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  Preface


  THE BOOK YOU’RE HOLDING is quite different from the one I set out to write.


  Furry Nation’s original title was ANTHROPOMORPHISM: Furries, Funny Animals and Dogs Playing Poker. While my original goal was to explain furry fandom to the world at large (and to my fellow furs curious about our history), I was planning to downplay Furry itself to focus on anthropomorphism as a primal form of self-expression, with Furry as its modern manifestation.


  An editor at a publishing house was interested but said there were two things missing from my book proposal: “[myself] and other furries.”


  I put the proposal down and didn’t touch it again for years. I wasn’t ready to share what Furry means to me or the (large) role it plays in my life.


  But times change, I’ve changed and Furry has grown from a fandom into a community. It’s bigger than ever before, attracting more people every day and—thanks to occasionally accurate media coverage—beginning to seep into the public consciousness. That consciousness has changed as well, as people (especially millennials) embrace ideas and lifestyles previously shunned or scorned.


  Furry Nation isn’t really about the costumes, the conventions or even the kinks. Furry Nation is about people: the people who birthed the community, wear the costumes, create the art, attend the conventions—and maybe enjoy a furry kink or two.


  Furry Nation is their story—and it’s also mine.


  It’s a very human story.


  Definition


  furry [fur-ee]


  
    
      	
        Noun:

      

      	
        1. a fan of anthropomorphic animal characters;


        2. a self-identified member of the contemporary subculture known as “furry fandom” [plural: furries; synonyms: fur, furfan, furfag (derisive)];


        3. a fictional or imaginary being combining human and animal appearance, abilities or traits; an anthropomorphic animal character [plural: furries; synonyms: anthro, morph];


        4. furry fandom itself [concise].

      
    


    
      	
        Adjective:

      

      	
        1. favorably inclined towards the concept of anthropomorphic animals;


        2. covered in fur [archaic].

      
    

  


  CHAPTER ONE


  In the Beginning . . .


  
    Every animal knows more than you do.


    — NATIVE AMERICAN PROVERB

  


  IT WAS A TALKING ANIMAL that got us into all this trouble. If only that snake had kept its mouth shut, if only Eve hadn’t listened, we’d still be living in that peaceable kingdom known as Eden, our arms around our fellow creatures in a comradely hug: lions and tigers and bears—oh boy!


  We’re animals too, in case you’ve forgotten. Want proof? Check your pulse; if you don’t have one you’re either a vegetable or a mineral. But we’ve got it all compared to other animals, don’t we? Where are their mega-malls, SUVs, Internet, all those material things that make our lives worth living?


  On the other hand, there’s a definite shortage of crooked politicians, greedy CEOs and financial swindlers in the animal world. They’re living la vida loca, the primal, sensual life we’ve traded in for a big brain and a thumb. There they are, naked and unashamed, screwing and shitting (and when they’re predators, killing) without a second thought, free of the neurotic baggage, social inhibitions and technological trinkets that weigh us down.


  Who wouldn’t envy that?


  Way back when, the hard-and-fast line between people and animals wasn’t so hard or fast. It was natural to feel a kinship with your cattle if something out there in the dark would just as soon eat you as it would eat them. Shamans spoke with animals and even turned into them on occasion. It was easy to imbue animals with powers far beyond those of mortal men, or imagine them as strange visitors from another world: turtles who carry the Earth on their backs, jackals who ferry the dead to the afterlife. At the same time, people living eye-to-eye with animals saw them as behaving like people: sly foxes, stubborn mules, deceitful serpents, regal lions and loyal dogs. We’re doing it to this day. We can’t help it—it’s hard-wired into our brains. There’s a word for it, giving animals human qualities: anthropomorphism.


  If anthropomorphism is an elevator raising animals up to our level, then zoomorphism is the same elevator heading down—with us on board. Suddenly, as if touched by Circe, humans become those clever foxes, greedy pigs, total jackasses and treacherous snakes; and as every tyrant knows, people are sheep.


  Our evolutionary need to reproduce turns men into predatory wolves and tomcats, women into vixens, birds, chicks and (if they stand up for themselves) bitches. Husky gay men are bears, older women with a taste for young males, cougars. Our sexual organs, the most animalistic part of ourselves, are beavers, pussies, lizards and trouser snakes, and it’s a lucky man who’s hung like a horse.


  There may not be cattle in the backyard, chickens in the living room or wolves howling in the night any more (at least not where I live), but we’re still surrounded by animals: Mustangs on the highway, Pumas on the sidewalk and Broncos butting heads with Rams on the gridiron, while donkeys and elephants take turns running the country. America itself is a bald eagle, Britain (once upon a time) an imperial lion and scrappy bulldog, France a rooster and Russia a bear. (Kangaroos still = Australia, and the koalas are getting mighty pissed about it.) Animals sell cereal to kids, entertain them in cartoons and picture books and their huggable plush forms keep them company at night.


  But anthropomorphic animals aren’t just for kids. They can be found in serious novels, sporting ids and libidos for the occasion; on pedestals and canvases in art galleries; and on Broadway, where performers pretending to be all manner of beasts sing and dance for audiences eagerly shelling out $100 a pop.


  Artists and entertainers aren’t the only ones embracing their inner animal. Plenty of average, walking-around people have been using anthropomorphic animals to express themselves on an emotional, intellectual and even physical level for years—but it’s the kind of thing you don’t talk about in polite company, unless you enjoy having people give you funny looks. Then they started running into each other at animated film clubs and sci-fi and comic book conventions where they could talk all they wanted about Uncle Scrooge and the Kzinti and who’s sexier, Pogo’s Miss Mam’selle Hepzibah or Thumper’s girlfriend in Bambi . . .


