pets, including a rare specimen captured at Walden Pond by his admirer Henry David Thoreau. As Bergh put it, “no other person can speak with equal authority” on the turtle’s true nature.25


Just back from a celebrated expedition to the Amazon, the great scientist ignored Bergh’s request, twice. But he could not evade Bergh’s third letter, which explained his plan to send a personal emissary to Agassiz’s home, asking him to come to New York to deliver a lecture on turtles. “My life is absorbed with duties,” he finally replied. A trip to New York was “out of the question.”26


After brushing off this invitation, however, he warmed to the theme and gave Bergh the vindication he sought. The turtle mongers’ rationalization that their victims did not suffer “when dragged from their natural haunts,” turned upside down, and bound together, was, the professor thought, “simply absurd.” True, Agassiz conceded, turtles could live longer than most creatures when deprived of food and water. But he insisted that placing them on their backs produced pain, and ultimately death, caused by “the unnatural pressure of parts brought into unaccustomed positions.”27


Agassiz’s liberal piety often informed his biological speculations. In a recent work, for example, he had stirred controversy by claiming that animals have immortal souls. A Heaven without animals, he reasoned, could be no wise God’s blueprint for paradise. Thus, in seeking the great professor’s expert testimony, Bergh knew he would get more than a lesson in the reptilian nervous system, and Agassiz obliged. “I need not tell you that men have always excuses enough to justify their wrong doings,” he continued in his open letter to Bergh. “So it was with the slave trade… so it is today with the turtle market; and though Black men are more likely to be protected hereafter, their former sufferings during long sea voyages are on record, and humanity shudders at the tale.” In 1866, as the nation had scarcely begun the moral reckoning of its war over slavery, Agassiz suggested that Florida’s green turtles still suffered their own “middle passage.” Echoing the sentiments of the many hundreds of men and women who joined the anticruelty movement, Agassiz portrayed the abolition of slavery as just one important step on a continuing journey of moral progress. “Whether men may ever be refined enough to feel their guilt when they torment animals remains to be seen,” he concluded, “and your society will no doubt do its share in educating them in that direction.”28


Bergh’s critics also saw a connection between abolitionism and animal rights but felt it threatened chaos instead of fostering progress. One sneered that the same radical humanitarians who had provoked the nation’s bloody civil war now agitated for both “Negro suffrage” and “the rights of pigs and poultry to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.”29 In this way, the public debate over the turtles’ feelings, their rights, and even their prospects of swimming in Heaven, carried an enormous political freight.


THOUGH CAPTAIN CALHOUN HAD “ESCAPED from the hands of justice,” Bergh remained undaunted. In 1870 he renewed his campaign to protect the turtles, arresting a man who was bouncing a wagonload of them, flipped on their backs and pierced with ropes, over the city’s cobblestone streets. This time the turtles made a court appearance. While the defendant sought bail, the alleged victims snapped at all who came near. At trial Bergh put Louis Agassiz’s letter into evidence and backed it up with court testimony from two more leading naturalists.30


Again, Bergh lost. As the New York Times reported, Judge Dowling concluded that “the turtle is a reptile, and not an animal,” and as such was not covered by a state law preventing cruelty to animals. Here the judge ignored testimony Bergh presented from a range of lawyers and legislators, all supporting his claim that the statute offered protection to “the whole brute creation.” As one attorney put it, “Anything that lives and moves is included in the word ‘creature,’ and is intended to be protected by the statute.” Dowling openly scoffed at the idea.


No paper supported Bergh’s defense of turtles. Some wondered if it had been a mistake for the state to pass a law that had given free rein to his “eccentric humanity.” Though Mr. Bergh “may be all right,” one editor reasoned, he damaged the credibility of the anticruelty movement when he failed to recognize the difference between animals and turtles. As the Herald concluded, the man’s “ill-judged zeal made humanity look very like a nuisance.”31 Many saloonkeepers and restaurant owners celebrated Bergh’s defeat by displaying live turtles in front of their establishments “in all stages of impalation.”32


Over the years, Bergh would try several more times to win a cruelty conviction against the men who shipped, displayed, and carved up turtles, without any more success. Clearly exasperated by the court’s shaky grasp of both the law and biology, and the public’s “unfeeling ridicule,” he declared that his thankless service often sent him home “with a troubled spirit to a disturbed pillow.” But he found a larger victory in this defeat. For the rest of his twenty-year career as a champion of animal rights, Bergh would tell the tale of his first notorious turtle trial. By making such a wide and shocking claim for the scope of his anticruelty law, defending the cold-blooded as well as the warm, he forced friend and foe to take notice of his organization.


