














Praise for Feed Your Pet Right


“Feed Your Pet Right is … frank and fascinating, with abundant information that can be readily absorbed. It will make you an expert not only on the quality and contents of the canned foods and kibbles, but also on the doings of the manufacturers. You will realize how little you knew after you have read this splendid, highly scientific, star-quality book.”


—Elizabeth Marshall Thomas, author of
  The Hidden Life of Dogs and The Social Lives of Dogs


“One of the enduring topics of conversation among pet owners is what to feed our animals. Everybody has a strongly held opinion, but few have facts to back them. Feed Your Pet Right has those facts and gives them to you in a highly readable, fascinating, and entertaining way. You can find out what is really in commercial pet foods and how healthy they are, the truth about diets based on raw food, vegetarian only, and home-cooked foods and even look at the ethics of pet foods. This is a must read for every dog and cat owner.”


—Stanley Coren, author of The Modern Dog,
  The Intelligence of Dogs, and others


“This book is now the definitive work on what to feed pets. It is well researched and well written by two highly qualified, unbiased scientists who provide fascinating information putting many of the way-too-many pet food myths to rest. No longer will pet owners have to rely simply on what their breeder (or the person next door) says—instead they can just consult this book. I learned a lot from it and will use it as one of my bibles. Talk about food for thought! Two paws up!”


—Nicholas H. Dodman, DVM and author of
  The Well-Adjusted Dog and The Dog Who Loved Too Much


“Feed Your Pet Right is mind-blowingly excellent!! It is brilliant in every way—comprehensive in scope and clearly impartial. The style of writing is accessible to any reader.”


—David Fraser, Emeritus Professor of Animal Science,
  University of Sydney
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Introduction


THIS BOOK is about what dogs and cats eat—and should eat—to keep them at peak health for as long as they live. It is also about the food products available for feeding companion animals, the ingredients in those foods, the sources of those ingredients, the industry that makes the products, and what is and is not known about the best ways to feed these animals.* In this book, we provide dog and cat owners with the information they need to know about what their pets eat and why.


We are professors in the human nutrition departments at New York University (Marion Nestle) and Cornell University (Malden Nesheim). Both of us have had long careers in human nutrition and Malden Nesheim received much of his early training and experience in animal nutrition. But how we came to write a book about pet food and feeding is a story best told by Marion Nestle because Feed Your Pet Right evolved from What to Eat, a book she wrote in 2006 about food for people. What to Eat is not really a how-to book; it is a book about how to think about what to eat. Similarly, Feed Your Pet Right is about how to decide for yourself what’s best for your pet to eat and how to feel more confident about your choices.


MARION NESTLE EXPLAINS


For much of 2005 and 2006, I was spending every minute I could in supermarkets researching the topics I wrote about in What to Eat. That book, which started out as a guide to supermarkets, ended up as a reference work on the enormous range of issues—from basic nutrition to international politics—that confront anyone faced with food choices these days. As I wandered through supermarket aisles, I kept running across pet foods. In some stores, they occupied entire aisles, six shelves high. By the time I began paying attention to these products in a more serious way, I knew that food companies paid “slotting” fees (bribes, for all practical purposes) to many supermarkets for every inch of prime retail shelf space. It seemed obvious that pet foods must be a lively and profitable business for all concerned.


When I looked at the cans, pouches, and bags on those shelves, I was surprised by their labels. The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) has strict rules for what can and cannot go on the labels of foods for humans, but for historical reasons (which we explain later on) it regulates pet foods in an entirely different manner—as animal feed. The FDA requires the labels on feed for farm animals to list ingredients, but does not officially permit statements about benefits for special health conditions. Yet here were foods marketed for dogs and cats bearing claims that ingredients in the products could help reduce the risk of heart disease or diabetes, stimulate immune function, treat skin or joint disorders, or alleviate the infirmities of aging. The shelves were full of products advertised for dogs of different sizes and breeds, for puppies and kittens, for cats kept indoors, and for those fed vegetarian or all-meat diets.


But my initial look at the ingredient lists gave an entirely different impression: the products seemed much alike. Could it be possible that foods advertised for specific ages, breeds, lifestyles, and health conditions all contained virtually identical ingredients? If distinctions existed, they were not obvious at first glance. I also wondered about the health claims. Health claims on human foods are well known to confuse and mislead consumers but to strongly encourage sales. Indeed, manufacturers of human foods deliberately add nutrients—vitamins, omega-3 fats, antioxidants—to products so companies can make health claims for those ingredients. Health claims usually have much more to do with marketing than health. I wondered if health claims on pet food labels had the same confusing effects on pet owners (or guardians, as some prefer).*


If for no other reason than to satisfy curiosity, I thought it would be a good idea to add a chapter to What to Eat about pet food choices. But by that time, the manuscript had expanded to more than six hundred pages and I was eager (desperate is more like it) to bring it to a close. Even though I suspected that pet owners were just as curious as I was, and just as interested in reliable information about what to feed their cats and dogs, I reluctantly abandoned the idea of including that chapter.


As soon as the book appeared, it was obvious that I had missed an opportunity. When giving talks about What to Eat, I began to hear about what I now think of as “the pet food gap.” People asked, “Why can’t you do the same for pet food? I don’t have a clue what to feed my dog.” “My cat will only eat this one brand and she hisses if I try anything else. How do I know if what I am feeding her is okay?” and “My veterinarian says one thing but books say another—and they say opposite things. Whose information should I trust?”


These questions were so similar to the ones that had started me working on What to Eat that I was curious to pursue them further. I began by asking pet owners whether they felt they knew what to feed their cats or dogs. The answer: a resounding NO! Invariably, a deluge of questions followed, many of them highly specific. While some were easy to answer, some were not. The questions ended up guiding our research and this book deals with all of them. For example:


• Is commercial pet food any good? Can I trust it? (that’s what this book is about.)


• Which is better—canned or dry dog food—or does it make any difference? (We deal with these questions in chapter 6.)


•Why are pet food labels so hard to understand? What do they mean? (chapters 7 and 10)


• Are premium brands better? What does “all-natural” mean, and is it better? should I give my pet organic foods? (chapter 12)


• Do I have to do anything special for my puppy or kitten? For my older pet? (chapter 13)


• Can I believe health claims on pet food labels? (chapter 14)


• How can I tell how much my pet should be eating? (chapter 15)


• Is it ok to give treats? What kind? What about tap water? (chapter 16)


• Should I give my pet vitamins or other nutritional supplements? (chapters 17 and 18)


• Is it ok to feed my pet a vegetarian diet? how about a vegan diet? What about grains? (chapter 19)


• Are raw-food diets ok? are they really superior? (chapter 20)


• Is it okay to cook my own food for my pet? (chapter 21)


• Should I believe my veterinarian’s advice about what foods to buy? (chapter 24)




From such questions, it was obvious that the matter of what to feed pets was just as important and just as confusing to owners as what to feed themselves and their families. Indeed, as I soon discovered, the question of what to feed pets can be far more important to people than what they feed themselves. If you have a pet, you are likely to adore your animal. You love pleasing your pet and food is an easy and satisfying way to express your love. You and other pet owners want to feed your animals properly, but the pet food marketplace is just as complicated, misleading, and confusing as the human food marketplace—and sometimes more so.