  Then the Internet came along and people didn’t have to run into each other anymore—all they had to do was go online. They discovered they weren’t just a few dozen people at a convention, but a few thousand, and a lot more than that; people who’d never dreamed, my God, other folks are into this stuff too! They’ve been multiplying like [culturally entrenched animal metaphor] ever since, and for better or worse they’ve crossed a threshold, reached critical mass and made it onto the cultural radar.


  I’m one of those people. Perhaps you’ve heard of us. We’re called furries.


  What is a furry? Since I’m an inclusive kind of guy, I go broad brush. For me:


  • A furry human is anyone with an above-average interest in anthropomorphic characters, whether or not they consider themselves furry—or have ever even heard of the fandom (a.k.a. “furry but doesn’t know it yet”);


  • A furry animal is any animal with any human characteristics, no matter what its origin: entertainment, mythology, advertising, kids’ books or adult literature. To put it simply, Furry is about the idea of animals—what they represent in our minds—not their reality.


  A lot of furfans are not as small-c catholic as I am. For some, a furry is strictly a cartoon or comic book “funny animal” invented to entertain people, while others only use the word to describe fan-created characters. Some “fursuiters” believe that if you’re not in an animal costume, you’re not really a furry. Others take their Furry with a dose of mysticism, feeling a link with a personal spirit animal, or believing themselves therian or otherkin: at heart an animal or dragon, trapped in a human body. And quite a few people who enjoy anthro characters no longer call themselves furry due to a certain reputation we’ve somehow acquired. (More on that later.)


  In other words, there’s no one way to be furry—which is how it should be. Furry fandom is a huge, growing and self-created world. No single TV show or movie, no Star Trek or Star Wars, no corporate-owned intellectual property or entertainment brand brought us together.


  You might be a furry if you’ve been doodling your own imaginary menagerie for years, and they all have names, personalities and backstories . . . if you wonder what cartoon animal characters do between cartoons, or if Bugs and Daffy are secretly lovers . . . if you’ve always had a secret desire to wear one of those sports-team mascot suits . . . if you feel spiritually connected to a particular animal . . . or if there happens to be a fox or a tiger or a wolf or a rabbit trapped inside you, waiting to escape. Yes, that could all mean you are furry. And it’s time to embrace your furriness.


  From this point on I’ll be calling furry fans “furs” as often as possible and save “furries” for the animals themselves, along with the occasional “anthro.” Apart from avoiding confusion between the animals and the people, “-ie” is a diminutive; “fur” sounds way more sophisticated than “furry,” the same way “kid” sounds better than “kiddie” or “Trekker” sounds better than “Trekkie,” at least in my humble opinion.


  Which brings us back to our image problem: adults watching cartoons, drawing furry pictures and playing animal dress-up—don’t they know that’s kid stuff? And exploring the physicality, the sensuality and even the sexuality of imaginary animals—That’s just wrong, wrong, wrong . . . right?


  Actually, the human race has been taking anthropomorphic animals seriously for a very long time; it’s only in the last few centuries these particular furries have largely been banished to kiddieland.


  In fact, the oldest known work of art in existence depicts a furry. He’s 40,000 years old and was found deep in a cave in Germany. The broad-shouldered “Lion Man” (Löwenmensch)1 sports a leonine head above a human body. The slender figure, almost a foot tall, was carved out of a mammoth tooth by a flint-wielding Stone Age sculptor.


  A teenager by comparison, the cave painting known as “The Sorcerer”2 dates back a mere 140 centuries. Discovered in a cave beneath the French countryside, “The Sorcerer,” like his older brother the Lion Man, is a therianthrope—a combination of man and beast. A gently curving tail and dangling genitalia adorn an otherwise human rump. His upper arms are pressed tightly against his torso while his forearms, thrust straight out, end in paws. His head sports antlers, tufted animal ears—and a pair of human eyes, round and looking over his shoulder as if startled.


  The Lion Man and the Sorcerer: half-human, half-animal deities? Or shamans, shape-shifters at home in both the human and animal worlds? Ten thousand years later the artwork became more impressive: three-dimensional statues and friezes of solid stone depicting the Egyptians’ animal-headed gods.


  The biggest and best-known of these depictions is so large you can, as they say, see him from space: a human-faced lion sitting in noble repose like the ones in front of the New York Public Library—only this one is 241 feet long, twenty-feet wide and taller than a six-story building.


  The Egyptians revered the lion as a god; the Great Sphinx of Giza was built by a Pharaoh who wanted to be remembered forever as a half-human, half-animal deity. (His wish came true—at least the half-human, half-animal part.)


  Furry images can be found in many religions. Believing the Bible forbade graven images not just of God but humans as well, medieval Jews illustrated a fourteenth-century Haggadah with depictions of bird-headed people,3 In India, elephant-headed Ganesha is the bringer of wisdom, prosperity and good fortune, and a widely beloved Hindu deity. Hollywood cartoon elephants jump on a chair shrieking at the sight of a mouse, but not Ganesha: he pals around with a friendly rodent who helps himself to the food at the big guy’s feet.