As he put it, when building a movement, “Notoriety is wanted.” The turtle trials let the world know that the anticruelty movement would defend all of brute creation, not just the horses that most considered the proper subject of his work. “One thing seems to be generally admitted by the press and public,” he gushed to a friend after losing his first turtle case. “The Society is fast becoming a power in the State, for doing good and terrifying workers of cruelty.”33
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CHAPTER TWO



THE RIDDLE OF THE NINETEENTH CENTURY


NEW YORK JOURNALISTS loved to follow Henry Bergh on his daily rounds, hoping to witness a colorful faceoff between the dapper but humorless humanitarian and the city’s vivacious miscreants. One evening, for example, Bergh appeared on a wharf, watching a team of drovers curse and club a herd of cattle that they were boarding on a steamer bound for Liverpool. When the “hardest clubber” plunged a sharp goad into a steer’s hide, Bergh brandished his cane, shouting, “Don’t you dare do that again!”


“Bergh!” the man yelped. As a police officer moved in for the arrest, the culprit bounded down the gangway and leapt into the “icy Hudson.” Only after reaching the safety of a nearby rowboat did he turn back to “telegraph his defiance” by thumbing his nose at Bergh. The reporter noted that the great humanitarian could only respond with his usual “mournful gaze,” his moustaches drooping in melancholy disappointment at the pathetic failures of his fellow man.1


In many of these tales, reporters portrayed Bergh as one of his era’s fascinating fanatics, a man who gripped a good moral impulse so tightly that he was wrenching it out of shape. One newspaper declared him a “public pest,” but perhaps a necessary one. “This work very probably could not have been done,” this editor concluded, “except by a man who had got his notions of the relative importance of things so mixed up that he really believed it to be the most necessary and glorious work in the whole world.” Political satirists put him in the company of other earnest but eccentric champions of Gilded Age reform, the fanatical preachers of vegetarianism, nudism, teetotaling, and utopian socialism.2


Others saw Bergh as a moral pioneer, one whose greater sensitivity to suffering was slowly awakening his society to an entirely new way for humans to treat animals. Bergh often depicted himself in just this way, as a prophet and a martyr, misunderstood and persecuted by those blinded by ignorance and self-interest. Many who were unwilling to follow him on every crusade still admired his fervor and his willingness to take his strange war on cruelty to every barbarian. “Mr. Bergh is doing a good work,” as one editor summarized a common opinion, “and can well afford to let us laugh at him when he… is carried by his humane zeal farther than the average American is capable of following.”3


Bergh well understood the value of bringing journalists along on his rounds. Send a man to jail for beating his horse or kicking a cat, and you might, at best, reform one man. Get the story of a dramatic arrest into a New York City newspaper, and you would send a message to millions, including the readers of the many small city newspapers that reprinted the stories and that always enjoyed passing along the latest “Berghism.” The vivid tales of his confrontations on the streets of New York made him one of the city’s celebrities. Joining him on one of his patrols, a journalist reported that “almost every fourth person knows him by sight, and the whisper, ‘That’s Henry Bergh,’ follows him, like a tardy herald, wherever he goes.” Parents pulled their children aside, pointing out to them the man who is kind to dumb animals.4


To the reading public, Bergh’s membership in the city’s economic and cultural elite made his aggressive defense of dray horses and stray dogs all the more curious, his setbacks more comic, and his martyrdom more poignant. Bergh’s father, Christian, was a naval architect who owned a famous shipyard on the East River, an enterprise that had built the family fortune. Young Henry admired his father, who was known as “the honestest man in New York,” but he took little interest in continuing the family business. After dabbling in the study of law at Columbia, Henry left without a degree, married Catherine Taylor, the elegant daughter of a wealthy Englishman, and voyaged to Europe on a grand tour that lasted decades. And so, many had good reason to wonder about his sudden change of heart. Here was a man who might continue to while away his days in the great capitals of Europe; he might indulge his lifelong passion for the theater, as author and audience; he might continue to write unpublishable verse and plays that never mount; he might travel in the fashionable circles of his comfortable neighbors and remain blissful in his ignorance of the animals suffering all around him. Instead, at the age of fifty-three, he put on his “high boots,” wading into the muck and ruckus of New York’s seamy streets, determined to confront the city’s “cruelists.”5
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Henry Bergh, circa 1870
Source: Library Company of Philadelphia