I thought it would be interesting and useful to answer such questions and to help clarify some of the choices involved in pet feeding and I convinced Malden Nesheim to join me in this project. The subsequent “we” represents both of us and reflects our joint perspective on the issues we cover in this book.


As we quickly learned, our particular perspective is unusual in this field. We approached this project out of genuine curiosity, with few preconceptions about what we might learn and without any specific goals in mind. Neither of us had any ties to the pet food industry, and we still do not. This book is the result of our attempt to bring as much objectivity as we could to examination of the pet food issues we discuss here.


WHO WE ARE


Neither of us lives with a pet at the moment. We travel too often and for too many days at a time to be able to give a dog or cat the attention and companionship it needs. But at various times in our lives, we owned, cared for, and sometimes bred dogs and cats, as well as our own or our children’s hamsters, gerbils, guinea pigs, mice, parakeets, parrots, rabbits, rats, snakes, frogs, turtles, goldfish, aquarium fish, and on one occasion, a tarantula. At times in our family or professional life, one or both of us has raised or worked with mice, chickens, rabbits, pigs, cows, sheep, and horses. We like and get along well with animals, we love visiting our friends’ and children’s animals—together we boast of three grand-dogs and five grand-cats. We have enjoyed every minute of reading, writing, and thinking about these animals as we worked on this book. And now for more formal introductions:


Marion Nestle is a city girl. She was born in New York City, grew up in Los Angeles, but returned to Manhattan in 1988 and has been there ever since. She earned a doctorate in molecular biology and a master’s in public health nutrition from the University of California at Berkeley, and has held jobs teaching and writing about human nutrition for more than thirty years at Brandeis University, the University of California School of Medicine in San Francisco, and, since 1988, at New York University. Her farm experience began in a childhood summer camp in Vermont where she took care of a dozen free-range Rhode Island Reds, but is otherwise limited to occasional farm visits. While working on this book, she was a member of the Pew Commission on Industrial Farm Animal Production, which released its final report in 2008. She is the author of three prize-winning books about human food issues: Food Politics: How the Food Industry Influences Nutrition and Health (2002, revised edition 2007), Safe Food: The Politics of Food Safety (2003, revised edition 2010), and What to Eat (2006). Her book on the pet food recalls of 2007, Pet Food Politics: The Chihuahua in the Coal Mine, was published in 2008.


Malden Nesheim started off in life as a farm boy. He was one of eight children growing up on an Illinois farm that kept cows, steers, sheep, pigs, horses, and chickens, and supported any number of working cats and dogs. He majored in agricultural science at the University of Illinois (Champaign-Urbana), and holds master’s and doctoral degrees in animal nutrition. For many years, he was a professor of animal nutrition at Cornell University, followed by many more years as director of Cornell’s Division of Nutritional Sciences, its vice president for budget and planning, and provost. He is a coauthor of Nutrition of the Chicken (1982), the definitive book on this subject, and Poultry Production (10th to 13th editions) as well as many articles in professional journals on various aspects of animal and human nutrition. He is a recipient of an award from the American Feed Manufacturers Association for research in animal nutrition, and is a past president of the American Institute of Nutrition. He is now professor emeritus, but continues to be active in the Division of Nutritional Sciences at Cornell.


As you can see from these biographies, both of us have long careers in academic research. We approached this project as we would any other such project: we or our assistants went to libraries, read books and journals, and consulted Internet websites. We subscribed to Petfood Industry and other trade journals. Beyond that, we tried to obtain as much firsthand experience as the pet food industry would allow. We visited stores selling pet foods, bought products, collected their labels, and donated the foods to our local SPCA shelters. When permitted, we went to meetings of pet food and ingredient suppliers, and of animal scientists giving presentations on their research. We talked to pet owners but also to the owners of pet food companies and stores, ingredient manufacturers, and animal scientists. We visited every manufacturing plant that would let us in and spoke with their owners and managers. We toured veterinary clinics and hospitals. We talked to veterinary students, representatives of veterinary colleges, and practicing veterinarians.


Much of the opinion we now hold on matters discussed in this book is based on these experiences. But, as we later explain, the industry that makes pet foods is unusually closed and secretive. We were refused many requests to visit and hardly any industry representatives agreed to talk to us on the record. We greatly appreciated the generosity of the companies that did open their doors to us and the many individuals who freely provided us with introductions, explanations, and information, and we acknowledge their contributions at the end of this book.


WHY PET FOODS COUNT


When we told friends and colleagues we were writing a book about foods for cats and dogs, we heard two kinds of reactions. Pet lovers told us: “Oh good. Get it done fast. We need this book.” Others, however, gave us puzzled looks or expressed dismay that we would waste time on anything so unimportant to society as companion animals. As they put the matter: “With so many children in the world starving or without health care, it’s appalling that people spend so much money on pets.” One colleague sarcastically suggested that a better title for the book would be Eat Your Pet (we think she was joking, but we do discuss such issues in chapter 23).


Late in 2006, we did not have easy responses to such comments, but we had a hunch that there was more to the pet food story than seemed obvious. And then, in March 2007, Menu Foods, a manufacturer of “wet” (canned and pouched) pet foods based in Canada, announced that a few cats that had eaten its foods had become sick or died from kidney blockage. The company would be recalling 60 million cans and pouches of nearly one hundred different brands of pet foods. Suddenly, we no longer had to justify our interest in writing about pet foods. It was immediately obvious that pet foods were the proverbial canary (we prefer Chihuahua) in the coal mine. Pet foods displayed early warning signs of massive safety problems in the worldwide production and distribution of many other consumer products ranging from toothpaste to prescription drugs and, later, to Chinese infant formulas and American peanut butter.


The recall exposed previously hidden links between pet foods and the human food supply. Pet foods could no longer be considered as a tiny but profitable niche market. Instead, it was evident that pet foods are part of a global network for producing food for people and for farm animals, as well as for cats and dogs. We all share one interconnected food supply. This means that anyone who cares about the safety and quality of food for people, pets, or other animals also needs to care about how pet foods are made, used, and monitored. Indeed, the implications of the recall are so profound that one of us (Nestle) ended up telling its story in a separate book, Pet Food Politics: The Chihuahua in the Coal Mine (University of California Press, 2008).


WHAT ARE PET FOODS?


Let’s begin by visiting the pet food aisle of a good-sized supermarket. In the summer of 2008, for example, the Wegmans supermarket in Ithaca, New York, devoted both sides of an entire 120-foot aisle to pet foods and products. We estimated that this took up 13 percent of the store’s center-aisle space, roughly the same proportion devoted to sodas. The shelves rose six feet above the floor, and each was packed with cans, pouches, and bags of foods, treats, and chews in sizes ranging from three-ounce cans of cat food to forty-pound bags of dog kibble. We counted out the number of four-foot sections, multiplied them by the number of shelves, and came up with 328 linear feet of shelf space devoted to cat foods, and 395 feet to dog foods—more than 700 linear feet of supermarket real estate devoted to these products.


As is true of most pet food aisles, dog food takes up more space than cat food. Although Americans own many more cats than dogs—94 million compared to 78 million—dogs eat more than cats, and owners tend to spend more money on food and treats for them.