  If anyone proves Jung’s theories about the collective unconscious, it’s the trickster—the in-your-face wise guy and often-too-clever-for-his-own-good mischief-maker. He shows up wherever he pleases: in ancient Egypt he was a patchwork beast named Set; in Africa the spider Anansi; in France the miscreant fox Reynard. In Celtic folklore, there’s the Púca, a part-time horse, goat, dog or any number of beasts. In America, there’s an invisible six-feet, three-and-a-half-inch tall rabbit named Harvey.4 For Native Americans, the trickster’s a coyote (often very often horny and likely to get his penis caught in places it doesn’t belong), or a rabbit in legends that merged with African tales of their own long-eared smart aleck. The love child of this union is the very American Br’er Rabbit. His DNA turns up in his modern descendants, disguise-loving lapines like Bugs Bunny and the Trix Rabbit, not to mention the battery-powered Energizer Bunny.


  In twelfth-century Japan, Animal Scrolls5 depicted frogs, rabbits and monkeys fighting and praying human-style. In their folklore, shape-shifting foxes known as kitsune sometimes befriend, sometimes prank and sometimes take human form to bed an infatuated lover. (Kitsune translates as “come and sleep.”6) Trees grow more rings as they age, people grow nose hairs, but kitsune acquire additional tails, each a measure of its increasing power and wisdom. (Fans of Sonic the Hedgehog are probably unaware his double-tailed pal, Tails, is a young kitsune.


  The tanuki—a Japanese raccoon-dog—is another shape-shifting trickster, but more of the Adult Swim variety—it’s difficult to be taken seriously when you’re dragging an enormous pair of testicles around. A real tanuki has a healthy set, but a mythical one can use his as a drum or a blunt instrument to clobber people. Look for him (in statue form) in front of noodle shops: he’ll be sporting a bamboo hat, holding a bottle of sake in one hand and an empty purse in the other. Who needs cash when you have sake—and magic that turns leaves into paper money long enough to fool gullible shopkeepers?


  The 16th century Chinese novel Journey to the West (based on even older legends) stars Sun Wukong, the “monkey awakened to emptiness.” A real bad-ass, he learned (or swiped) magical secrets that made him immortal and invulnerable, not to mention king of the monkeys. Pushing his luck, he challenged Buddha himself—and wound up humbled, imprisoned and forced to serve as a holy man’s bodyguard until he acquired a bit of humility.


  Ancient Greece’s top god, Zeus, had a unique appreciation of anthropomorphism and practiced bestiality the old-fashioned way, turning himself into a bull or a swan and getting it on with easily impressed mortal babes like Europa and Leda. The Greeks were also responsible for the story of Circe, who transformed (un)lucky visitors to her island into various animals. (Her preference for pigs is wildly exaggerated; if you were a class act you might wind up a wolf or lion.) Half-and-half minotaurs, satyrs, and centaurs show up as supporting players in Greek mythology as well. While centaurs have made a huge pop-culture comeback in recent years, appearing in everything from big-budget fantasy movies to TV commercials, the satyrs’ non-stop licentiousness didn’t go over too well with the no-sex-please early Christians. Animals from the waist down? It wasn’t long before goat-god Pan got a name change and makeover into Evil Incarnate Satan.


  Folk tales dating back to medieval times featuring talking animals were sanitized and prettified into “fairy tales” by Perrault and the Brothers Grimm and sold to parents seeking G-rated reading material for their children. Lewis Carroll’s Alice books made him a nineteenth-century celebrity; at the dawn of the twentieth, Baum published his first Oz books, followed shortly by Peter Rabbit’s first raid on Mr. McGregor’s garden. Cheshire cats, cowardly lions and hungry rabbits . . . as the century rolled along, the idea that talking animals were kid stuff grew from a presumption into a rock-ribbed certainty. Modern marketers and advertisers did their part, using furry mascots and cartoon celebrities to sell toys, breakfast cereal and kidswear. The juvenilization of anthropomorphic characters and storytelling had officially taken hold.


  So here we are today, furs trying to free anthropomorphic animals from their cultural dungeon, not because we’re immature, overgrown children (well, maybe some of us are, just a little), but because like those artists, writers and pious souls of days gone by, we take them seriously. We know they’re metaphors for ourselves—particularly parts of ourselves we might otherwise never experience. We envy their freedom and enjoy the anarchy trickster furries happily unleash. And when we draw them or dress up like them, we’re claiming a little of that freedom for ourselves.


  This touches a raw nerve in a lot of people. They can’t handle the willingness (and, occasionally, eagerness) to take what’s supposed to be child-safe, family-friendly characters and explore their implicit, sometimes blatant, sexuality (have you ever seen Minerva Mink vamp it up on Animaniacs?). Anthropomorphic beings combine human intellect and animal instinct just as we do—and like Zeus and the tricksters, have every right to behave like we do. Cartoon animals mimicking flirtatious human behavior is one thing; endowing them with actual sexual urges and functioning genitalia is a whole other animal.


  But culture in general and entertainment in particular has grown increasingly uninhibited—and sexualized. Language and subject matter that would’ve been unimaginable on television a generation ago are now fodder for prime-time cartoon shows. Sexual kinks once barely whispered about are now sitcom laugh lines.


  Cartoon animals aren’t immune to this evolution. Things have changed since 1961, when the spiciest joke Disney could insert into 101 Dalmatians is Pongo earning a rub on the head and “you old rascal!” from his admiring master when he returns home with ninety-nine puppies in tow. (That he’s actually fathered only a handful of them safely neuters the joke.) Fast forward to 1994: a cartoon lioness is lying on her back with an unmistakable and very human do-me look in her eyes while Elton John croons “Can You Feel the Love Tonight.” (On the film’s DVD commentary track one of its directors boasted they had come up with “the most steamy love scene in any Disney film ever,” to which his partner could only respond “Wooo!”)