BERGH’S DAILY SPARRING WITH CRUEL men on the streets of New York was not the first time that the stress of a moral crisis had roused him to civic action. When Southern states seceded from the Union in 1860, Bergh joined a committee to raise money to purchase cannons for the army. Like many other Northern Republicans, he dearly hoped the war would soon deliver a sound thrashing to the slaveholding secessionists. But privately he went much further, longing for a military coup in Washington to overthrow the incoming Lincoln administration. To him, the crisis proved that the greatest threat to the nation was its policy of “universal suffrage,” an excess of democracy that he decided could only be remedied by the strong hand of a “military despotism.” As one of Bergh’s biographers charitably notes, his response to the nation’s existential threat was “more garbled than most.”6


The Civil War’s destruction of slavery vindicated and energized those humanitarians who had long campaigned against the slave system’s profound cruelty. In the war’s aftermath, animal welfare activists adapted the powerful arguments honed by the abolitionists, using them to protest against the suffering of animals they often described as “silent slaves.” As Black leader Frederick Douglass told a Nashville audience in 1873, “A horse is in many respects like a man.” Animal welfare advocates often compared the South’s abusive exploitation of enslaved people with the plight of overworked and abused horses, an analogy with emotional appeal but obvious limitations. The argument rested on the claim that slavery was immoral because it treated humans like animals, not that animals deserved to be treated like people. Abolitionists aimed to emancipate men and women held in bondage; the animal welfare movement never challenged the right of humans to own and exploit animals, only insisted that this be done humanely. Still, Bergh and others often declared themselves heirs to the abolitionists, united in their pursuit of moral progress, defined by the elimination of cruelty in all its forms.7


But for Bergh, the Civil War led him to the animals’ cause through a more indirect route. Because he had a lifetime of experience in Europe’s capitals, the Lincoln administration appointed him to a diplomatic post in St. Petersburg. Bergh’s health suffered in the Russian winter, and he remained just one year in that role. But something bothered him more than the region’s frigid temperatures—the brutal treatment of horses by their carriage drivers. According to a tale Bergh told often, one day he could stand it no more. Seeing a peasant whipping his horse, he halted his carriage and ordered the man to cease. Intimidated by Bergh’s diplomatic uniform, the man quailed, tossing away his whip. Among the lessons he took away from that first successful showdown with a Russian peasant, he concluded that an appeal to the man’s conscience would have accomplished little. The man complied, instead, when faced with the threat of the state’s authority. “At last I’ve found a way to utilize my gold lace,” Bergh later recalled, “and about the best use that can be made of it.”8


Ever after, Bergh offered this origin story to explain his sudden conviction, a redirection of his life’s path that one writer described as “The Riddle of the Nineteenth Century.” It was a powerful conversion story, but many found it insufficient to explain his sudden moral urgency. Often pressed to justify his devotion to this cause, he answered with a story from his childhood. After finding a coin in the street, he ran home, eager to show his mother. Instead of congratulating him on his good luck, she marched him back to the spot and made him put the money back. Such a morality tale was commonplace in the schoolbooks of the day, but the lived experience lodged deep in Bergh’s character. Along with a fortune and a high position in New York society, he inherited a strict code of moral responsibility.


Yet so did many others who lived true to their society’s conventional creed, but never dreamed of becoming reformers, never thought to challenge the fundamental beliefs of their neighbors, never dared to devote themselves to expanding the bounds of morality in radical new directions. And never exposed themselves to public derision from “flippant writers of the press” for championing the rights of turtles.


But such intense and rapid conversions were not unusual among nineteenth-century reformers. The middle decades of that century produced many men and women like Bergh, self-appointed captains, eager to lead what Ralph Waldo Emerson called “the soldiery of dissent.” Charismatic and uncompromising, they rallied like-minded souls to demand immediate action on education reform and women’s rights, temperance, and most consuming of all, the abolition of slavery. Pushed by dread over the social disorder of their rapidly changing and fractious democratic society, they were likewise pulled by a hope that great moral progress, even perfection, might be possible if enough men and women organized to demand it. Something like this seems to have happened to Bergh during his stay in St. Petersburg. A lax Unitarian and religious skeptic, he experienced a revelation of his true calling and returned to New York eager to embrace a new life of quasi-sacred devotion to the animals’ cause.9