At the time, Wegmans carried several leading brands produced by major pet food companies, along with its own favorably priced, private-label Bruiser dog food and Buju & Ziggie cat food brands. Choosing from any such array of products is a daunting task. Price is only one of many considerations. Manufacturers design pet foods for a large number of particular purposes, each aimed at a particular market segment.


The most important distinction is between complete-and-balanced foods and snacks or treats. Commercial pet foods share much in common with infant formulas. They provide complete nutrition in one convenient package. If you follow the feeding directions, the food takes care of your pet’s requirements for calories and all essential nutrients. In contrast, snacks and treats have some nutritional value but are incomplete and need to be supplemented with foods that contain all of the nutrients required by a cat or dog.


Within the complete-and-balanced category, you can select from among foods that differ in form or price; are targeted to an animal’s stage of life, breed, or health condition; meet your expectations for ingredient quality; are consistent with your personal values about diet, nutrition, or the environment; or do or do not contain supplements aimed at relieving disease symptoms. We talk about each of these market segments in subsequent chapters.


Complete-and-balanced pet foods are marketed as dry, semi-moist, or wet. Dry foods sell the best, which should be no surprise. They are relatively inexpensive and easy to store as they do not require refrigeration. Within each of these categories, companies offer products by brand. Within each brand, they offer variations in size, flavor, and other factors targeted to particular market segments. The size differences are obvious; the weights are listed on the packages. You can choose the one that is most convenient or least expensive. Flavors, however, are more complicated. A typical brand might come in beef, seafood, and poultry flavors, for example. Do the choices of form, flavor, and market segment make any difference to the health and happiness of a dog or cat—or do they matter most to its owner? That is what this book is about.


Along with our discussion of the various products, we give our candid opinions of the value of their ingredients and the issues raised by the way they are marketed. We also give you the information you need to form your own opinions about the products and their marketing, and how much these issues matter in deciding what and how much to feed your cat or dog. We invite you to join us on this journey, and hope that you find it as interesting, entertaining, and useful as we did.





The ORIGINS of COMMERCIAL PET FOODS
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What Pets Ate


TO UNDERSTAND WHAT pet foods are all about, it helps to know what dogs and cats are supposed to eat, what they used to be fed, and how modern science determines what they are fed now. We are fortunate to live at a time when we know as much as we do about the nutritional needs of dogs and cats. We have good information about these needs from four quite different sources: the evolutionary origins of dogs and cats, their anatomy and physiology, experiments conducted to define their nutrient requirements and, not least, the experience and observations of pet owners, pet breeders, and veterinarians.


We will have more to say about the anatomical, experimental, and experiential evidence in later chapters, but here is a quick summary. The digestive tract of dogs is typical of omnivores, meaning that dogs are able to extract nutritional value from any food animal or plant. Like humans, dogs have a digestive tract that is about six times the length of their bodies. Dogs will eat anything. We too are omnivores but tend to be fussier about which parts of animals or plants we eat.


In contrast, cats are carnivores. Their digestive tracts are only about four times their body length and adapted to extract nutrients efficiently from devoured animals. Even so, cats are also able to digest carbohydrates (starches and sugars), fats, and proteins from plants. We address the question of whether cats can or should eat grains in the context of vegetarian diets in chapter 19.


Next, experimentation: research studies in the twentieth century revealed the specific nutrient requirements of dogs and cats. Oddly, those studies had two purposes, neither of which had anything to do with pets: to define human nutritional requirements, and to identify the most efficient feed for farm animals. Researchers accomplished both goals. But as a bonus they also produced the information needed to establish standards for the nutrient content of pet foods.


Human history provides further experiential evidence. Humans have thousands of years of experience with feeding dogs and cats. Think of the situation this way: We have been so successful in promoting the nutritional health of pet dogs and cats that they survive to the present day and in large numbers. Unlike many of their close relatives, they did not go extinct. And now, let’s look at what evolution has to say about the nutrient needs of these animals.


EVOLUTION: DOGS AND THEIR DIETS


It makes no difference who studies dog evolution or by what method. Ancient fossils and modern genetics give the same result: dogs descended from wolves. Although wolves have inhabited earth for 40 million years or more, dogs are evolutionary newcomers. Fossils indicate that animals resembling modern dogs first appeared in East Asia a mere 12,000 to 14,000 years ago. Genetics may push the date back to 15,000 years ago, or perhaps a bit earlier, but let’s play it safe and say the critical period was 12,000 years ago at about the same time that humans were beginning to establish agricultural settlements.


The fossil history and genetic evidence constitute scientific facts. Beyond these facts, scientists do not have a clue as to how dogs evolved from wolves or how or when they developed into hundreds of breeds readily distinguishable by sight and, to a growing extent, by genetic analysis. In the absence of facts, we have speculation. Some speculators propose that people adopted wild wolves, tamed them, and bred them for docility, loyalty, and other desirable domestic traits. Others suggest that wolves sought out human company—and the food that came with it—and happily tamed themselves. No matter. After 12,000 years of domestication, dogs may still resemble their wolf ancestors in some ways but in other ways they are quite different. In adapting to people, for example, some dogs came to prefer the company of humans to that of other dogs, a situation impossible to imagine for wolves. The domesticated dog is a different animal—genetically, physiologically, and psychologically—from a wolf in the wild, and its dietary needs and habits are also quite different.


Wolves, for example, are carnivores that eat every bit of their prey: flesh, bones, blood, intestines, other organs, and wastes. These parts of the animal, which we usually consider inedible offal, are excellent sources of vitamins and minerals as well as of proteins, fats, and calories. In the wild, the carnivore diet of wolves promotes growth and reproduction quite efficiently. But dogs, like humans, evolved as omnivores; they can eat and take advantage of a much broader range of foods—anything that comes their way.


During the 7,000-year period from 12,000 to 5,000 years ago, we can only guess at what dogs ate. One reasonable guess is that dogs gathered around the garbage dumps of early agricultural settlements and ate whatever they could hunt, scavenge, or beg from humans. Written records begin in Egypt about 5,000 years ago, and even the earliest provide evidence for human contact with dogs. Papyrus fragments, tomb paintings, building decorations, and statues show that the ancient Egyptians kept many kinds of dogs, some for hunting but also as house pets. These materials depict clearly recognizable breeds of dogs—salukis, other medium-sized dogs with straight ears, and basset hounds. They show dogs hunting, on leashes, and with given names. Although we do not know exactly what the ancient Egyptians fed their dogs, we do know that at least one palace employed a “messenger for dogs’ food.”


But we can speculate that for at least the last 5,000 years, dogs flourished on the highly nutritious parts of animals that humans found unpalatable as well as on food garbage that humans threw away. Once dogs became house pets, however, human disgust restricted their diets. Dogs no longer had access to the nutrients present in animal intestines, other organs, and bones. If dogs were to grow and reproduce, they had to obtain the nutrients they needed from other food sources. As we will see, they did.


