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Epigraph

When you have got an elephant by the hind leg, and he is trying to run away, it’s best to let him run.

—Abraham Lincoln
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Seeing the Elephant



from the Boston Gazette, February 23, 1761

THE GORMAGUNT

Whereas a surprising monster was caught in the woods of Canada, near the River St. Lawrence, and has with great difficulty been tamed, and brought to the house of James ELLIOT, at Curler’s Hook. This is to inform the publick, that it will be exhibited at said house till the curious are satisfied.

The monster is larger than an elephant, of a very uncommon shape, having three heads, eight legs, three fundaments, two male members, and one female pudendum on the rump. It is of various colours very beautiful, and makes a noise like the conjunction of two or three voices. It is held unlawful to kill it, and it is said to live to a great age.

The Canadians could not give a name until a very old Indian Sachem said, he remembered to have seen one when he was a boy, and his father called it a gormagunt.*



 

On February 17, 1796, the sailing ship America lay at anchor off St. Helena, an island in the South Atlantic Ocean, twelve hundred miles from the west coast of Africa. A junior officer noted in the ship’s log that the crew had spent the day loading supplies, which included among other things “23 sacks of coffee . . . several pumpkins and cabbages, some fresh fish for ship’s use, and greens for the elephant.” Then he added, in large bold letters that violated the disciplined margins of his log: “ELEPHANT ON BOARD.”

By the time Jacob Crowninshield, the master of the America, had reached St. Helena, he’d been at sea seventy-six days since leaving India. He was less than halfway across the Atlantic, and it would be mid-April before he’d reach New York. Four months at sea with an elephant in the hold. “We take home a fine young elephant two years old, at $450,” he wrote his brothers in America. “It is almost as large as a very large ox, and I dare say we shall get it home safe, if so it will bring at least $5,000.”

The fledgling American merchant fleet flourished during the revolution in France in 1789. The Crowninshield family of Salem, Massachusetts, began its career in shipping and trade in the West Indies with a few small ships in the early 1790s, and by 1796 the family business had grown so much that each of the five sons of patriarch George Crowninshield captained his own vessel. With larger ships that could sail to the East Indies—and beyond—they sailed the oceans of the world in search of wealth.

When Jacob Crowninshield found an elephant calf for sale in a Calcutta market, he reasoned that if he could get the calf back from India alive, he might get ten times what he’d paid for her. “I suppose you will laugh at this scheme,” he wrote his family, “but I do not mind that, [I] will turn elephant driver . . . so if it succeeds, I ought to have the whole credit and honor too; of course you know it will be a great thing to carry the first elephant to America.”

Crowninshield arrived in New York Harbor on April 13, 1796—not quite twenty years after the signing of the Declaration of Independence—and offloaded a dazed two-year-old female elephant that hadn’t seen the sun in 120 days.1 The calf was physically and emotionally traumatized not only from the rigors of the trip but also from being separated violently from her mother. Calves normally stay close to their mothers for two to three years, and although Crowninshield’s elephant could feed itself at two years, she still would have been drinking her mother’s milk. Given the lack of concern or even basic understanding of care, it was a miracle she survived. Many who came after her didn’t. In years following, transoceanic travelers occasionally reported seeing the bloated corpse of an elephant bobbing in the middle of the ocean.

Ten days after he arrived, Jacob Crowninshield took out advertisements in the New York papers announcing he would show an elephant in the Bull’s Head Tavern, in the Battery where Beaver Street ran into Broadway. He touted the elephant as the greatest natural curiosity ever presented. Admission was the princely sum of fifty cents; half price for children.2

People flocked to see the elephant. Within weeks, a Welshman from Philadelphia named Welshaven Owen offered Crowninshield ten thousand dollars—twenty times his investment—for ownership of the elephant.3 Crowninshield took the money and retired from seafaring at the age of twenty-six. He entered politics and served two terms as a congressman from Massachusetts. In 1804 Thomas Jefferson nominated him as the secretary of the navy, and the Senate confirmed his appointment a year later, although Jacob declined to serve, citing his wife’s poor health. In the years following he advised President James Madison on issues of trade with Great Britain, and he died in 1808 at age thirty-eight.

The junior officer on board the America who wrote “ELEPHANT ON BOARD” in the log also died in 1808, of yellow fever in Suriname, but not before he had fathered a girl and a boy. The boy he named after himself: Nathaniel Hathorne. His son later added a w to his last name to become Nathaniel Hawthorne, Jr., author of The Scarlet Letter and The House of the Seven Gables.4

Crowninshield’s elephant outlived both men. She spent twenty of her first twenty-two years of life touring between Massachusetts and the Carolinas until she disappeared into the fog of history. Until then, newspapers widely reported her comings and goings. In addition, the Welshman Owen gave out handbills so everyone would know the elephant was coming. “It is the most respectable Animal in the world,” read his handbill, which paraphrased the French naturalist Georges-Louis Leclerc—the Comte de Buffon—who’d declared the elephant closest to man relative to intelligence and a soul. People slogged by foot, wagon, and horseback through snowstorms, hail storms, lightning and thunder, and rain so heavy the ground turned into sucking mud for a glimpse of Crowninshield’s elephant. Then they went home and told their friends and neighbors, I have seen the elephant!

For many the elephant was living scripture. As the marvelous beast of Job, Behemoth lived in the space between celestial and bestial. Her eyes, yellow as spice, embodied ancient wisdom, and her skin mapped out countless treks across the Sinai. She even swayed to a gospel only she could hear.