When Bergh brought the animal welfare movement to America, the cause was already more than a century old. Since the eighteenth century, English philosophers, writers, and religious reformers had been preaching benevolence, a concern for the suffering of others that inspired a host of institutional reforms. On both sides of the Atlantic, reformers translated this sentiment of compassion into institutions to prevent suffering—of prisoners, the poor, the deaf, the blind, the aged, and the enslaved. Humanitarians built new hospitals, refuges for homeless children, schools, and libraries. “Concern for the sufferings of animals must be understood in this wider context,” historian James Turner writes. “Far from an aberration, animal protection embodied the temper of the age.”10


Sure that a strong arm was needed to enforce his new anticruelty law, Bergh became an active avenger of benevolence, prowling New York streets, ever ready for what he called a “tussle with brute-tormenters in this so-called Christian city.” He pursued the cause as his destiny and considered his muscular six-foot frame just as essential to the job as his sensitive conscience. And for journalists following along, Bergh’s wide swings of emotion added an irresistible dash of color to these daily scuffles in the streets.


In the early years, Bergh’s theatrical defense of animals included regular performances in court. Though he lacked any legal training, city and state prosecutors allowed him to conduct cruelty cases, acknowledging their own lack of experience in this new field of law. To an ally, Bergh explained that he was “not a lawyer,” but that he compensated by having “that which is the foundation of the profession, zeal and common sense, and I lose very few cases.” Court officials soon thought better of granting this enthusiastic amateur such a stage to promote his cause, and within a few years this privilege was rescinded. The ASPCA turned instead to the much steadier and well-trained legal services of Elbridge Gerry Jr., though Bergh continued to enjoy dramatic roles as a key witness in many trials.11


Though reporters often ascribed to Bergh the sad, world-weary eyes of a man wounded to the core by the shortcomings of his fellow New Yorkers, he obviously relished working for a cause that gave him a renewed sense of calling. Approaching sixty, he had squandered decades seeking fame as a playwright, a career for which he seemed uniquely unsuited. An actress friend observed that Bergh rarely understood a joke and wrote silly romances that would seem more likely to spring from the chaste imagination of an adolescent girl. Of his plays, a theater manager once declared, “There was positively no merit, and I wondered at his persistence.” Bergh remained an ardent admirer of the theater, rarely missing an opening night.


But now the streets of New York were his stage, in a performance that commanded the attention of admirers and critics alike, a role he felt God had written for him. “I have sought pleasure—or perhaps I should say happiness, in every quarter of the world,” he confided to a friend after a year on the job. “And I assert most unqualifiedly, that one day employed as each one of my days is now—in defending the dumb servants of mankind from their cruel oppressors, yields me at night a sum of supreme joy, not comprised in a month of former days.”12


And yet the work left Bergh sleepless many of those nights, even weeping in his pillow. Of course, he had good reason to feel frustrated to tears by the various obstacles in his path—the recalcitrance and moral dullness of state legislators and city judges, the needling hostility and dismissive satire from many newspaper editors, not to mention the daily spectacle of needless animal suffering. But he was usually more outraged than sad, his contempt for cruel men providing an adrenaline surge that drove him in the work, hunting down animal abusers and, if necessary, physically dragging them to jail or tossing them to the curb. He once observed that the only mistake he had made in this work was ever thinking that he could change the behavior of cruel men and women by showing them mercy and compassion.


Bergh accepted no salary for his work and set up ASPCA headquarters in modest attic rooms on Broadway and Fourth Street, a place he kept threadbare to assure the world of the selflessness of his crusade. Visitors first navigated through the exhibits in his “museum,” a curated display of human depravity and animal suffering. Like the antislavery activists before him, he collected the instruments of cruelty—the iron tongs used to carry live rats headed for destruction in the dog pit, an assortment of whips and prods seized from men convicted of mistreating their stock, the painful “bit burr” that horse owners used to rankle their steeds into liveliness. Along with this display of cold iron and blood-stained leather, Bergh mounted a gruesome display of the toll these devices took on animal flesh and bone—a horse tongue pulled out by a vicious teamster, a glass jar with a horse’s eye pounded out by an enraged driver, a stuffed bulldog with its face chewed off, a pigeon’s body shattered by trapshooters, and a mutilated canary, its head twisted nearly off in an act of sadistic cruelty that earned the culprit a month in jail.13


With no sense of irony, Bergh concluded that those convicted of these sorts of cruel acts should be publicly flogged. “Nothing improves ruffians so much as a good healthful clubbing well laid on,” he told a reporter. By dispensing with “legal quibbles [from] shyster lawyers,” Bergh’s justice would be swift, painful, and effective in turning the city’s many bad men into “submissive and law-abiding citizens.” Only those who could not be corrected with a good flogging would end up warehoused in the state’s penitentiaries.