EVOLUTION: CATS AND THEIR DIETS


The question of when cats and people began their close association turns out to be one of great interest to geneticists as well as to archeologists. Cat geneticists—yes, such people exist—have traced the origins of today’s domestic cats to wild ancestral cats that lived 100,000 to 200,000 years ago. As for domestication, archeologists say that happened at least 9,500 years ago. At a grave site in Cyprus dating from that era, archeologists found a skeleton of a cat and a human buried just three feet apart. They were not surprised by this finding. By that time, humans lived in communities where they raised agricultural crops. With crops come mice, and archeologists have uncovered masses of mouse skeletons at ancient agricultural settlements. With mice come cats.


The best guess as to how cats were tamed in those early settlements seems quite plausible: humans stored grain, mice found grain, cats found mice, cats had kittens, and children adore kittens. This arrangement between cats and humans worked well for both. Cats took care of mice. Humans sheltered cats. As evidence, consider the number of domestic house cats now alive on earth—perhaps half a billion. In sharp contrast, the populations of most of the thirty-six surviving species of wild cats have declined to the point of near extinction.


As is the case with dogs, we know little about the extent of cat domestication until the ancient Egyptians depicted cats on papyrus, wall paintings, statues, and other art objects, and buried these objects in tombs that remained undiscovered for millennia. From this evidence, it seems clear that the Egyptians of 5,000 or 6,000 years ago viewed cats as religious objects. Images of cats appear on amulets, seated figures, heads, mummy cases, columns, scarabs, and jewelry from that era. Later artifacts depict cats in hunting scenes as well as living indoors, under chairs, on laps, wearing collars, and drinking milk and eating fish.


The precise role of cats in ancient Egyptian society is not easy to fathom, but it must have been an important one. The Egyptians buried mummified cats in their own separate tombs, and in staggering numbers. The burials were discovered in the late nineteenth century when farmers came across a tomb containing the mummified remains of about 80,000 cats and kittens. They sold some of the mummified cats as souvenirs but used most of them—at least nineteen tons’ worth—as fertilizer. A small collection of mummified skulls from that tomb are still preserved in the British Museum.


Following the Egyptian era, cats had plenty of time to become thoroughly domesticated to the ways of humans. They also became indispensable as a means to keep mice under control. Travelers on land and sea took cats with them, thereby enabling archeologists to track the gradual migration of cats from Egypt to Greece to India and to China. Italian coins and pottery demonstrate that cats must have been introduced into southern Italy by 400 BC. Some of the coins show cats being fed meat, birds, or cakes. Sicilian writings from the first century BC talk about the specific foods fed to cats kept by priests. The priests fed the cats grains as well as meat—wheat flour mixed with wheat kernels soaked in milk, along with choice Nile fish.


Such evidence indicates that dogs, cats, and humans have had a mutually beneficial existence for millennia. The animals hunted, scrounged food, and ate whatever humans threw away or were willing to spare. They survived, grew, and reproduced, and did so without the help of commercial pet food. In the light of history, commercial pet food is a thoroughly modern invention, made possible when the industrial revolution brought large numbers of people into cities to work, created systems for the manufacture and distribution of consumer goods, and promoted a consumer culture based on demands for convenience.


EARLY FEEDING PRACTICES


That dogs and cats survived to the present day makes perfect sense. Mice are an excellent source of nutrition for cats, and food waste is just fine for dogs if the foods are varied enough. Owners and breeders were close observers of their animals and could figure out if the animals’ diets were inadequate. Long before anyone knew anything about body needs for vitamins, minerals, and other essential nutrients, dog owners and breeders understood that the diets of their animals had to follow what we now understand as basic principles of nutrition: balance, variety, and moderation.


Let’s start with moderation, which refers to energy (calorie) balance. Dogs and cats should not be overfed to the point where they get fat. Today’s concerns about pet obesity (chapter 15) are nothing new. Throughout the 1800s, for example, books on dog care cautioned owners not to overfeed their animals, to limit the number of daily feedings, and “never to present more to a dog than he will eat with a good appetite.” In the early 1900s, Anna Comstock, an assistant professor of nature study at Cornell, worried that most dogs are fed too often and advised: “Do not pay attention when your dog begs for food, since to yield would most likely ruin his health.” A century later, this is still good advice.


The principles of balance and variety derive from our understanding of food composition. Plant and animal foods contain a great many nutrients but in different amounts. Because each food has its own unique complement of nutrients and some foods have more of any one nutrient than others, mixing foods compensates for possible shortages. Early owners and breeders could see that dogs did better when fed more than one kind of food. An 1858 guide to dog care, for example, pointed out that while wild dogs (wolves) ate meat, domestic dogs also needed other foods:


The natural food of the dog is flesh, and it is found that those in a wild state prefer it to every other kind of nutriment, but … [s]tag-hounds, fox-hounds, harriers, and beagles, are generally fed on oatmeal … [T]he meal should be made into porridge, with the addition of a little milk, and occasionally the kitchen offal, such as remnants of butchers’ meat, broth, and soups, the raspings and refuse of bakers’ shops, or hard, coarse, sea-biscuit (sold as dog-biscuit), well soaked and boiled with bullocks’ liver or horseflesh.


Besides meat and oatmeal, dogs needed vegetables (for vitamins, as we now know). An 1860 book for owners of hunting dogs said: “It is well to observe that vegetables of almost any kind, as potatoes, carrots, pars-nips, and even cabbages, may be added … to the dog’s great advantage. In the 1880s, kennels fed mixtures of oatmeal and horsemeat to their charges. Horses had a high mortality rate and their meat was cheap and widely available for this purpose. In 1900, a how-to book about managing dog diseases summarized decades of published advice:


Sheep-heads, trotters, and ox-noses form a highly nutritious and valuable food, especially for invalid dogs; boiled down, they form a glutinous jelly, of which dogs are particularly fond. Whatever kind of flesh-meat is used, meal should form the basis, and none is better than the coarse Scotch oatmeal, thoroughly cooked … The dog has a natural fondness for bones, independently of which they are of great value to him. One should always be allowed at least once or twice a week.


Such advice made it clear that a close relationship with a butcher was essential for feeding dogs properly. Owners were advised not only to feed ox-noses and the heads of sheep to their dogs, but to do so often: “For a person who keeps several dogs, there is no better mode than to let the butcher regularly supply him with sheep heads, which will cost a mere trifle, at the rate of one for each dog every second day.” The heads of sheep were so commonly used as food for dogs in the nineteenth century that books provided recipes for cooking them. Here, for example, is a recipe for puppy food from 1859:


In the fourth week get a sheep’s head, boil it in a quart of water till the meat comes completely to pieces, then carefully take away every particle of bone, and break up the meat into fragments no larger than a small horse-bean; mix all up with the broth, thicken this to the consistence of cream with fine wheat flour, boil for a quarter of an hour, then cool and give alternately with the milk.


This would make a nutritious food, especially with a few vegetables and bones tossed into the soup, but seems rather inconvenient for modern kitchens.


And what about cats? Much less has been written about the early feeding practices of cat owners. Although the principles of balance, variety, and moderation also apply to the diets of cats, owners did not need to be concerned about them. Cats that ate mice and an occasional bird took good care of their own nutritional needs. Their independence meant that owners were unlikely to see what the cats were eating. Early advice about what was best to feed house cats tended to reflect the owners’ personal experience rather than any kind of systematic observation. An 1898 book about the care of angora cats, for example, advised a diet of milk and oatmeal, a fare that would not be nutritionally adequate without the addition of a mouse or two. Well into the 1900s, books about cat care assumed that owners were preparing food for their animals: “[In] my own cattery we have horse-flesh delivered three times a week and two cods’-heads each day. … Cods’-heads must be well boiled and boned, and mixed with scalded biscuits or bread. … Once a week, when possible, have two chilled rabbits. Cook them well.”