Crowninshield’s elephant was as big an attraction in its time as Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show would be a century later. Or Ringling Brothers, Barnum & Bailey Circus for the first half of the twentieth century. She tramped between Charleston, Baltimore, Philadelphia, New York, Boston, and dozens of smaller communities between them, and every day from sunrise to sundown (except the Sabbath), crowds swarmed to see her. In December 1796, she appeared in Philadelphia to support the relief effort for the victims of the fire that had razed much of Savannah, Georgia. Welshaven Owen promised to donate his gate receipts for the day to Savannah. “Generosity is Requested,” he begged the public. By the time she appeared on stage at the New Theatre in Philadelphia in the following summer—fifteen months after landing in America—Crowninshield’s elephant had grown to three thousand pounds and measured fifteen feet, eight inches from her trunk to the tip of her tail. Her attraction grew with her size. Her character also changed. Rather than a character from the Bible, more people recognized her as a fellow traveler in the American genesis story. She shared their hardships, their frustrations, and their desires. And she drank excessively. “[She] drinks all kinds of spirituous liquors,” reads a handbill promoting her appearance in Boston. “Some days [she] has drank 30 bottles of porter, drawing the corks with [her] trunk.”5

 

In 1805 Hachaliah Bailey, an enterprising cattleman from Westchester County, New York, found an elephant for sale among the cattle in the New York City stockyards.6 Her previous owner, Edward Savage, about whom little is known, had made a living for a year touring his elephant in Hudson Valley, and for some reason had abandoned the idea and put her up for sale for a thousand dollars, the market price for seventy head of cattle.7

In addition to his cattle business, Hach (pronounced “Heck”) Bailey was part owner of a sloop that ferried cattle, hogs, and sheep down the Hudson River to the slaughterhouses in New York City. He was also the director of the Croton Turnpike Company, a toll road that linked Bailey’s hometown of Somers to the Hudson River at Sing Sing (present-day Ossining). Bailey was an innovative man and an aspiring entrepreneur. He decided to prove an elephant was worth more than seventy head of cattle by working her as a draught animal. She could plow deeper, and haul and carry more than any team of horses; she could pump water. With an elephant, he reasoned, he could reduce the number of horses he needed and thus feed fewer mouths.

Hachaliah is an Old Testament name that can be translated either as “enlightened by Jehovah” or “troubled by Jehovah.” Whatever the source of his inspiration, Bailey bought the elephant, shipped her upriver on one of his barges, and then walked her seventeen miles to his farm at Somers.8 By the time he got home, however, he knew his plan wasn’t going to work. The animal, which measured seven feet high and thirteen feet around, had an insatiable appetite. The day she arrived she ate Bailey out of all his corn and potatoes and then started on his hay. He also learned that elephants process food less efficiently than horses or cattle, and she’d defecate as often as twenty times a day, leaving behind huge boluses of partially digested grass that weighed anywhere from ten to forty pounds.9 It didn’t take Bailey long to realize his idea was worth less than what he’d paid for her, and that the longer he kept her, the more she’d cost.

He came up with an alternate plan, a plan that would make him, in P. T. Barnum’s words, the Father of the American Circus.10

A natural-born showman, Hach Bailey followed in the footsteps of Owen and Savage and took his elephant to the road.11 He named her Bet, perhaps as a tribute to his infant daughter, Elizabeth, and for three years they walked up and down New England looking for barns and taverns to show her to the paying public.12

Bailey charged an admission of between fifty and twenty-five cents for adults and half price for children—the same price Crowninshield had set for when she first landed in New York. For those who didn’t have cash, he bartered for knives, farm implements, foodstuffs, and even rum. Together with his dog and some trained pigs, he traveled from town to village, mostly in the middle of the night so as to avoid giving a free show. Still, when people heard the elephant was coming, they lined the road at night to see her.

People came from farms and communities as far away as thirty miles (a considerable distance in those days) to see the elephant. So many came that Bailey had to hide Bet behind a canvas to keep nonpaying customers from getting a glimpse of her, thus creating a prototype of the circus tent. He embellished his eighth wonder of the world with stories about India, Africa, and the Holy Land, and how her ancestors had marched with Alexander and Hannibal and with Assyrian, Egyptian, and Babylonian kings. A LIVING ELEPHANT, he wrote as the headline of a newspaper ad in 1808. “Perhaps the present generation may never have the opportunity of seeing an Elephant again,” he predicted, “as this is the only one in the United States, and perhaps the last visit to this place.” People often paid to see her several times, each time with more family in tow.

Bet paid handsomely, but Bailey itched for greater wealth. In 1807, he franchised Bet to another man so he could raise the capital to buy more wagons, more horses, and more animals so he could sell more franchises. He returned to his farm in Westchester County, bought a tiger named Nero, and gave birth to the germ of an idea that mushroomed in American life for the next century and a half.

Bet toured for another five years before Bailey sold her to an equestrian company named Pepin & Breschard in 1812. Their show, which was typical for the time, provided mainly “Representations of Exercise of HORSEMANSHIP, executed in a superior style and by the first talents in that line.” Mr. Breschard himself rode two horses simultaneously and performed “a variety of feats of dexterity with apples, forks, cup and ball, bottle, &c.”13 As soon as they premiered Bet, however, Pepin and Breschard realized an elephant outdrew horses, no matter how well they performed. So they trained Bet to stand in the ring while acrobats tumbled on a wooden platform tied to her back, making her America’s first performing elephant.14

Bet died four years later after a morally outraged Daniel Davis, a farmer in York County, Maine, unloaded both barrels of his shotgun into her ear because he took offense, as the local pastor put it, that Bailey “took money from those who could not afford to spend it.”15 Davis spent two days in jail. There’s no record if the court compelled him to pay damages. He became the first but not the last man in America to shoot an elephant.

Meanwhile Bet was stripped of her skin and bones, which were put on display in a curiosity museum in New York City, where she would compete with Ned the Learned Seal and a Genuine FeeJee Mermaid, which was the top half of a monkey sewn to the bottom half of a fish.

After Old Bet died, Hach Bailey bought two more elephants. The first was an eleven-year-old Asian female, which he named Little Bet. She toured until 1826, when six boys with muskets ambushed and killed her near Chepachet, Rhode Island, testing the promoter’s boast that a musket ball couldn’t penetrate her thick skin.16 The other elephant was a six-year-old bull he named Columbus, whom he advertised as “the largest and most gracious animal in the world” and the first and only male exhibited in America. He stood seven feet tall and “sixteen feet six inches from the end of his trunk to his tail,” dwarfing any elephant before him.17 Columbus was Bailey’s star attraction.
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Columbus, 1834.