  Had Walt been around at the time he might have vetoed the scene, but audiences didn’t mind one bit; The Lion King was that year’s number-two box office champ. (On the other hand, Mr. Disney did let Thumper get seduced into an orgasmic thumping frenzy by a voluptuous lady rabbit in 1942’s Bambi, but unless some hitherto unseen outtake surfaces, that’s as far as those particular bunnies went.) Today, Family Guy’s family dog Brian can sleep with human women and even father a human child without a single bestiality gag in sight. Can you blame a certain percentage of the population if our imagination travels in the same direction—or takes things further?


  And there’s a lot more reasons why furs identify with animals on a deeper level: a growing awareness of how a ravaged environment threatens everyone (are we any safer than that polar bear clinging to a melting ice floe?) and a way to distance ourselves from the humans who seem intent on destroying the planet; a sense of kinship with the natural world springing from alternative spiritual beliefs; and scientific research revealing animals are far more intelligent—and genetically linked to us far more closely—than we had previously imagined.


  But then, it’s also just fun to pretend you’re someone—or something—else. For some people it might be a Hollywood celebrity, a rock star, a superhero, a pro athlete or a business tycoon, and—save for a favorite T-shirt or Halloween party—that alter ego stays closeted.


  For us, it’s animals: natural ones in the wild, but with human awareness and intelligence, relishing their freedom and power; imaginary ones who walk upright, sharing our world and much of our physiognomy, or living in a nearly identical but human-free anthropomorphic universe. We might draw them, watch their cartoons and read their books, roleplay them online, adopt them as our spirit animals—or wear fursuits to become them. We’ve slipped the surly bonds of reality and chosen to celebrate, not repress or ignore, our collective imagination.


  Why not join us?


  CHAPTER TWO


  “I’m Not the Only One!”


  IT WAS A FEW DAYS AFTER Halloween 1988 when the envelope—a plain white #10 with a Philadelphia return address—arrived. Inside was a single sheet of paper; on it, a drawing of festive cartoon animals. Not Disney or Looney Tunes celebrities either, but characters I’d never seen before, someone’s personal creations.
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  A typical furry party flyer

  Illustration courtesy of and © Peter Stoller


  There was something different about them. They were somehow more animalistic, yet at the same time more human than the ones populating standard Hollywood cartoons, sporting realistic yet expressive animal heads on accurately drawn human bodies.


  The animals wanted me to join them at something called a “furry party” at the city’s annual sci-fi convention. I instantly knew, as if I’d known all along, exactly what the flyer meant:


  I wasn’t the only one.


  There were people out there just like me, adults who liked anthropomorphic animals, animals with human qualities—and I mean really liked them. Not just owning a VHS of Dumbo or a Bugs Bunny mug they picked up at Six Flags, but people who created their own characters and believed in them, identified with them and very often, yes, wanted to be them.


  They didn’t call their anthropomorphic creations “cartoon characters” either; they called them (and as I soon learned, themselves) “furries.”


  I knew I had found my peer group. I was one of them. I was a furry—and I’d been one all along.


  I finally understood why I preferred the “funny animal” comics over the superhero books that lined the shelves of my parents’ candy store (that’s right, I was that kid in the candy store). Why, as a ninth-grader, I pretended to be going to the library when I was really heading to see The Sword in the Stone (because in that pre-Little Mermaid era, only babies went to Disney movies) and relish Wart’s transformation into fish, squirrel and bird. Why, as a college freshman, I’d leave the dorm one night to see The Jungle Book without telling my roommates. (On my return one of them accused me of sneaking off to find a Times Square prostitute; was my furtiveness that obvious?) Or why, in my twenties, I enhanced the bottom of the shaggy brown socks I wore to work with circles of black electrical tape, took my shoes off under my desk, rubbed my feet on the cheap industrial carpeting and thought, “No one knows I have paws.”


  That unexpected Philadelphia letter was still fourteen years in my future, though for thousands of others, and possibly more, it would take another decade or two until they could google their most obscure interests and discover they too were furries. I was lucky—I’d gotten in on the ground floor.


  I rediscovered comic books in my college years, thanks to a pal’s collection of Ditko-era Doctor Strange stories and the underground comics of Robert Crumb and friends (very often featuring funny animals who indulged in much more adult behavior than their 1950s selves). By the mid eighties, however, the undergrounds were all but extinct, and overexposure to superheroic rock ’em, sock ’em stories left me yawning. Even so, I wasn’t ready to give up on the medium; I continued to prowl the comic shops, now in search of something new and/or different.


  The eighties were the age of “zines” (as in “magazines”), self-published mini-comics photocopied onto sheets of typing paper that were folded in half or quarters and sliced into individual pages. They were personal, idiosyncratic efforts capable of telling all sorts of stories—biographical, whimsical, fantastical—in tiny form.


  One in particular caught my eye: Centaurs Gatherum, a zine devoted to fan art of those mythological creatures who straddled the human and animal worlds.
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  Illustration courtesy of and © Vicky Wyman


  Centaurs were definitely among my furry interests, thanks to multiple Fantasia viewings—and in my younger days, a particularly mediocre Hercules cartoon series that burdened its hero with a bare-assed adolescent centaur sidekick who had the annoying habit of saying everything twice, everything twice!