Faced with the daily chore of cooking and boning sheep heads, cods’ heads, or chilled rabbits, anyone might be grateful for the convenience of commercial pet food. By 1900, biscuits had become a common food for dogs, and dry and canned foods for dogs and cats would soon find a ready market. Although the origins of commercial pet foods date back two hundred years or more, the pet food industry, in the form we know it today, only began in the early part of the twentieth century. Modern pet foods required the development of canning technology, but they also were based on increasing knowledge of the specific nutritional requirements of dogs and cats.
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What Pets Need


TODAY THE NUTRIENT needs of dogs and cats, and the ways in which these needs differ from those of humans, are well established. Indeed, the nutritional details are so well known that we can safely say that more is known about the nutrient requirements of pets than of people. We know this as a direct result of experiments using dogs as subjects. The digestive physiology of dogs is so similar to that of humans that dogs could be used to determine nutritional principles that applied to humans as well. Cats, with their shorter digestive tracts, differ too much from humans to be used in those kinds of studies. Instead, information about the nutritional needs of cats came later as the result of research studies designed specifically for that purpose.


NUTRITIONAL SIMILARITIES


One great marvel of animal physiology is that all animals—including humans—have similar nutrient requirements despite their diversity in size, shape, ecological niche, and dietary habits. Animals, from the smallest to the largest, require nearly the same collection of fifty or so nutrients—sources of energy (calories), vitamins, minerals, amino acids, and fatty acids—for their growth, reproduction, and survival. Like humans, other animals obtain required nutrients through the foods they eat: plants as well as prey animals.


Plants constitute the basis of animal life. Small animals eat plants. Wolves and cats eat smaller animals and get plant nutrients that way. Plants can supply all of the essential nutrients that animals need with only one exception—vitamin B12. That exceptional vitamin is made by bacteria. Smaller animals eat bacteria along with grass and feed, and incorporate vitamin B12 into their tissues. Animals further up the food chain (like us) get vitamin B12 when we eat animal-derived foods.


Bacteria are the source of vitamin B12 but that is not all they are. They also produce additional nutrients required by animals—biotin and vitamin K, for example. Perhaps more important, they help with the digestion of plant fiber. In chapter 18, we examine the benefits of certain kinds of bacteria on digestive function in the context of the increasingly popular “probiotic” supplements and food products marketed to dogs and cats.


Bacteria are so important that the digestive systems of animals are specialized to promote their proliferation. Cows, for example, have rumens—digestive organs adapted as fermentation vats. In them, bacteria ferment grasses into fatty acids used for energy, and make some of the vitamins and amino acids (building blocks of protein) that cattle need for growth and reproduction. Other ruminant animals—sheep, deer, and goats—do the same. As for nonruminants, horses and rabbits have large intestines adapted for bacterial fermentation. Some rodents eat their own bacteria-laden feces and get many vitamins that way. Dogs will do this too, if given half a chance. Dogs, cats, and people house billions of intestinal bacteria. These make all the vitamin K we need and help convert fiber into usable nutrients.


During the process of digestion, animals break down the carbohydrates, proteins, and fats in foods into units—sugars, amino acids, and fatty acids—small enough to be absorbed into the body. These are used to build body parts or to produce energy. That is why dogs and cats are able to eat the same kinds of foods we do. With only a few exceptions, pets require the same nutrients we do, digest food in the same way, and do just fine on diets similar to ours. These similarities may be one reason why cats and dogs make such easy companions.


As we mentioned earlier, the wild ancestors of domestic dogs and cats were relatively strict carnivores that ate all parts of their prey. But in the thousands of years that cats and dogs have been adapting to the ways of humans, these animals have evolved to prefer and to be able to use a much greater variety of foods. Commercial pet foods may seem far removed from the ancestral diets of wild cats and dogs, but the modern progeny of those animals survive and reproduce quite well on such products.


NUTRIENT REQUIREMENTS


We mentioned that dogs were used as experimental animals to study human nutrition. Dogs have been used for this purpose since the eighteenth century and were only recently replaced by rats and mice. Studies using dogs, for example, were performed to explain the metabolism of the vitamin niacin and its role in the human disease pellagra. That disease, now virtually eliminated, was the scourge of the rural South in the early part of the twentieth century among people eating diets based mainly on corn. Corn contains niacin, but in a form that makes it rather unavailable. And although niacin can be made from a common amino acid, tryptophan, corn happens to be unusually low in tryptophan. Dogs fed corn-based diets developed black tongue, a disease characterized by loss of appetite and weight, an inflamed tongue, and foul-smelling feces. By 1937, feeding experiments demonstrated that both pellagra and black tongue were due to niacin deficiency. The studies also demonstrated that dogs could make enough niacin when they ate protein-rich foods containing tryptophan. Such studies helped to identify niacin as an essential nutrient for dogs and humans. In the United States today, niacin is added to white flour as well as to commercial pet foods.


In order to perform such studies, investigators fed the dogs mixtures of highly purified ingredients—proteins, fats, carbohydrates, vitamins, and minerals—for long periods of time. The use of purified diets revealed much of what we know today about vitamin and mineral deficiencies. Such diets are, however, too expensive and inconvenient to use for studying the effects of supplements or food ingredients on the health of dogs or cats. Studies using purified diets also were conducted before concerns about animal welfare led to greater controls over research on dogs and cats. For these reasons, it is unlikely that most of those early nutrition studies could be repeated today. We grapple with the ethics of doing this kind of research on cats and dogs in chapter 25.


NUTRITIONAL EXCEPTIONS


We said that the requirements of people and pets are similar, as indeed they are in most respects. Research using purified diets in dogs has led to much greater understanding of the nutritional differences between cats, dogs, and people. Fortunately, we only have to deal with seven special cases:


1. Dogs and cats make their own vitamin C. People do not and must obtain vitamin C from food plants.


2. Dogs and people are able to synthesize the vitamin niacin from the amino acid tryptophan. Cats cannot do this and require ready-made niacin.


3. Humans and dogs can convert beta-carotene, a precursor of vitamin A, to the active vitamin. Cats cannot and require ready-made vitamin A from animals or supplements.


4. Human skin contains a precursor of vitamin D that is activated by sunlight. But this precursor is present in low levels in the skin of dogs and cats.


5. Dogs and people make arachidonic acid, a fatty acid precursor of hormones and other body chemicals, from an essential fatty acid, linoleic acid; cats do not make quite enough to support pregnancy or the growth of kittens.


6. Most mammals can synthesize enough of the amino acid arginine to meet their needs; dogs and cats must obtain some arginine from food proteins.


7. Cats need a food source of taurine, an amino acid essential for normal vision, nervous system development, heart health, and reproduction. Dogs make some taurine from sulfur-containing amino acids and do not need any extra unless their protein intake is especially low. We humans make enough taurine on our own and do not need supplements.