In one version of his saga, Columbus dropped dead after giving a performance in Baltimore in 1837. Fearing financial ruin, Columbus’s owner substituted a bull named Mogul for Columbus, who spent the rest of his life impersonating the Genoese Explorer.18 He died four years later after crashing through a wooden bridge over the Hoosick River in North Adams, Massachusetts.19

By 1825 Hach Bailey was running his animal menagerie business out of a hotel he’d built in Somers, which he named the Elephant Hotel. Built on a marble foundation at the intersection of the Croton and Peekskill turnpikes, the Elephant Hotel was a meeting place for people in the livestock and menageries trades. Passengers traveling the stagecoach between the state capital at Albany and New York City usually stopped at the Elephant. People like Aaron Burr, Horace Greeley, and Washington Irving shared news with other legislators and politicians over a meal and cider, and drovers going to or coming from the New York City stopped at the Elephant as well, making it a place to find out the latest market news.20 The Elephant Hotel still stands at the intersection of U.S. Route 202 and N.Y. Route 100. The seven bedchambers of the third floor house the Museum of the Early American Circus. The Somers Town Hall occupies the first two floors.

Bailey erected a twenty-five-foot memorial to Bet at the center of the road juncture. A gilded elephant whose trunk waved up and down crowned the granite and iron obelisk. As she aged she lost her golden patina and turned gray. As motor traffic grew heavy, she endured several hits, one that killed a man, so they moved her out of harm’s way. She lost part of her trunk, which ceased to wave. Bet continues to stand atop her pedestal in Somers, lovingly restored. Once a giant in a dwarf’s land, she is now a dwarf in a giant’s land.

 

Not far from the Elephant Hotel, just over the border in Connecticut, lay the village of Bethel, where a sometime farmer, grocer, livery stable owner, tailor, and barkeep named Philo Barnum scratched through life looking for ways to provide for his wife and twelve children. He had ideas, but they resisted turning a profit.

One of his sons, however, did have a solid head for business. Phineas Taylor Barnum worked as a clerk in his father’s country store, where at the age of fifteen he drove “sharp bargains with women who bought butter, eggs, beeswax, and feathers to exchange for dry goods, and with men who wanted to trade oats, corn, buckwheat, axe-helves, hats, and other commodities for ten penny nails, molasses, or New England rum.”21 One lesson he took away from his experience as a clerk in his father’s cash, credit, and barter store was that everyone cheated at one time or another. “There is a great deal to be learned in a country store,” he observed, “and principally this—that sharp trades, tricks, dishonesty, and deception are by no means confined to the city.” People sold rags for linen, literally. Farmers weighed down their grain with rocks, gravel, or wood ash or they’d deliver their contract short. Sharp dealing required a watchful eye and an understanding of human psychology. Barnum had both.

At night and on rainy days when trade slowed, local men would gather at the Barnum store in Bethel to swap stories while they smoked around the cast-iron stove. Barnum loved listening to the town “wits and wags,” but he found inspiration in the man from Somers who told captivating stories about his life as a showman.

Finally, in 1835, at the age of twenty-five, P. T. Barnum quit the grocery business and bought a blind, toothless, old black slave so crippled with arthritis she could barely move. He promoted her not only as the world’s oldest woman at 161 years, but also as George Washington’s mammy.

Heth was so decrepit one might easily suppose she was 161. She looked like a mummy in a sundress. Barnum claimed she weighed forty-nine pounds—and indeed, she was little more than skin draped on bone. Her shriveled hands and arms, locked with arthritis, crossed her chest, and her nails, six inches long, curled around like corkscrew talons. Mostly she talked to herself as she drifted in and out of her reverie, but she’d engage anyone who spoke to her.

Predictably, someone would ask her, How old are you?

I was born the year the Dutch took New York back from the English, she’d answer.

Proof of her age came from a printed copy of a bill of sale dated 1727 that conveyed a fifty-four-year old slave named Joice Heth to Augustine Washington in return for “thirty-three pounds lawful money.”22 Born the year the French Jesuit missionary Marquette and fur trapper Joliet first explored the Mississippi River valley, Heth had witnessed the entire panorama of American history. She was twenty when the Salem Witch Trials began and eighty-three when Ben Franklin flew his kite. The Boston Tea Party took place on her hundredth birthday and she turned 110 the year Adams, Franklin, and Jay sailed to France to sign the Treaty of Paris, which ended the War of Independence.

The most important year in her life, however, was 1732, when Augustine Washington’s second wife, Mary, gave birth to his fifth child, a son named George. “[Joice Heth] is the first person who put clothes on the unconscious infant [Washington],” Barnum declared, “who, in after days, led our heroic fathers on to glory, to victory, and freedom!”23 Feeling confident, Barnum booked Heth into Niblo’s Garden on Broadway in New York City, which, at 3,600 seats, was the largest indoor theater in the world.

The show sold out. The New York papers lent an air of legitimacy to the affair that made skeptics scratch their heads. “We venture to state,” wrote the New York Commercial Advertiser, “that since the flood, a like circumstance has not yet been witnessed equal to one which is about to happen this week.” The New York Evening Star agreed. “From the bill of sale of this old lady from George Washington’s father, we can have no doubt that she is 160 years of age.”24

Those who believed Methuselah lived a thousand years had no trouble believing Joice Heth was 161; after all, Jacob’s granddaughter Serach had lived for hundreds of years. But skeptics accused Barnum of fakery. No one lived to 161, no matter whom they were related to.
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George Washington’s Wet Nurse.