  Being one myself (a fan, not a centaur), I bought a copy and took out a subscription. It was a minor “I’m not the only one” moment compared to what was to follow, but a profound one nonetheless.


  As I later learned, Gatherum’s publisher shared his subscriber list with various interested parties—which is how my name wound up in a phone-book–thick national directory of science fiction fans.


  That’s where Ray Rooney found it.


  In the late 1980s, Ray belonged to the Philadelphia chapter of the C/FO—the Cartoon/Fantasy Organization. Animation of all stripes was screened at the group’s monthly meetings, but a lot of folks were there for one genre in particular: Japanese animation, or as we know it now, anime.


  Back in the day, this stylized, high-energy animation was barely a blip on the pop culture radar screen. It first gained a foothold with American audiences in the 1960s with shows like Astro Boy, Kimba the White Lion and Speed Racer. These cartoons were like nothing tube-watching baby boomers had ever seen. Their limited, almost jagged animation was more than made up for with dynamic posing and fast-paced storytelling. (Their off-kilter, equally fast-paced English dialog, a necessity of matching the replacement script’s line readings to Japanese “lip flap,” is being spoofed to this day.)


  In the seventies, however, anime was known only to a below-the-radar fandom tired of the bargain basement Saturday morning animation of the era. In 1977 a handful of Los Angeles fans organized themselves into the first C/FO and began meeting to watch rare videos of those series. They linked up with video collectors in Japan and swapped American TV shows for anime episodes, traded tapes with Hawaiian anime fans who recorded newer series broadcast to the state’s Japanese population and purchased VHS tapes from video stores in L.A.’s Japantown.
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  ©Tezuka Productions


  Two of those early series—Astro Boy (known in Japan as Tetsuwan Atomu, “The Mighty Atom”) and Kimba the White Lion (Junguru Taitei, “Jungle Emperor”) were created by the legendary Osamu Tezuka. In his day Tezuka was considered the Walt Disney of Japan7. He drew thousands of comic book pages, becoming the country’s most popular cartoonist and resuscitating the then-moribund art of manga.


  Tezuka’s drive and talent took him into Japan’s at-the-time stagnant animation industry. His cinematic style and inventive storytelling wrote the anime rulebook. Tezuka also deserves credit for anime characters’ signature big-eyed look—inspired, interestingly enough, by Disney’s Bambi.8


  A third Tezuka series isn’t as well known these days. The Amazing 3 (called W3 in Japan) concerned three aliens who come to Earth and take on the forms of a rabbit, duck and horse, respectively, in order to study our planet. Captain Bokko (Bonnie Bunny in the English version), the trio’s leader, was quite a cutie, with a narrow waist, wide hips and a puffball tail larger than her body. Characters like Bokko and Kimba (and Bagi, another Tezuka creation: a female, semi-feral, genetically engineered human-panther hybrid) began attracting cartoon animal fans (many of whom were already creating art of their own furry characters) to the C/FO screenings. Out of town anime fans began showing up too, including a Philadelphian and railroad hobbyist named Bill Thomas.


  Bill was plugged into the informal network of anime collectors communicating and sharing tapes via mail. He’d been holding informal, standing-room-only screenings in his tiny Philadelphia apartment, and in 1978 he flew to L.A. and dropped in on a C/FO meeting. A year or so later, Bill launched the Philadelphia C/FO, the first chapter outside southern California, and began holding monthly screenings at the Chestnut Street YWCA—screenings that also attracted Bill’s fellow railroad buffs.


  “There was always something of a furry connection with the [Philadelphia C/FO] chapter,” longtime fur and railroad fan Mitch Marmel remembers. “At first I didn’t pay much mind to it. I was there for anime stuff. One room had the furries, one room had the anime fans and one room had some guys who were into trains. “I mostly concentrated on anime and train stuff; I didn’t get much into the furry thing. I was never averse to anthros though. I grew up reading Richard Scarry; I liked Bugs Bunny, Mickey Mouse comics, Daffy Duck and all that good stuff.” (Exposure to a voluptuous variety of furry babes eventually turned Mitch into a full-fledged fur himself.)


  “Bill wasn’t really into fur—‘Lordy, there go them goddamn skunk fuckers again,’ he’d say in a midwestern twang. It was tongue in cheek of course; he was an anime and railroad fan, and nice enough to put up with us being in the back room. In a way he was a facilitator; the space he let us use was like a Petri dish the fandom could grow in.”


  Putting aside the metaphor of Furry as a mold or bacteria, the fandom did indeed begin spreading through the northeast, thanks in no small part to the Philadelphia C/FO screenings.


  Meanwhile, Ray Rooney was paving the way for the very first East Coast furry gathering. Ray was both an anime and fur fan with a collection of mainstream and mini-comics featuring animal characters and definitely recognized the importance of such creations. At a 1984 gathering he met someone carrying xeroxed pages from a fan publication with the unlikely name Rowrbrazzle; among them was a flyer for a furry party to be held at the upcoming San Diego Comic-Con.9


  Ray had been considering traveling to the San Diego convention for a long time to attend the annual furry party. In 1988 he decided to make the trip—thanks to the Caped Crusader:


  “Tim Burton’s first Batman movie was in the works and a local museum was planning an exhibit about Batman through the decades. I had a couple of connections to the movie business back then so the museum asked me to help.


  “Doing stuff by phone was difficult—people just wouldn’t call back. The studio was trying to avoid connections with past silly versions, especially the sixties TV series. But I did get one callback; my mother answered the phone and found herself talking to Adam West!