Because these exceptions can be difficult to keep straight, we summarize them in table 1. One of the great benefits of commercial pet foods is that they are formulated to take care of these nutritional details without anyone having to worry about them.


Table 1
UNIQUE NUTRIENT REQUIREMENTS OF HUMANS, DOGS, AND CATSa
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FROM SCIENCE TO FEEDING ADVICE


By the early 1940s, purified-diet research had identified most essential vitamins and minerals, their food sources, and many of their roles in human and animal physiology. The new science, however, did not always translate into sensible feeding advice. Then, as now, self-proclaimed experts gave conflicting instructions about the best way to feed cats and dogs. Some argued, for example, that large numbers of dogs suffer from malnutrition because they do not get enough meat, whereas others said that too much meat induces calcium deficiency. A rather relaxed 1939 guide to dog feeding considered bones nonessential mineral supplements, said dogs should not be permitted to scavenge food, and advised owners to take their choice on the raw food question (“the notion that the raw-meat eater is a dangerous dog is pure fallacy”). By the 1940s, obesity had already been identified as a serious problem for pets: “It is more than likely that among house-pet dogs … many have died from being fed too much than for any other reason.”


Some makers of pet foods were aware of the emerging information about vitamin and mineral requirements, and quickly incorporated the new knowledge into their marketing campaigns. Advertisements for Puss ’n Boots (then owned by Quaker Oats) invoked nutrition to convince owners of the special value of this product:


Many cat owners have assumed that any piece of fish will meet his needs. Biologists tell us that is a mistake. … When whole fish is properly prepared for cat food, nature’s balance of vital elements remains intact. … The fillets contain proteins. The liver and glands yield vitamins. The bone structure supplies calcium. … Each part of the fish contributes nutritive elements, but only the whole fish represents the nutritive whole.


In part to settle some of the questions about pet feeding, but also to standardize the nutrient content of commercial products, the National Research Council (NRC) convened a committee to establish guidelines for the nutritional requirements of dogs. This committee’s first report in 1953 marked the beginning of the modern era of pet feeding based on science.


INTRODUCING THE NRC: RECOMMENDED ALLOWANCES


Since 1953, NRC reports have summarized the scientific basis of pet feeding, defined minimal nutrient requirements, and translated the science into recommendations that govern the nutrient content of food products made for dogs and cats. Because the NRC establishes the basis of what goes into pet foods, it is worth knowing how this group works. The NRC is one of four units that together constitute the National Academies, a group chartered originally by President Abraham Lincoln in 1863 “to investigate, examine, experiment, and report on any subject of science or art” when requested to do so by the government.


The NRC established its Committee on Animal Nutrition in 1928. This committee remained relatively inactive until World War II when the need to increase production of farm animals for food became a national priority. At that point, this committee went into action. It reviewed research on the nutritional requirements of farm animals and published brochures on the nutrient needs of pigs, chickens, sheep, beef cattle, dairy cattle, and horses. Later, it appointed subcommittees to update these publications and to prepare new reports on additional animal species—dogs and cats among them.


The NRC’s first technical report on the Nutrient Requirements of Dogs appeared in 1953. The subcommittee responsible for this report consisted of distinguished physiologists and nutrition scientists—mostly from universities, but some from industry—who had used dogs to study vitamin and mineral requirements. The names of those scientists are still recognizable to nutrition students and practitioners. For example, Morgan Hall, the building that currently houses the nutrition science department at the University of California, Berkeley, is named after one of the original members of the dog subcommittee, Agnes Fay Morgan. From the beginning, the dog subcommittees defined the minimal levels of nutrients required to support growth and reproduction. They also established standards of adequate intake of specific nutrients—recommended allowances—that generally were higher than minimal requirements.


Subcommittees revised the dog report every few years based on the availability of new research, the particular research interests of the scientists who prepared the reports, and the ways in which the reports were expected to be used. With each of the successive revisions in 1962, 1972, 1974, and 1985 (and most recently in 2006), the dog subcommittees expanded the number of nutrients for which they defined minimum requirements and adjusted the recommended allowances in response to more recent research and practice.


The NRC recommended allowances are supposed to be based entirely on the science, but nutrition science is often inconsistent or incomplete and, therefore, requires interpretation. Interpretation depends on the viewpoint of the interpreter. Differences in interpretation explain why the NRC issued two reports so close together in 1972 and 1974, events that illustrate how difficult it is to make scientific judgments independent of other considerations. At issue was the level of protein dogs should be eating. Unlike earlier reports, the 1972 version included a separate section warning of the dangers of high-protein diets:


Difficulties associated with high protein diets have become more commonplace since the introduction of dog foods composed almost entirely of meat and meat by-products. … Optimal levels of dietary protein for some physiological states of the dog are not completely defined, but it is clear that diets containing as much as twice the minimum required amount of protein can have serious consequences, irrespective of vitamin and mineral supplementation, if fed over long periods. … Diets high in protein contribute to renal disease. … There is no evidence proving that animal protein is an essential constituent of a dog’s diet.


Aren’t dogs supposed to eat high-protein diets? To a pet food company advertising its products as high in animal protein (“the natural food for dogs”), advice against using such foods set off alarm bells. Liggett & Myers, the tobacco company that then owned Alpo, one of the bestselling all-meat products on the market, threatened to sue the NRC. Although the controversial statements were backed up by citations to several research studies, the NRC asked the subcommittee to review them again. The subcommittee spent two years doing so, and issued a revised report in 1974—with the offending section deleted. A cover letter from the chair of the NRC Committee on Animal Nutrition introduced the report with a letter that included this most unusual paragraph:


In this revision the Subcommittee refrained from discussing the possible problems relating to the effects of high-protein diets pending the availability of more definitive studies in the future. Based on the accumulated professional experience of some of its members, however, the Subcommittee, as well as the Committee on Animal Nutrition, continues to share a general belief that prolonged intake of high-protein diets can be harmful to dogs. The Subcommittee believes that any adverse effects of this nature can be avoided by general adherence to the guidelines on dietary protein levels recommended in the report.


Subsequent NRC reports say nothing further about upper limits on the amounts of protein or meat to be fed to dogs. Although this incident might appear to be a flagrant example of the intrusion of commercial considerations into science, the “more definitive” studies that came later failed to show harm from high-protein diets except, perhaps, to older dogs with kidney disease.


As for cats: the NRC first described the minimum nutrient needs of cats in 1972 as part of its larger report, Nutrient Requirements of Laboratory Animals. The writer of the cat section, Stanley Gershoff, was a university researcher who had used cats in nutritional studies at his laboratory at Harvard. The NRC’s first separate report on cat nutrition did not appear until 1978. Although that subcommittee was chaired by Duane Ullrey, a distinguished comparative animal nutritionist from Michigan State University, the other members all worked for pet food companies. Pet food companies had a vested interest in determining what nutrients to put into cat food and much of the practical work on cat nutrition had been performed by in-house company researchers. Only later, as more university researchers became interested in cat nutrition, was the NRC able to appoint them to committees. By 1986 the subcommittee working on cat nutrition consisted almost entirely of scientists affiliated with universities.