When attendance started to sag after several weeks, a paper published a letter to the editor mysteriously signed “A VISITOR,” which claimed Heth wasn’t even human but a “curiously constructed automaton, made up of whalebone, India-rubber, and numberless springs.” A hidden ventriloquist gave her a voice.25

A fresh surge of people flooded Niblo’s to see the mechanical woman. In his autobiography, Barnum admitted writing the letter. “A joke was never given up in Bethel,” he wrote, “until the very end of it was unraveled.”26

In 1841, at which time the population of the United States was 17 million, Barnum opened a curiosity museum that he named the American Museum. By the time the museum burned down twenty-four years later, 38 million people had walked through its doors and marveled at Hachaliah Bailey’s elephant named Bet, the FeeJee Mermaid, and Ned, the Learned Seal. Twelve times a day Barnum offered a spectacular array of exhibits that included “educated dogs, industrious fleas, automatons, jugglers, ventriloquists, living statuary, tableaux, gipsies, Albinoes, fat boys, giants, dwarfs, rope-dancers, live ‘Yankees,’ pantomime, instrumental music, singing and dancing in great variety, dioramas, panoramas, models of Niagara, Dublin, and Jerusalem; Hannington’s dioramas of the Creation, the Deluge, Fairy Grotto, Storm at Sea; the first English Punch and Judy in this country, Italian Fantoccini, mechanical figures, fancy glass-blowing, knitting machines and other triumphs in the mechanical arts; dissolving views, [and] American Indians, who enacted their warlike and religious ceremonies on the stage.”27

“I had at last found my true vocation,” Barnum confessed in his autobiography.28

 

In December 1848, while the Great Pathfinder, Colonel John Frémont, stumbled through the snowy passes of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains of Colorado in search of a route west, President James Knox Polk confirmed rumors of a gold strike in California. Three hundred thousand people struck out to cross the continent in search of destiny.

About half went by land, the others by sea. At the start everyone shared the same optimism. An outfit calling themselves the New England Pioneers—“twelve stout men armed and equipped and ready for California”—left their homes and families in January 1849 and headed west, determined to hold to their principles “and not to leave one in exchange for every lump of gold taken out.” Six months later they were panning for gold on the north fork of the American River in California. George Holbrook Baker recorded the total earnings of the New England Pioneers over three days as $2.40. He described himself as a hapless miner, “one who endures many hardships, suffers many privations, and ventures his health, in a measure, for the golden hope of gain, and often it amounts only to that, as some return with injured health and empty pockets.” He quit two weeks later, “satisfied,” he said, “with having seen the elephant.”29 Baker shared his disappointment with hundreds of others in mining camps with names such as Poverty Hill and Humbug Flat.

That didn’t stop others who painted “Goin’ to See the Elephant” on the sides of their wagons and set out to cross the continent.30 “All hands early up anxious to see the path that leads to the Elephant,” wrote John Clark in 1852, at the beginning of his trek west. “Oh the pleasures of going to see the Elephant!” Lucy Rutledge Cooke exclaimed at the start of her journey.31

They went via the Oregon, California, and Mormon trails. Not everyone who set out for California made it. Some quit and returned home; others died on the trail. Axles broke, wagons bogged down in mud, river crossings swept away the oxen, wagons, and sometimes, family members. For four to five months they endured Indian attacks, cholera, wild animals, blizzards, and prairie fires. On crossing the desert strait of the western Washoe, Lucius Fairchild wrote in his diary “that desert is truly the great Elephant of the route and God knows I never want to see it again.”32

The luster of the pilgrimage dulled as they plodded on. George Bonniwell recorded the excruciating details of endless disasters on the trail in 1850. “This is a trying time to the men and horses,” he wrote. “I have just been to get grass, and got up to my ‘tother end’ in mud. I don’t know if I shall ever get out. First glimpse of the Elephant.”33 The passage was a heady mix of adventure and ordeal, disaster mixed with awe, and grief leavened with hope. “As we traveled, I saw things that convert the most skeptical to the Presbyterian doctrine of total depravity,” wrote Ezra Meeker about life on the trail in 1852, “actions unbelievable brutal and selfish to men and women and dumb brutes alike.” Meeker wrote:

Yet, there were also many instances of self-sacrifice, helpfulness, and unselfishness. It became a common saying that to know one’s neighbors, they must be seen on the plains. I will vouch for that. The trail brought out the best—and the worst—in mankind. We were beginning, as they say, to See the Elephant.34

The Elephant appeared as insurmountable hardship. “Lo, the Elephant, the Elephant!” railed Walter Griffith Pigman when his wagon train found itself waist-deep in mire:

. . . when the mules feet broke through the grass they sank down to the degree that when stripped of harness it was not until assisted that many of them could get ashore. We now had a job to pull our wagons nearly two miles by hand, often to our waist in water. And still there was more trouble ahead. . . .35

More profound than hardship, Seeing the Elephant meant you’d seen it all, from joy to despair, to success and failure, and birth and death. It implied the loss of innocence and the cost of experience. “We are told that the Elephant is in waiting, ready to receive us,” wrote James D. Lyon in his journal in 1849, ten miles east of Fort Laramie; “if he shows fight or attempts to stop us on our progress to the golden land, we shall attack him with sword and spear.”36

Those who survived the hardships and heartaches of the journey west were disheartened when they reached California and Oregon only to find out that chunks of gold weren’t lying on the ground. Mining required unremitting heavy physical labor, which many were willing to give, but luck was capricious and gave of herself indiscriminately.
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Seeing the Elephant, California, 1849.

Have you seen the elephant? a veteran asked the newcomer as he came off the Oregon Trail.

From the tip of his trunk to the end of his tail, the newcomer replied wearily.
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Thomas Nast imagines America, 1880.

One saw the elephant crossing the continent and saw him again in the birth of a new society in the far west, and so the elephant naturally came to symbolize the country physically as well as spiritually. The continent itself took the shape of an elephant. Pioneers, settlers, homesteaders wrote about crossing the great belly of the plains as they marched west to the jagged black spine that divided the continent. The Elephant stood facing east with New England as his head and Florida as his trunk. California was his rump and Baja his tail. The journals and diaries of men and women trekking across the continent described the journey as the crossing of a great body, and no other animal captured the expansiveness of the West more than the elephant. “Thou Elephant of the route,” rhapsodized one traveler on the trail, “though wrapped in the storm clouds, thou art now within my grasp.”37

They found the Elephant in mucking rains, deep snows, and earth baked hard as brick. They found him in cholera, diphtheria, smallpox, and whooping cough. He was the dust devil that danced before the windstorm, the whirling spouts of tornadoes and firestorms, and the titanic scrape of the flood. Both marvel and scourge, the Elephant became the sum of the American experience. He was joy and pain, success and failure, freedom and slavery, and, most of all, he was life and death.
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The Unfortunate Man Who Won an Elephant in a Raffle



from the New York Daily Times, January 16, 1856

A CARGO OF ELEPHANTS

The Charleston Courier of the 7th says:

The steamer Thomas Swan, which arrived yesterday from Philadelphia, had, as a portion of her live cargo, four elephants, destined for a Southern menagerie.