Bergh elaborated, picturing his foes, the horse beaters and wife abusers of his city, stripped to the waist and their arms bound, “squirming and writhing in pain” until their blood ran to the floor. The prospect struck him as “charming,” and he volunteered a room at the ASPCA for that very purpose.
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In satirizing Henry Bergh’s call for a steam-powered whipping machine to punish cruel men, Puck observed, “It almost takes our breath away that so odd a suggestion should come from such a quarter.… The best thing he can do is to resign his office, and make way for somebody with fewer crochets and bees in his bonnet.”
Source: Puck, December 8, 1880








To Bergh’s critics, this provocative talk proved that he was a champion of “malevolent benevolence,” a fanatic who cared more for animals than he did for humans. Bergh is “more gratified by the punishments he inflicts than by the good he is supposed to accomplish,” as one editor put it. “He has the heart of a fanatic of the Spanish Inquisition.”14


Even Bergh’s allies distanced themselves from his corporal punishment crusade. When he told a newspaper that he recommended “whipping posts everywhere,” friends could only wonder how their champion of mercy could say such things. Though expressing sympathy for his movement, the famous lawyer and religious skeptic Robert Ingersoll offered a long list of reasons why Bergh’s plan to flog the cruel was a bad idea—that wives would not inform on their husbands if they thought they would be lashed, that whipping would not turn cruel men into peaceful souls but enraged brutes, and that the man in charge of whipping others would soon turn into a wife beater and animal whipper himself. “Flogging would beget flogging,” as Ingersoll put it.15


Ignoring these concerns, Bergh tried but failed to convince the New York legislature to make wife beating a flogging offense. His longing to “whip the men who whip women” inspired him to suggest that, in an age of remarkable inventions, someone should patent a steam-powered whipping machine. When men flung the lash, they might hold back, their resolve weakened by bribery, fatigue, or a misguided pang of mercy for their victims. But a punishment machine would deliver the impartial blows that Bergh felt sure would produce “immediate moral and social improvement.” Sounding more like a Puritan patriarch than a liberal reformer, he concluded that many of his fellow citizens could only be taught “humanity by fear.”16


Some of Bergh’s militancy is suggested in the symbol he adopted for the ASPCA. In this emblem, which would soon be shared by sister organizations across the country, a cruel teamster is shown beating a fallen horse. Hovering overhead, the animal’s guardian angel stands ready to intervene. She does not plead for mercy. Instead, she commands the beating to halt, her sword drawn, as if ready to smite the smiter.
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The ASPCA logo, designed by Henry Bergh and adopted by other SPCAs across the country
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CHAPTER THREE



A RADICAL GOSPEL OF KINDNESS


IN THE WINTER of 1868, Boston newspapers reported the tragic results of a sensational horse race. Two horses competed in pulling four-hundred-pound sleighs from Worcester to Boston, a thirty-eight-mile course over hilly and bad roads. The celebrated racer, Empire State, completed the trip in under two hours, soundly defeating a rival who quit in exhaustion long before the finish line. The champion’s remarkable feat won a $500 bet for his owner, who then lost his horse hours later to “spasmodic colic.”1


Though the story of the noble horse’s collapse horrified many, prosecutors found no law had been broken. When Boston lawyer George Angell read about this “extraordinary and cruel” contest, it changed the course of his life, turning him from a concerned bystander into an animal welfare activist. Much like Bergh, Angell felt his conscience prodded by this single act of cruelty and experienced a profound conversion to a life of reform. He published an open letter in a Boston paper, declaring it “high time for somebody to take hold of this matter in earnest,” following New York’s example in organizing against animal cruelty. “I for one am ready to contribute both time and money.” From that point on, Angell devoted his life to this new mission.2


The son of a widowed schoolteacher, Angell had grown up poor, but enjoyed enough success as a lawyer to retire in middle age. He thus brought to the cause some of the same advantages of wealth and social connections as Henry Bergh, and his earnest devotion to the crusade proved irresistible to those elite Boston families that had long been associated with New England reform. In fact, the first reply to his call came from Emily Appleton, wife of the industrialist and philanthropist William Appleton; she had already consulted with Bergh on how to bring the anticruelty movement to Boston. Convention discouraged a woman from taking a lead role, but she used her influence to help Angell push the anticruelty law through the state legislature. The Howes and the Appletons, the Lawrences and Adamses—many of the distinguished families just then basking in the afterglow of the nation’s victory over slavery—signed a charter that founded the Massachusetts SPCA (MSPCA) and made George Angell its first president. He received this honor by kneeling in prayer, asking for his God’s help in this “great work.” An excited Bergh wrote to welcome him. “Make arrests yourself,” he advised, “& go into court & prosecute, as I do 3 times per week. Make ‘your name’ as mine has become a terror, for good doing.”3