In 2006, the NRC combined the dog and cat publications into one report, Nutrient Requirements of Dogs and Cats. This report is a joint effort of government and industry; the subcommittee’s expenses were paid by the National Institutes of Health, the Food and Drug Administration, and the Pet Food Institute, a trade association of pet food manufacturers. For anyone interested in the nutritional content of pet food, this report is the Bible, comparable in its scope, comprehensiveness, and authority to the Dietary Reference Intakes for humans produced by the Institute of Medicine, also a unit of the National Academies. The NRC’s 2006 report:


• Reviewed research on the basic anatomy and digestive physiology of dogs and cats.


• Described the formulation and processing of dry and wet pet foods and treats.


• Listed the nutrient composition of common pet food ingredients.


• Evaluated the safety and effectiveness of pet food additives and supplements.


• Recommended allowances for intake of more than forty nutrients for growing pregnant, lactating, and adult dogs and cats.




The European Pet Food Industry Federation (FEDIAF) published a similar report in 2008. From the standpoint of science, the information in these reports is as good as it gets. Because the NRC report is lengthy and highly technical, its scientists have summarized the most practical information in pamphlets designed for dog and cat owners. Unlike most NRC publications, these are available on the Internet at no cost (see appendix 6 for addresses). We recommend them highly.


INTRODUCING AAFCO: NUTRIENT PROFILES


To understand anything about what goes into pet foods, you have to know about AAFCO—the American Association of Feed Control Officials—a group formed in 1909 to reconcile inconsistencies in state laws governing what went into feed for farm animals and, therefore, dogs and cats. We will have more to say more about AAFCO in later chapters. Here, we discuss its development of “nutrient profiles,” standards for the nutrient content of pet foods.


AAFCO did not do anything special about pet foods until 1956, when it established its first pet food committee. That committee, composed of state feed control officials with advisors from pet food companies and trade associations, issued its first report on pet food labeling in 1961 and its first set of “model regulations” for pet food contents and labels—those that it hoped states would adopt as laws—in 1968.


Although the NRC’s recommended allowances represent the gold standard for the nutrient needs of cats and dogs based on research, they are not recipes for making commercial foods. For one thing, they are based largely on experiments using purified nutrients, not foods. But pet foods are typically made from foods or food ingredients (except for supplementary vitamins and minerals). For another, the NRC’s recommended allowances in the mid-1980s were set at levels designed to meet minimum nutrient requirements for dogs and cats, levels that did not account for variations in bioavailability—how well food ingredients are digested, absorbed, and metabolized—or losses of nutrients that occur when pet foods are cooked.


AAFCO set about developing nutrient profiles that take such factors into consideration. It began with the NRC minimum nutrient requirements based on purified diets. It then converted the requirements to practical minimum and maximum nutrient standards (profiles) for dog and cat foods made from “nonpurified ingredients,” meaning real foods. Over the years, AAFCO established profiles for thirty-six nutrients for dogs; these cover the needs for protein, fat, linoleic acid, amino acids, minerals, and vitamins. For cats, it has defined profiles for forty-two nutrients to deal with their more complicated nutritional requirements.


AAFCO profiles also suggest maximum levels of certain nutrients—fat-soluble vitamins and some minerals—that might prove toxic if consumed in excess. When a pet food is made with ingredients that meet the complete set of AAFCO nutrient profiles for a dog or cat, it qualifies for the designation, “complete and balanced.” In 2009, AAFCO profiles were still based on the 1985 recommendations for dogs and the 1986 recommendations for cats, but committees were revising the profiles to make them consistent with the NRC’s more recent 2006 report. For the first time, the NRC 2006 report defined recommended allowances that exceeded minimum requirements; these came closer to AAFCO’s nutrient profiles. When AAFCO revises its profiles to conform to the NRC 2006 publication, the allowances and profiles are likely to be much the same and to establish more uniform standards for the nutrient content of pet foods.


With these details in mind, we can now examine the universe of pet foods in the United States—how they were invented, the kinds of products that are now available, the companies that make the products, and the ways in which pet food contents are determined and monitored.
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Inventing Commercial Pet Foods


EVERYONE WHO WRITES about the origins of the commercial pet food industry invariably begins with James Spratt and his legendary dog biscuits. Spratt was an American inventor and peddler of lightning rods who obtained the first patent for dog biscuits in England in 1861. In one version of the legend, Spratt had a flash of inspiration when his ship docked near London and he observed the crew throwing leftover biscuits to hordes of eager dogs. In another, Spratt was already in London when he was “offered some inedible, discarded ship biscuits for his dog and thereupon decided his pet was worthy of more consideration.” No matter. In whatever way Spratt got into this business, he did not invent dog biscuits. His 1861 patent application merely claimed “Improvements in the preparation of food for hogs, dogs, cats, and poultry, and in apparatus for the same.” If he invented anything, it was the marketing potential of his patent. With it, Spratt founded a successful pet food and supply business that lasted well into the twentieth century.


By 1861, dog biscuits had been in commerce for a long time. They evolved from the hardtack biscuits fed to British sailors on long ocean voyages—thick crackers of flour, water, and salt baked to jaw-breaking firmness. Dependence on milled flour as the main or only source of nutrients explains why the British navy suffered so terribly from generalized malnutrition as well as scurvy from lack of vitamin C. Even in those early days, milling removed much of the nutrient-rich germ and bran from wheat flour. The addition of fats, meat, oatmeal, and vegetables to the basic recipe increased nutrient balance and variety and vastly improved the nutritional value of hardtack for sailors as well as for dogs.


Decades before Spratt acquired his patent, companies produced nutritionally enhanced biscuits intended for dogs and advertised these products in magazines intended for hunters. In 1792, for example, Sporting described a visit to the manufacturing plant of one Mr. Smith, whose dog biscuits the magazine recommended. Advertisements for Mr. Smith’s biscuits appeared in Sporting well into the 1820s, invariably accompanied by testimonials such as this one from a man whose dog, Emerald, won the Ashdown Cup: “I must say it is the best food for greyhounds I have ever tried.”


By the 1850s, dog biscuits were so widely marketed that they were listed in catalogs of British trade items, and guidebooks to London identified shops where they could be purchased. Apparently, their ready availability made them useful for purposes beyond feeding dogs—adulteration of coffee, for example. In 1855, a London coffee merchant felt the “duty to caution our friends and the public against the present unjust and iniquitous system pursued by many grocers in adulterating their coffee with roasted beans, dog biscuit, chicory, and tan.” His place, of course, did no such thing.


Spratt took full advantage of the rising popularity of commercial dog food. He acquired a second patent in 1868, this time for “improved preparations of food for horses, cattle, game, poultry and other domestic animals.” Advertisements for Spratt’s Patent Meat Fibrine Dog Cakes often included testimonials like this one from J.H. Murchison of London in 1873: “Having used Spratt’s Patent Biscuits in large quantities for some years … I consider them the best food for dogs. I must add that my kennels have been singularly free from disease, particularly considering the large number of dogs I have had there.” By the late 1870s, dog biscuits were marketed so aggressively that British huntsmen complained about the “impudence” of biscuit sellers who attempted to gain access to their exclusive society in order to peddle such wares.