During the severe weather of Saturday, one of the elephants was lost overboard in the rolling of the vessel; the others are doing as well as could be expected, and will, perhaps, bring their trunks on shore this day—provided the said trunks pass muster at the hands of our officers of customs.



 

On December 14, 1860, the state of Georgia called for a convention of southern states to ratify an independent nation. A week later, South Carolina approved an ordinance to dissolve the union between South Carolina and other states. Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, and Louisiana followed suit in January. By the middle of February 1861, the newly formed Provisional Confederate Congress resolved to capture Fort Sumter in South Carolina and Fort Pickens in Florida.

On March 1, 1861, the editorial writer for the New York Times warned of the storm gathering in Florida. “If [Fort] Pickens opens fire upon us, with her tremendous batteries,” he warned, “we shall see the largest kind of an elephant.” Many didn’t take the southern threat seriously, but rather saw it as the dalliance of a “body of impulsive gentlemen who are extremely desirous of seeing an elephant, and who, could they once feel him kick, or get a moderate toss from his trunk, would go home perfectly satisfied.”1 They took the secessionist threat as a bluff concocted by bored Southern drawing room dilettantes who thought it’d be fun to sport with Washington. “It is not positively an eternal Gun-Cotton-dom which they crave,” wrote the Times, “but simply to see the elephant—to have a great time, and retire.” One battle and Jefferson Davis would be done.

Not long after the start of hostilities, a cartoon titled Jeff. Sees the Elephant caricatured the Union as an elephant dressed in a blue topcoat and shoes and socks made of Old Glory. With a rolled copy of the Constitution in his pocket, he holds a sword in his right hand, and eight cannons stick out from his chest. Behind him are more arms, stacks of cannonballs, the flag, and in the background the U.S. Capitol.

Jefferson Davis is a donkey, dressed as a dandy, holding up his monocle to peer at his foe. Behind him stand an army of donkeys armed with pitchforks, brooms, and rakes. The lithograph portends the troubles that lie ahead for the South. A gallows waits in the background.

Meanwhile, President Lincoln and Secretary of State William Seward fortified Fort Pickens at Pensacola. Only the South didn’t attack the fort in Florida; instead, on April 12, 1861, Confederate cannons under the command of General P. G. T. Beauregard bombarded Fort Sumter, South Carolina, for thirty-four hours. The hapless fort surrendered the next day.
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Jeff. Sees the Elephant, E. B. & E. C. Kellogg, ca. 1861.

After the battle of First Manassas in Virginia in July and the battle of Wilson’s Creek in Missouri in August, it became obvious Jeff Davis wasn’t going to turn tail and run. In fact the Confederacy won half of the thirty-five significant military engagements of 1861.2

Bigger, bloodier battles followed: Shiloh, Second Manassas, Antietam, and Chickamauga in 1862. Soldiers suffered through war in the darkest of terms after seeing their comrades shot or their limbs blown off or suffering the horrors of prison camps and field hospitals. Alonzo Bump wrote from the battlefield at Fredericksburg in May 1863, “i have seen the Elephant i am sadisfied and willing to Come home . . . ,” and then added plaintively, “i seean Enough at the Last Battle to sadifey me.”3 Hearvey Slutts wrote his father that “we went down to Vixburg they was about 65 thousand in the fleat we seen the elephant there we was down there several days and dun some pretty hard fighting.”4

Vicksburg, in Jefferson Davis’s words, was “the nail head that holds the South’s two halves together,” and General Ulysses Grant engaged the Army of Tennessee to take the city on the Mississippi. Twenty thousand men were killed or wounded; another thirty-seven thousand were captured. Stragglers wandered the battlefield as Grant laid siege to the city for forty-five days, until the city surrendered on July 3, 1863. The next day, fighting began at Gettysburg. Soldiers wrote home bitterly, I have seen the elephant.

 

Abraham Lincoln had himself seen the elephant. In his reelection campaign in 1864, the Lincoln people used printer’s slugs of elephants running at a trot and waving a banner overhead to announce pre-election victories in different states. THE ELEPHANT IS COMING! reads the headline on the back cover of a campaign magazine called Father Abraham.

At first the elephant was simply a printer’s ornamental device, called a dingbat, that allowed merchants to fill in the banner with a message about their products, which ranged from shoes to pianos. Lincoln changed the elephant town crier into a fully inflected symbol for himself and the Republican Party.

By happenstance, in 1862 Lincoln received an inauguration gift from His Majesty Somdetch Phra Paramendr Mahat Mongkut, Rama IV, the King of Siam, who sent a sword, a picture of His Holiness Rama IV, a picture of his daughter, and a promise to send two sexually mature elephants to start the Royal American Elephant Herd.

The gift was actually addressed to the previous occupant of the White House, James Buchanan, and had taken five years to arrive. By default, the gifts now belonged to Lincoln.

Lincoln accepted the sword and the pictures of His Holiness and his daughter, but refused the offer of elephants. It was the only time in the history of the presidency that the chief executive turned down a gift from the head of a state. “I appreciate most highly Your Majesty’s tender of good offices in forwarding to this Government a stock from which a supply of elephants might be raised on our own soil,” he wrote gingerly. “This Government would not hesitate to avail itself of so generous an offer if the object were one which could be made practically useful in the present condition of the United States.” He explained that the climate in America was generally inhospitable for elephants. He also pointed out the United States was in the process of replacing animal power with steam. The steam engine, Lincoln wrote, would be “our best and most efficient of transportation.”5

A more troublesome elephant awaited Lincoln. Five days after the Union won at Antietam in September 1862, the Secession Elephant turned into Lincoln’s Elephant when he made public his intention to emancipate slaves in any state that did not submit to his jurisdiction by January 1, 1863.