Lazy editors sometimes described Angell as a “Boston Bergh,” a comment that does no justice to Angell’s distinctive contributions as a pioneer of the movement and his different approach to the challenge of fighting cruelty. Though Angell shared Bergh’s determination and confidence, he was in other ways steadier, less inclined to provoke, less keen on becoming “a terror.” Even as he sent agents into the field to enforce the new law, he put much more energy into education. Bergh thought of “cruelists” as hardened moral monsters who would only respond to the threat of the lash. And so, he relied on sensational arrests and harsh punishment to pound this lesson of kindness into the thick skulls of New Yorkers. While Angell admired Bergh’s “heroic” efforts, he thought that the best way to turn “human brutes into merciful men” was not through arrests but with the techniques of moral persuasion. Convicting and punishing the cruel might “do something,” as he put it, but humane education would be “a thousand times more important.”4


Seeking to “educate rather than to punish,” Angell created a massive propaganda campaign to promote human kindness. Like the antislavery crusaders who served as his role models, he considered the printing press an engine of social and moral revolution. He soon saturated his state with a shower of tracts and circulars that advocated the cause in vivid prose and launched a journal giving voice to those he called Our Dumb Animals. The world’s first mass-circulation paper advocating the cause of animal rights, the monthly gave Angell a powerful tool to advance “humane education.”5


In the first year alone, Angell printed a half million copies of this paper. Speaking most directly to younger readers and distributed free to the state’s schoolchildren, Our Dumb Animals brought new visibility to a growing nineteenth-century literature that cultivated kindness and respect toward all of God’s creatures. Angell enlisted the police to help deliver the paper, and he mailed free copies to those with power to shape public opinion—legislators, editors, clergy, and teachers. The paper served as a clearinghouse of information for the movement’s rank and file, excerpted annual reports from the spreading branches of the movement, provided a way for agents across the state to share their news, and updated concerned citizens on pending legislation. It also kept them abreast of the latest controversies provoked by “Mr. Bergh,” always giving his cause a respectful hearing and his polemics many column inches. Other humane societies around the country raised funds to purchase and distribute copies, bringing the paper a widening circulation. As a female reformer in Pennsylvania put it, Angell’s paper “ought to be circulated wherever there are men having the charge of animals, or in schools where there are boys.”6


Angell developed other techniques for shaping the minds and emotions of the young: he printed large posters illustrating the value of kindness to animals, distributed for use in public and Sunday schools; he encouraged publishers to include stories and songs about animals in their school textbooks; he preached his gospel to state teacher conventions whenever invited; and he pressed for laws requiring teachers to provide lessons in humane education. Along with Bergh, he called on clergy to set aside one Sunday a year to preach the gospel of kindness to animals.7


As citizens organized new chapters of the humane movement in other cities, they embraced Angell’s strategy of using literature to indoctrinate the young. “If ever we get the children of the country fairly upon the humanitarian side,” as Illinois reformers put it, “the victory is ours.” In the inaugural issue of their Humane Journal, they explained that “by books, by papers, by pictures, by everything that is ‘lovely and of good report,’ we hope to win them.” In New York Bergh tried the same, establishing the journal Animal Kingdom.


Many of the articles in Our Dumb Animals and its sister publications were quaint but preachy stories about courageous dogs saving their masters, wicked boys disturbing nests, and poems about the gentleness of lambs and the loyalty of draft horses. Bergh reckoned that too many men were beasts, but Angell’s newspaper preferred to emphasize how very human a beast could be. Readers learned about “the sagacity of ants” and “a goldfish’s affection.” The humane society publications provided wide distribution for a genre of animal morality tales first developed decades earlier, often as part of the Sunday school tract movement. “Perhaps there is no vice to which some boys are so much addicted, as cruelty to brute creation,” a typical pamphlet claimed. “They seem to think that because animals cannot speak, they cannot feel pain.”8


These sermonettes became familiar fare in the textbooks of the nation’s growing public-school system. As children learned to read in mid-nineteenth-century America, they were encouraged to disapprove of the outrageous doings of “hard-hearted little reprobates” such as these:
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