Spratt also made biscuits for cats, and these elicited their own testimonials. One satisfied cat owner wrote in 1876: “I have tried Spratt’s Patent Cat Food with a great number of cats … and have nearly always found it [to] agree; and at a cat show it would, I believe, be both handy and cleanly.” Another compared Spratt’s to other commercial products: “Of the solid foods sold … the least generally said the better … some of it is simply rubbish; the chief efforts of the vendors being the extraction of cash. … The only exception is Spratt’s Cat Food.”
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FIGURE 1 Advertisement for Spratt’s Patent Dog Biscuits, 1880.


Source: Catalog of the Westminster Kennel Club April 27–29, 1880.
Courtesy of the Library of the American Kennel Club.


In the 1870s, Spratt began to sell his products in the United States, especially through publications and exhibitions targeting kennel clubs and dog shows. After his death in 1880, the company moved part of the business to America, where its offices in New York continued to file patents for improved biscuits. The advertisement from that year shown in figure 1 emphasizes that the cakes are salt-free and contain patented “dates” that ensure the success of this food. Another, in 1881, touted the addition of a special variety of beets to the formula: “the only one that bears the enormous heat necessary for perfect baking, whilst retaining the essential vegetable quality uninjured, and in its highest condition for the dog.”


Spratt’s soon established a factory in Newark, New Jersey, where the company manufactured biscuits branded with “Spratt’s” and “Trade Mark X” in enormous ovens said to be fifty feet long and twelve feet wide. In England, Spratt’s expanded to offer one-stop shopping for anything a pet owner might need: supplies and appliances; boarding, quarantine, and shipping services; show and exhibition services; and informational brochures and magazines—much like modern pet supply stores. The company marketed its products at the 1904 World’s Fair in St. Louis, Missouri, in what must have been a stunning display; the walls of the exhibition space were tiled with dog biscuits.


But by the early 1900s, Spratt’s had plenty of competition. Many companies made dog biscuits and advertised them with testimonials. Indeed, commercial biscuits were so widely available by 1915 that owners were advised to give them to dogs three or four times a week. And by the 1930s, dog biscuits came much as they do today, in multiple sizes and shapes—square, oval, bone-shaped, cubes, pellets, kibbled—and with any number of ingredients found in modern pet foods and treats: meat, meat by-products, cereal grains, ground bone, dried milk, bean meals, cod-liver oil, fish meal, molasses, salt, and yeast.


Today, vitamin and mineral mixes have replaced cod liver oil and yeast, but little else has changed. The marketing of the old biscuits also seems thoroughly modern. In 1930, for example, the Chappel company advertised Ken-L-Biskit as “scientifically prepared … entirely different from any other dog biscuit ever made,” and as containing “all of the food elements vital to the dog in just the right proportion.” By the early 1940s, pet food marketers were taking full advantage of the new knowledge of vitamin and mineral requirements in their promotional materials:


If your dog is listless and sullen … chances are his diet’s to blame! Any dog, to be alert and happy, needs essential food elements. … Milk-Bone contains vitamins A, B, D, E, and G [sic]. It’s made of wholesome ingredients including: nourishing milk, high protein beef meat meal … fortified cod liver oil, irradiated yeast … wheat germ, ground whole wheat, soy bean oil meal … Give Milk-Bone to your dog. Make it a regular part of his diet—starting today!


CANNED (“WET”) PET FOODS


Until the early 1900s, commercial pet foods were almost exclusively produced in the form of dry biscuits or cakes, largely because no other means of preservation existed. Although meat canning was invented in the 1840s, metal cans were too expensive to use until the early 1900s. Even then, the canning of pet food encountered numerous technical problems; these problems had to be solved before such products could be widely sold. The historian Katherine Grier, whose accounts of the origin of pet food are exceptionally thoughtful and well documented, identifies the Kennel Food Supply Company of Fairfield, Connecticut, as the first dog food canner in the United States, based on advertisements it placed in kennel magazines in 1916.


From the beginning, what went into pet foods is much like what goes into pet foods today and whether the contents are good, bad, or inconsequential for pet health depends much on point of view. Grier refers to the earliest canned pet foods as “packaged industrial food scrap.” Canned pet foods were invented to feed cats and dogs of course, but the basic rationale for their creation—a rationale that still applies—was to find something to do with the waste left over from meatpacking and feed milling operations. It was no accident that feed companies like Ralston Purina developed pet food lines or that the first large canner of dog foods, Chappel Bros., owned a horse slaughtering plant in Rockford, Illinois.


Animal by-products were—and still are—prime drivers of pet food production. The remains from processing animals for human food production have always been fed to dogs, but large slaughterhouses raise the disposal problem to a monumental scale. At best, humans consider only about half the weight of a food animal to be edible, meaning that the slaughter of a single steer or horse produces hundreds of pounds of skin, bones, organs, and other parts that humans will not eat. These parts have excellent nutritional value and it seemed obvious that turning them into pet food made better economic sense than dumping them into the nearest river or landfill.


The history of the development of pet food companies has much to teach us about the modern pet food industry. Chappel Bros., for example, started out as a supplier of horses to the U.S. government during World War I. When the war ended, Chappel exported horse meat to France but also sought a domestic use for it. The company bought a slaughterhouse and a canning plant, and spent several years figuring out how to overcome technical problems. Once those were solved, Chappel was ready to begin selling Ken-L-Ration canned dog food in 1923. The company had a ready supply of horses from those put out of work by the increasing popularity of automobiles and the mechanization of farming. When that supply of horses was depleted, Chappel headed west and rounded up wild horses. By the 1930s, canned dog foods—based on horse and other meats—were well established products widely distributed through grocery stores. In 1932, the A&P chain offered three cans of Calo dog food for 25 cents. In comparison, sirloin steak was 37 cents per pound and a whole chicken cost 23 cents in those early days of the Great Depression.


A 1935 advertisement for Ken-L-Ration offered a choice of horse meat (yellow label) or beef meat (white label), but the beef brands had too much competition and did not do well. During the 1930s, horses were not the only animals hunted specifically for pet foods. Enterprising hunters went after whales and sea lions expressly for this purpose. Canned foods with these and other ingredients were marketed for cats as well as dogs. The first canned food specifically for cats, Puss ’n Boots, was introduced in 1934 but its ingredients were much the same as those in dog foods.


In 1939, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) observed that many kinds of canned pet foods were marketed as complete rations, even though their composition varied widely. The ingredients in canned foods added water but were otherwise much the same as those in dry foods: meat, meat by-products, fish, cereals, vegetables, bone, yeast, cod-liver oil, and charcoal. Prior to the onset of World War II, sales of canned pet foods exceeded those of the dry foods. The war changed that balance. Restrictions on the use of cans for pet food and on the amount of animal protein such products could contain discouraged the manufacture of wet foods. Although sales eventually returned to prewar levels, dry foods proved more convenient and popular in the long run.


During the 1940s, horse meat remained a major ingredient in canned foods. This can be seen in the large collection of historic but undated pet food labels posted by Katherine Grier on the Internet. Many of the labels indicate horse meat as the leading or only ingredient. In figure 2, we provide an example of a label from the 1940s. This Alpo (“Al-Po”) label lists horsemeat, meat by-products, and horse heart or liver as principal ingredients, with sodium nitrite as a preservative, along with a statement that sounds thoroughly modern: “no cereal fillers” (see chapter 7).
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