The southern press dismissed Lincoln’s proclamation as “a practical humbug of the first [order].” Noting that the governor of the Union state of Massachusetts had refused a federal request to colonize five hundred “contraband” Negroes, the press speculated about where freed slaves were supposed to go since neither the North nor the South wanted them. “They want no more ‘colored brethren’ in Massachusetts,” wrote the New York Herald. “They want them neither temporarily nor permanently, and the Herald declares the opinion that the idea of colonizing is practically all a sham—and to take the niggers at all, will be to take them for a century.” In other words, while the idea of abolition may have had an intellectual appeal to northerners, at a practical level, no state wanted tens of thousands of “pauper negroes” camping in its backyard. Southerners found Lincoln’s idea laughable not only for the breadth of its arrogance but also for the depth of its ignorance.6 Nonetheless, on January 1, 1863, Abraham Lincoln declared in the Emancipation Proclamation that “all persons held as slaves” in any rebel state to be “forever free.”

The next issue of Frank Leslie’s Budget of Fun lampooned Lincoln’s elephant with a cartoon of an elephant with the head of a caricatured slave. Dressed in sharecropper’s pants, he stares dumbly at things beyond his comprehension. In the lower corner of the picture, the owner of the elephant beseeches the viewer for advice about what he should do with him.

The story of The Unfortunate Man Who Won an Elephant in a Raffle had been familiar to people since colonial days. In it, a man wins an elephant in a raffle and is impressed with his good fortune. He takes the elephant home but quickly learns it has no useful purpose, costs a fortune to keep, and is impossible to sell. The Emancipation Proclamation was that elephant. “Washington is full of darkies—men & children & wenches swarm in all directions—,” Walt Whitman wrote his mother in 1867; “— I am not sure but that the North is like the man that won an elephant in a raffle.”7
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“The Man Who Won the Elephant at the Raffle.” Lincoln’s Emancipation Elephant, January 1863.

 

The Republican Party also adopted the elephant as its symbol of choice as Lincoln’s elephant morphed into the Republican elephant. In 1874, conservative political cartoonist Thomas Nast formalized the spiritual connection between the two. His inspiration for that elephant was Jennie, an elephant at the Central Park Zoo, who took part in the Central Park Zoo Disaster, that fall.

Jennie was a fully grown Asian of about four tons. She wasn’t a spectacular specimen but large enough to impress the people who came to see her. She was well-behaved and a favorite of children who took joy feeding her cakes and oranges; strollers in the park often found her chained to a tree grazing contentedly on the grass or probing the pockets of visitors for treats.8 During the zoo disaster, however, she was inside her enclosure at the zoo.

The New York Herald wrote that the trouble began when Pete, a double-horned rhino weighing two tons, charged his keeper, Anderson, who’d poked him in the eye with a prod by accident.

Anderson watched dumbfounded as Pete smashed through his enclosure and charged him. Another keeper, named Hyland, grabbed a gun and shot Pete broadside as he made for Anderson, but the bullet wasn’t powerful enough to penetrate his hide. It did earn Pete’s attention, however, and without missing a stride, he changed course for Hyland.

Pete impaled Hyland on his horns and slammed him against an animal cage so hard the panther got out. The zoo went hysterical: monkeys screamed, hogs squealed, and hyenas laughed as Pete took out his anger on the other cages, which “snapped asunder like kindling wood.” Then he attacked the cage that held a pair of African lions, a female and a four-hundred-pound tom named Lincoln.

Lincoln roared and struck out at Pete with his paw but at four hundred pounds he weighed a tenth of Pete and so a charge would’ve been suicide. Instead, he snagged a hapless man who had the bad sense to run past him, and with a flick of his forepaw, tore the man’s “clothes and flesh to pieces.” Children cried, women fainted, and men shouted.

And Jennie remained calm.

A tiger and a mountain lion got into a scrap over Hyland’s corpse, “rolling over and over, striking at each other with their mighty paws.” Then a black wolf jumped onto the back of the tiger. “Between the wolf and tiger the conflict was brief,” wrote the Herald. “The [tiger], shaking off the feeble hold of the other, turned quick as lightning on his hind legs, and falling, with open, gleaming jaws, upon his less muscular foe, rolled him over in the dust.” Meanwhile, the mountain lion gnawed on Hyland’s skull.

The cats ran out of the zoo. Pete followed. So did a pair of warthogs, a tapir, a two-toed sloth (it’s hard to imagine a sloth making any kind of escape), and two kangaroos. Reports quickly came back that lions were attacking pedestrians on the streets of the Upper East Side of Manhattan.

Men from the zoo and police patrolmen of the Nineteenth Precinct united to hunt down the escapees. They found Pete in the middle of Ninety-third Street and opened fire on him. The rhino shrugged off the bullets, which “confused him momentarily,” and then trotted down Ninety-third.

The posse gave chase when the tiger charged them. A zookeeper named Archambeau tried to rope the cat, but it jumped on top of Archambeau instead and would have killed him had not Pete charged them both. The lion got out of the way in time, but Pete stomped Archambeau to death. “A sentiment of horror pervaded the streets,” wrote the Herald. People on the street were climbing trees and streetlight poles. An Italian man stabbed a man from Flatbush over an argument who would get to climb a certain tree. “From this point it has been extremely difficult to gather anything like a coherent or complete story of the depredations of the uncaged beasts,” reported a witness.

And still Jennie remained calm.

The mayor of New York City declared martial law. “All citizens, except members of the National Guard, are enjoined to keep within their houses or residences until the wild animals now at large are captured or killed,” read the order. The mayor would fire the cannon at City Hall Park to let everyone know when the streets were safe.

The Herald’s story ran upwards of ten thousand words, the equivalent of a forty-page typed manuscript, and detailed the grisly deaths of men, women, and children who fell victim to the marauding animals on Fifth Avenue as they fanned east to the Hudson and south to Castle Pier. Two Swedish men on their way to their farm in Nebraska shot and killed Lincoln, and John Adams Dix, the governor of New York, shot and killed the tiger. When it was over, forty-nine people lay dead. Two hundred more were injured. Fifty-eight animals had died, including Pete, both Lincoln and his “wife,” a laughing hyena, a Cape buffalo, a porcupine, a woodchuck, a Derbian wallaby, a guanaco, and two giraffes.