  “I decided I’d have to go to the West Coast to avoid a telephone brush off. Since the movie’s promotion people were going to be at San Diego Comic-Con, I figured I could kill two birds with one stone: get a hold of them—and meet the people in furry fandom who I had been corresponding with or who made the art I loved.”


  In truth, Furry was neither a mold nor bacteria. It was a virus—one Ray would be bringing back east.


  CHAPTER THREE


  The Many Flavors of Fur


  SOME FURS (and quite a few onlookers) compare ourselves to the football fans who paint themselves in their team’s colors and go bare-chested in thirty-degree weather hoping to be seen on TV.


  It’s a not-quite-adequate comparison that only covers a single flavor of fur: the fursuiters, people who dress in full-body animal costumes. Like the football face painters, the ’suiters are the ones most likely to wind up in the media, thanks to TV directors and newspaper editors on the lookout for the most engaging visual imagery. But unlike ’suiters, the facepainters are not seen as representing football fans in general.


  Those face painters are a microscopic minority—a mere handful of the 60,000 or so people who pack a football stadium on any given Sunday, versus the 59,990 there to just enjoy game. But of that 59,990 you’ll find no small number of fans with their own unique interest in the sport: team loyalists who know every player’s statistics by heart; memorabilia collectors whose homes overflow with dozens of knickknacks, doodads and miscellaneous items sporting their team’s name; fantasy football obsessives determined to win the virtual equivalent of the Super Bowl; stadium enthusiasts who can recite the dimensions and seating capacity of every arena ever built.


  It’s the same way with furs. Convention fursuit parades usually attract between 20–25% of the crowd on hand, a figure that probably holds true for the fandom as a whole. In other words, if you meet a fur, there’s only a one-in-four chance—at most—that person wears a fursuit. That means about 75% of the furry fandom express their furriness in other ways.


  Take Kathy Gerbasi, for example. Kathy is a social psychologist who has been studying furries for so long (since 2006) that’s she’s actually turned into one. You could say her “flavor of fur” is research and study.10


  “I have a background in what’s called anthrozoology,” she explains. It was her original connection to furry fandom. “It’s the study of human/animal relationships—broadly construed, any way you can think about human animals interfacing with other species. In that capacity I was a moderator of an academic online discussion group. It was kind of my job to answer the questions no one else knew [the answers to].


  “One day somebody posted a question, this was probably in the early 2000s: did anybody know anything about furries? Nobody answered the question, and these were all professors, grad student types. There’s a resource called Psycinfo, a professional database of all the psychological [reports and studies]. I’m like, okay, I’ll Psycinfo it and enlighten somebody. So I went to Psycinfo; there was stuff about how much fur mice had and whether they were this, that or the other. It was totally not what they were looking for. There was nothing, zero research—no scientific reference whatsoever.
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  Photograph courtesy of and © Dr. Gerbasi; “Fur Science!” cover illustration by Echo of Justice


  “I still didn’t know what they were looking for. So I decided to do some research. This was back when people didn’t spend all day Googling things—I just had to search and see what I could find. And I got the Vanity Fair article [a sensationalistic look at the fandom that appeared in a 2001 issue of the high-society magazine]. And I’m like, wow, if this article is remotely true somebody should be doing some research on this, and if it isn’t true, somebody should be doing some research to say this is bullshit. I teach at a community college and my job is not to do research—my job is to teach a whole bunch of classes, be an advisor, go to dumb committee meetings . . . But the essence of my training is to be an inquisitive scientist.


  “I saw this as an opportunity in a very low-tech sort of way because I wasn’t going to get funding from my college to do pretty much anything—all I needed to do was find some of these [furries] and do a survey sort of thing. I didn’t need to buy a $5 million machine. Thus began a quest.


  “It ebbed and flowed for a while. I didn’t have really good access as to where these people were. Very, very early on, before we even had an ethics review board or anything like that, I was teaching a very small research methods class. I told the students ‘there are these people called “furries” and I don’t really know exactly what it means, but here’s what this crazy magazine says.’ We came up with a little survey and we tried to put it on a furry website. The furries had a fit, saying that we would wind up making them look bad. And, you can’t blame them. So that really didn’t go anywhere.


  “A couple of years later, a kid at my college who is a furry ends up in my human animal relations class. I was sharing an office with his advisor at the time, and he was in our office before class signups. He had a big art portfolio with him and asked if I wanted to see his drawings. It was filled with drawings of anthropomorphic characters. I’m like, ‘Oh, that looks like furry art!’ He did a double take, like ‘You know what furry art is?’ And I’m like, ‘Holy shit, I finally met a furry!’


  “I told him if he could change his schedule he could take my human-animal relations class and write a paper about furries. He jumped all over that. At the end of the semester he was graduating and asked if the college might send him to a furry convention. This was in 2006, when Anthrocon [the world’s largest furry convention] was moving from Philadelphia to Pittsburgh, which is less than four hours from home. We had a limited budget, so I said, ‘maybe we could get permission to go there and do some research, and you could go because you would be a helper.’ Oh, he was all for that!


  “I got ahold of Sam Conway, the incredible CEO of Anthrocon, and told him that I’d like to come do a survey. He said, ‘Here’s the deal: you can come, you can pass it out—but no one will do it.’


  “As it turned out I couldn’t go that year [but my student could]. A friend on the faculty went in my place, but she was only able to stay for part of the weekend . . . Still, she came home with a couple hundred surveys. I was ecstatic!”


  With Conway’s permission, Kathy’s survey questionnaires were included in the con bags containing the convention guidebook and other goodies given to attendees at the registration counter. They wound up including the survey in the con bags for several years.


  “A lot of people wouldn’t look in the con bag until they get home—they’re too busy enjoying the convention. But we’d see these long lines of people waiting to register. We begged, ‘please, please let us pass out the surveys to people waiting on line.’ I think they initially thought it would be obtrusive, which I can understand. But finally they said okay. And it was perfect: people are standing in line with nothing to do. That’s the plan I will probably stick with until I don’t know when.”


  Kathy didn’t realize it at the time, but her transformation from objective observer to full-fledged furry was already underway.


  My Secret Identity: The Fursona


  We might not all wear fursuits, but just about every fur has a “fursona”—an animal alter ego to represent themselves to the fandom. It’s customary, nearly mandatory, to wear a badge featuring yours at furry conventions. (And quite often, clipped to your belt, your fursona’s tail as well.)


  Fursona beasts aren’t generic animals; they rarely resemble their real-world counterparts, and they’ll never be mistaken for the average TV cartoon critter. It’s hard to say if any one species populates the most badges; foxes, wolves and canines of all sort are ubiquitous, but there’s no shortage of dragons (not many other reptiles however), along with felines large and small. Rodents and rabbits and otters are present, as are raccoons, birds, bears and hybrid beasts.11 They can be dripping with muscles or bulging with fat. Attitude is all: sly, self-confident, leering, adorable, sinister.


  When you adopt a fursona, you put both human species and real life name on hold: “Axikor,” “Jayron,” “Savanti,” “Caltroplay,” “Wibble,” “Fulgur” all hold significance to the human behind the fursona, whether spun from thin air or borrowed from elsewhere.


  The idea of having a fursona may have been inspired by the imaginary identities Dungeons & Dragons players constructed for their quests, but it truly began when artists—the earliest furs—created animal alter egos to represent themselves to each other or in their art.


  The practice took root in the fandom and today it is the rare fur who does not have at least one. It’s an arbitrary decision for some; for others it connects to something deep inside, something known to indigenous peoples around the world as a “power animal,” a totem connecting them to a primal, spiritual source of energy and wisdom represented by a particular beast.


  One such fursona belongs to “Rant,” a twenty-six-year-old nurse working the night shift in a Midwest hospital. Her fursona is a pheodra—a phoenix/dragon hybrid. “Her name is ‘Al-D-Natch,’ which is Egyptian for Thunderstorms,” Rant explains. “She evolved over the last fifteen years. When I was twelve, my friends and I loved [the video game character] Spyro the dragon and dragons in general.” The tweens loved dragons so much, in fact, they all wanted to be one. “I wanted to be a red dragon,” Rant continues, “but another kid pitched a fit. He said there can’t be two red dragons, and he was more ‘special’ so he deserved to be the red dragon.


  [image: image]


  Illustration by Voegel, courtesy of Rant


  “So the character I created, Natchy, was a red-backed, blue-fronted dragon. She looked pretty noobish so I kept going back and changing the design until I was satisfied with it. She became feathered and more organically designed. I have a deep love of birds so I chose the swallow-tailed kite as the bird base. That tail design is aerodynamically superior to others, offering the greatest speed, agility and control in the air—it’s bad ass. I mixed in a velociraptor for a more ‘realistic’ dragon form, and the phoenix has fire-related abilities that I figured would pair well with a fire dragon.


  “Personality wise, she’s very much like me, or the me I want to be. I guess for lack of a better word, she’s bolder. Even a little rude and honest without real-life repercussions or backlash. Outside the fandom I’m rather timid and a people-pleaser to a painful fault. I use Natchy as a mask to say and do the things I can’t do in real life. She’s not a super-powered fursona like many dragons you see—she’s full of faults and weakness. She’s more human than I am at times.”


  While similar themes ring true for many furs, most fursonas aren’t as exotic as a dragons or phoenixes.


  Take “BlueWorrior” (not a typo) for example, whose fursona seems to be a more accurate representation of his true self than any photograph.


  “My fursona’s name is ‘Danni Taw.’ It’s a combination of who I am and where I’m from. It [blends] my middle name, Daniel, and ‘Tawel,’ the Welsh word for quiet,” Blue reveals.


  “Danni’s a husky because I just really love huskies; simple as that, really. I was gonna go for a wolf but I decided not to because Danni doesn’t really have many wolf-like characteristics. He’s pretty much a distillation of who I am, taking my good and bad traits and exaggerating them: Danni is kind, understanding, sensitive and creative, but also lazy, clumsy and very emotional.”


  Some fursonas extend into science fiction and beyond, as in the case of “ChapterAquila92,” a twenty-something member of the Canadian armed forces. He started developing his fursona as a high-school student in 2007. “My goal was to create a symbolic reflection of who I am in real life, and I think it still holds true.


  “Initially, I went with a kentrosaurus [a type of dinosaur] cyborg whose bionic arm and eye were the result of some injury that I’ve never quite fully explained to this day, but I realized the defensive nature of that prehistoric herbivore didn’t really suit me all that well.


  “Then I discovered Dungeons & Dragons. I became intrigued by some of the aspects of bronze dragons as described in the v3.5 Monster Manual: inquisitive, fascinated by warfare, a desire for order. It left a pretty strong impression on an intelligent, structured army brat like myself.