The story so unsettled the city that parents rushed to the schools to retrieve their children, men either deserted work or didn’t show up in order to stay home to protect their families, shops closed, and the traffic on the streets thinned to a trickle. The story was so long and the details so graphic most people didn’t read the story all the way through. A man in Plainfield, New Jersey, had a fatal heart attack while reading the story about how a lion had seized four children “and mangled the delicate little things past all signs of recognition.”9 But if Henry A. H. Martin had read to the end of the story, he would’ve realized that “[t]he entire story given above is a pure fabrication. . . . Not one word of it is true. . . . It is simply a fancy picture which crowded upon the mind of the writer a few days ago while he was gazing through the iron bars of the cages of the wild animals in the menagerie at Central Park.”10

The next day the Sun and the Times accused James Gordon Bennett, Jr., the idiosyncratic publisher of the Herald, of being reckless.11 Bennett glibly defended himself in the Herald the next day.12 Instead of expressing regret or an apology, he insisted his story was inspired by a genuine concern for the public good. Given the nature of the panic in the city the previous day, he argued, what would it be like if animals from the menagerie really had escaped? He cited cases of elephant rampages in Philadelphia and Chicago to prove it could happen in New York if the Herald’s warning went unheeded.

Few took Bennett seriously. After all, he was the P. T. Barnum of newspaper publishing, his guiding journalistic principle being “not to instruct but to startle,” a lesson he’d learned from his father, who himself once famously advised an aspiring reporter not to ruin a good story by “over-verifying” the facts.13 A precursor to Joseph Pulitzer’s and William Randolph Hearst’s gadfly journalism, Bennett knew how to stir the pot to boost sales.14 Like Barnum, he mixed fact with fiction without regard for category.

Some of his claims were true, such as the Herald financing Henry Stanley’s expedition to find Livingstone in Africa and underwriting George Washington DeLong’s ill-fated naval expedition to the North Pole. Other claims were only partly true and some were completely fabricated, such as the Central Park Zoo Disaster.

One moral lesson of the incident focused on the only animal or human who remained unflapped during the chaos. Thomas Nast saw in Jennie a model of intelligence, patience, and strength of resolve and used her as his model of the Republican elephant. And so she became the star of a political melodrama that would play out in Washington for years.

Bennett launched a second hoax in the same issue as the Central Park Zoo Disaster when he reported that Ulysses Grant had decided to run for a third unprecedented term as president of the United States. George Washington had informally set the precedent when he refused to run for a third term because he said doing so came perilously close to creating reigns. Bennett decried Grant’s arrogant ambition to become America’s first Caesar.

Grant’s wife, Julia, thought her husband should run a third time, but the Hero of Appomattox, whose administration was riddled with scandal and incompetence, had no plans to run again. Speculation was already under way over whose name would be on the Republican ticket. Senators from Indiana and New York had thrown their hats into the ring as did the secretary of the Treasury, a congressman from Maine, and the governor of Ohio. The rumor that Grant would try to run again upset the delicate equations of the party.

Overshadowed by the Zoo Disaster, Bennett’s hoax got by nearly everyone except Thomas Nast, who fired back at Bennett on the pages of Harper’s Weekly, one of the most widely circulated magazines of its time. Nast, the son of a trombonist in a Bavarian military band, who was already famous for creating the modern images of Uncle Sam and Santa Claus, was now inventing icons for the Republican and Democratic parties.

A friend of Grant’s, Nast came to his defense when Bennett accused him of designing to become an American Caesar.15 In the November 7 issue of Harper’s, Nast drew a cartoon called “The Third-Term Panic,” which depicts the Herald as a braying jackass dressed in a lion skin.16

Nast turned the breakout at the Central Park Zoo of that same week into a political allegory. At the center of the illustration, a jackass brays so loudly it panics timid rabbits, geese, sheep, a giraffe (labeled New York Tribune), a unicorn (New York Times), and an owl (New York World). The temperance ostrich sticks its head in the sand. Only the elephant stands her ground.

But her footing is precarious as the rotten planks of Reform, Reconstruction, and Repudiation splinter beneath her. She totters above an abyss called Chaos.

Her precariousness symbolizes the danger for Republicans of upcoming congressional elections that could—and in fact did—shift the balance of power from the Republicans to the Democrats for the first time since the Civil War. Nast warns his readers not to let braying asses like Bennett distract Republicans, but to hold the course.

Beneath the picture, Nast quotes the first line of Aesop’s fable “The Ass in the Lion’s Skin”: “An Ass, having put on a lion’s skin, roamed about the Forest and amused himself by frightening all the foolish Animals he met with during his wanderings.” In other words, a braying ass dressed in a lion’s skin is still just an ass.

Nast doesn’t sign the quote Aesop but rather “Shakespeare or Bacon,” a jab at Bennett’s crusade to prove that Francis Bacon, not Shakespeare, had written Shakespeare’s plays. (Two months earlier, Bennett had published an interview with Shakespeare’s ghost, who claimed Francis Bacon was in the room with him but had declined to speak.17)
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The Republican Elephant. Thomas Nast, “Third Term Panic.” November 7, 1874.

That fall the Democrats crushed the Republicans in the midterm elections of 1874. They lost not only their majority but also almost half their seats in the House of Representatives. Grant’s political incompetence and a severe economic crisis soured the American public on Republicans and congressional Reconstruction. On November 21, 1874, Harper’s published another Nast cartoon that mourned the devastating electoral loss by showing the Republican elephant falling into the abyss of existential helplessness, a hapless victim of the Third Term Hoax.

Between 1874 and 1884, Nast published at least nineteen more cartoons that depict the elephant as Republican. Most of them show the elephant on the verge of one catastrophe or another—often dangling over a cliff—but one cartoon alone shows a positively jubilant elephant.18

When Republican James Garfield beat the hero of Gettysburg, General Winfield Scott Hancock (“Hancock the Superb”), by the slimmest of margins for the White House in 1880, Nast drew a cartoon that celebrated the Republican victory on the front page of Harper’s. Nast’s exuberance is palpable. The caption reads, “The Republican Pachyderm Alive and Kicking,” as the euphoric elephant kicks up his heels and a new dawn breaks over the nation.

Nast’s joy was short-lived. Less than four months after Garfield took office, a delusional assassin shot him. Largely because of the incompetence of his doctor—a man named Bliss, who didn’t believe in germs—Garfield took seventy-nine days to die.

The March before the Republican National Convention of 1884, Nast lobbied against the nomination of James Blaine as the Republican candidate for president. Nast’s cover drawing for Harper’s, “The Sacred Elephant,” presents the viewer a white elephant upon whom sits a white throne awaiting the party’s nomination.

The man entitled to the throne, Nast suggests, must be as pure in his principles as the elephant who bears him. “This Animal is sure to win if it [is] only kept pure and clean and has not too heavy a load to carry,” reads the caption.

In June, the Republican National Convention overwhelmingly nominated Blaine as the party candidate. That November, Democrat Grover Cleveland beat Blaine by three-tenths of a percent of the popular vote.

Nast never drew another elephant.
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Thomas Nast, “The Republican Pachyderm Alive and Kicking.” November 20, 1880.
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“The Sacred Elephant.”
 March 8, 1884.
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Race to the White House



from the Salem (Massachusetts) Register, November 13, 1865

“PROCEED WITH THY ELEPHANT”

In Columbiana county resides an old fellow renowned for his belligerent disposition, who is generally known as Friend Shavery. Born and bred a Quaker, he was long since read out of the meeting on account of his quarrelsome propensities, but he still pertinaciously clings to the plain clothes and plain language of his early days, possibly as protection against the wrath he is so continually provoking, by his overbearing and irritable demeanor.

He has always the crossest dog in the neighborhood, the most troublesome, breechy steers &c., and is continually in hot water with some of his neighbors in consequence of the depredations committed by his unruly live stock.

A few weeks since, Van Amburg’s Menagerie, travelling through Columbiana, was obliged to pass his residence. A little before daylight, Nash, the keeper of the elephant Tipoo Saib, as he was passing over the road with his elephant, discovered this pseudo-Quaker seated upon a fence by the roadside, watching a bull which he had turned out upon the road, and which was pawing, bellowing and throwing up a tremendous dust generally. In fact, from the fury of the animal’s demonstrations, one would take him for one of the identical breed that butted the locomotive off the bridge.

“Take that bull out of the way,” shouted Nash, as he approached.

“Proceed with thy elephant,” was the reply.

“If you don’t take that bull away, he will get hurt,” continued Nash, approaching, while the bull redoubled his belligerent demonstrations.

“Don’t trouble thyself about the bull, but proceed with thy elephant,” retorted Friend Shavery, rubbing his hands with delight at the prospect of an approaching scrimmage, the old fellow having great confidence in the invincibility of his bull, which was really the terror of the whole country around.

Tippoo Saib came along with his uncouth, shambling gait; the bull lowered his head and made a charge directly on the elephant. Old Tippoo, without even pausing in his march, gave his cow-catcher sweep, catching the bull on the side, crushing in his ribs with his enormous tusks, and then raised him about thirty feet into the air, the bull striking upon his head as he came down, breaking his neck, and killing him instantly.

“I’m afraid your bull has bent his neck a little,” shouted Nash, as he passed on.

“Bent, the deuce!” cried old Shavery, with a troubled look at his defunct bull; “thy elephant is too hefty for my beast, but thee will not make so much out of the operation as thee supposes. I was going to take my family to thy show, but I’ll see thee and thy show blowed to blazes before I go one step, and now thee may proceed with thy elephant and be [damned], please,” the “please” being added as Shavery took a second look at the stalwart elephant keeper.



 

Over the next forty years the elephant as a symbol of the Republican Party spread through the ranks of major political cartoonists such as William Allen Rogers, Grant Hamilton, Udo Keppler, and Clifford Berryman. The conspicuous girth of Republican presidents Chester Alan Arthur, William McKinley, and Theodore Roosevelt made the association easy, but none so much as William Howard Taft.

People couldn’t help notice how much William Howard “Big Lub” Taft looked like an elephant.1 He was so big he couldn’t fit into the White House tub, and so taxpayers built one that could hold his 330-pound frame. He was a larger-than-life man sitting in the backseat of his larger-than-life White Steamer touring car waving to people like a maharajah seated upon the plush howdah of a royal elephant’s back.2 “It is good to see Big Bill Taft enter a room after a number of other men,” wrote journalist Frederick Palmer in 1907. “He reminds you of a great battleship following the smaller vessels, coming into port with her brass bright and plowing deep.”3

As the sitting president, and as the former U.S. solicitor general, governor of Cuba, and secretary of war, and later, judge in the Sixth Circuit Court of Appeals and chief justice of the Supreme Court, Taft had the sort of gravitas that made him a favorite for political cartoonists.

Udo Keppler drew for a mischievous magazine called Puck, famous for its no-holds-barred political satire of Republicans. One cover of Puck in 1910 shows a frantic GOP mother elephant holding out her child (Taft) to a fireman from the window of her burning house (Fireman, Save My Child!), while another shows Taft fumbling with the back of the bride elephant’s dress (Hurry, William, and Hook Me Up!) as Taft tries in vain to reconcile the party’s “Reactionaries” and its “Insurgents.”4

Keppler’s sharpest criticism of Taft, however, came eight months after he took office, when he drew The Same Rut, which depicts Taft and the Republican elephant running in circles, Taft holding on to the elephant’s tail and the elephant holding on to his.5
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“Hurry, William, and Hook Me Up!”
 Taft Tends to His Party, March 1910.

In 1908, as Roosevelt near the end of his second term, Republican strategists urged him to leave the country so Taft would have at least some chance to emerge from Teddy’s shadow. Roosevelt first planned to go hunting in Alaska but changed his mind after he heard stories out of Africa about white hunters such as Captain Frederick Selous, after whom the novelist H. Rider Haggard modeled his grand hero, Allan Quartermain, and Colonel John Henry Patterson, the man who killed the Ghosts in the Darkness, the man-eating Tsavo lions.

Roosevelt went on safari to Africa with his son Quentin between 1909 and 1910 to hunt specimens for the Smithsonian Institution. Although he forbade the press to accompany him, it nonetheless followed him, reporting Roosevelt’s exploits to the American public, which followed every word. Providentially, he and Quentin bagged eleven elephants.

Taft trounced
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