  “The bionics and the injuries that they made up for were initially an expression of how far I was willing to push myself to accomplish whatever I wanted to do and overcome obstacles that could hinder my progress. I still hold this mentality today, which is why bionics are still present on my fursona,” like the robotic left arm on the dinosaur who serves as his online avatar. “The symbolism now extends into my advocacy for the ethical forms of transhumanism12 as well; I see a lot of good that can come out of the technologies involved with the ideology, but I’m aware of their possible abuse as well; I want to do what I can to mitigate those risks.”
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  Illustration by Kojiro-Brushard, courtesy of and © ChapterAquila92
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  Illustration by Lord Fenrir, courtesy of Bob Nelson


  There are no age limits on adopting a fursona; Bob “Anthrocoon” Nelson is a fifty-four-year-old radio DJ. Long before furry fandom he, like his fellow baby boomers, watched just about every cartoon from Hanna-Barbera, Warner Brothers and others on TV back in the day.


  “I knew a cartoonist named Don Fields who drew a character called Shmuck-O Rat. I don’t think Don considered himself a furry, but he said something like ‘Shmuck-O is in Giant Shanda Animal from Shanda Comics.’ I sent away for it and when it came back there was a flyer with it for Albany Anthrocon.


  “I was already doing a personal fanzine called Raccoon Times; I like drawing raccoon characters, they’re probably my favorite species. I had a little bit of everything I thought was interesting in there: my travels, CD reviews, a few furry comics and a friend tossed in some movie reviews. I wrote a short story or two—one was about a man landing on a planet of giant raccoons—and I reviewed furry comics like Shanda, Hey Neeters!, Mad Raccoons and so on.


  “I’d already done a fanzine about giant and tiny people and animals in fact and fiction. Since I like raccoons and was getting a bit into the furry fandom I figured I could connect the two. Originally I called myself Rac Cooney but changed it later to Anthrocoon, a play on Anthrocon and man-raccoon. I use the screen name ‘raccoonradio’ because I’m into both.


  “When the [Anthrocon] convention heard I called myself Anthrocoon they let me in for free two years in a row. I’ve been to every single one since then, and I’ve had a great time at all of them. When [I’m away] someone else hosts my show [and I’ve] called in from both Anthrocon and Furpocalypse to do live reports. [I’ve] also played songs like ‘Try Everything’ from Zootopia, of course.”


  An animal fursona expresses an inner, often truer self-but sometimes it takes a while to discover who that beast really is. When I first joined the fandom I figured I needed a fursona of my own—but what? For quite a few years I considered myself a bear. I was fairly husky at the time and their ability to switch from a four-legged stance to an upright, humanlike posture (not to mention that luxurious head-to-toe fur coat) appealed to me. Then I grew a beard, let my hair grow out and became a lion.


  Finally it was time for a badge. I went to Jim Groat (aka “Rabbi Tom,”) one of the first furs, a “greymuzzle” (the term for an older furry) like myself whose furry roots go back to the dawn of the fandom. Jim is an accomplished cartoonist—not to mention instigator, troublemaker, ringleader, organizer of garage-roof Smurf base ball games and late-night White Castle runs. His fursona is, of course, a goat. You can see him done up in fancy Old West duds getting shoved out of a dance-hall chair in 1993’s Tombstone.


  “Jim, can you do a badge of me as a lion?” Groat the goat takes one look at me and says, “No, Joe, that’s not you,” and proceeds to draw me as an alligator—a glasses-wearing, goateed gator with lengthy jaws, holding a camcorder (I was never without one back in the day) and sporting an amused sneer. It was me, the essence of me. It turned out I already had a fursona—my inner reptile. But how did Jim know? For that matter, how did my niece Sammi know back before the fandom even existed? She could still count her age on the fingers of one hand, when out of the blue one day she told me, “You’re an alligator!” (“Watch out, I bite!” I snapped back.)


  Perhaps they both knew something about me, something I had yet to learn.
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  Illustration by Jim Groat/Rabbi Tom, courtesy of and © the author


  The Hobbyist vs. the Lifestyler


  Or, how seriously do you take Furry? Is it a hobby you indulge in occasionally but don’t take particularly seriously? Or is it an interest to the point of an obsession that all but defines you—literally the style in which you live your life?


  At best, “lifestyler” is an amorphous term that still carries negative connotations within the fandom. Perhaps a few questions will reveal whether or not you’re a life-styler; the more you answer “yes” (particularly to the later questions) the more likely you are one. Do you:


  • have a fursona


  • collect or draw furry art


  • attend the occasional furry convention


  • own a fursuit


  • commission artists to create furry art to your specifications


  • decorate your living space with furry art or images of your fursona animal


  • live with or do almost all of your socializing with other furs


  • chat online with other furs as your fursona


  • wear your fursuit around the house


  • own several fursuits


  • attend more than two or three furry conventions per year


  • think of yourself interchangeably or simultaneously as your human self and your fursona . . .


  You probably get the idea. The concept of a furry lifestyle originated in the mid-1990s on alt.fan.furry, a Usenet board, in its day Discussion (not to mention Argument) Central for the furry community.13 The hobbyists (mostly artists) weren’t particularly fond of people who took it too far, in their humble opinion; your obsession makes the more “normal” of us look bad, they said.


  Furry fandom was born of a cluster of sci-fi, animation and funny animal fans and cartoonists. Furs who wanted to talk about what Furry meant to them personally, not just who drew the sexiest vixens or whether The Rescuers Down Under was better than The Rescuers, were “encouraged” via a quaint Internet custom known as a flame war to start their own message board—which they did.
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