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For Kay

In the first days of 1911, President Taft signed a bill into law with a halfhearted scrawl. He scarcely remembered the actual signatory ceremony, remarking in his biography that, “all of Mexico was on fire, the Chinese were rising up against American trade, and all anyone wanted me to do was worry about the meat in New Orleans, well, damn New Orleans.”

How unfortunate for Taft that some fifty years later his rushed signature might be his most memorable achievement. For although very few people blame Taft for the current state of American foreign affairs, they can all point directly to the January 3, 1911, signing of “The Useful Animals Appropriation Act,” hereafter known as the Hippo Laws, as his most concrete impact on the daily life of millions of Americans.

Afrikaner rangers, on loan from the British Empire, introduced the first of the “useful animals,” along the Calcasieu River in Vernon Parish, Louisiana in mid-1911. Great fanfare followed the event. People across the United States heralded the mass release of formerly extinct, or as in the case of the hippopotamus – never extant, animals to the North American continent as the next great step in a national project started with the foundation of Yellowstone on March 1, 1872. “We are a bountiful nation,” wrote the editor of The Times-Picayune, “because we are a republic of conservationists.” The introduction of hippopotamuses to the northern bend of that little river in western Louisiana signified so much more than cheap meat for Gulf Coast markets, it touched off a reshaping of the Western hemisphere.

By now it may seem normal for great herds of camels to roam from Manitoba to central Mexico, for sportsmen to head out into the chaparral in search of the elusive California Rhinoceros, or to hear tales of elephant bound loggers reshaping the great Amazon forests of Brazil; but it was not always this way. While each of these animals: the camel, the rhinoceros, and the elephant, along with others, serves as a sort of regional totem, none so drastically impacted their region nor so totally came to symbolize a particular aspect of this new American culture as the hippopotamus.

Thus, the hippopotamus and its long-term impact on the southeastern United States must serve as the first locus of study. I sat out several years ago to find the greatest movers and thinkers of the cultural and economic revolutions associated with “the most useful animals of all,” and through their hard-earned expertise attempt to understand the associated transformations. That being said, this is an ongoing oral history project, that hopefully someday will involve universities, history, and agriculture departments across the nation. For right now though it is only history, the bearfish, and me.

Alice Young

Temple University Press

Philadelphia, PA

1969

YOUNG: Hello, this is Alice Young. It is January 3, 1962, in Lincoln, Alabama. We're here talking to Hiram Lee. Mr. Lee, if you could introduce yourself so people know what your voice sounds like.

LEE: Do I, do I just talk?

YOUNG: Yes.

LEE: My name is Hiram Lee and I worked at the Alabama Polytechnic School for 34 years. In 1922, I became the first professor of Amphibious Livestock Maintenance and I did that until I retired about six years ago.

YOUNG: And when you say Alabama Polytechnic, you mean Auburn University?

LEE: Yes. They renamed it a few years ago but that don't really bother me much. I'm going to call it what we always called it, the polytechnic school. I'm too old to go remembering new things.

YOUNG: Right, and could you tell us a little bit about how you started there?

LEE: Well, I actually went to Polytechnic when it opened its school of veterinary medicine. First class. I started in 1907, umm, the year they started doing veterinary medicine up there. I guess they do all sorts of stuff now. There's a school for math and one for education, you know – training teachers, and just all sorts, but I went into veterinary medicine.

YOUNG: And why did you pursue that?

LEE: Well, I grew up in Eufala, and my father owned a large number of cattle and they were always sick, because of the tropical diseases that plague animals down here, and he said to me “do something good with yourself,” and then gave me tuition money. See, he had some timber land and he sold all of it off to some outfit out of Atlanta. We had the money and he decided that because I was the oldest I should go to college. So, because of them sick cows I went into veterinary sciences and spent the rest of my life taking care of animals for farmers all over the state.

YOUNG: Speaking of animals, there's one in particular we wanted to talk to you about.

LEE: Hahaha! Bearfish. Yup, I know a few things about them. If you'd like I can show you some tusks later. I always liked the tusks. There was a bull named Hondo, and this must have been 1937 or 38, but he went crazy over in Mississippi. Well, Hondo started killing people at this one creek. I went out with a team to track him. It took us almost a week of chasing him up and down his section before we found him. He had a really wide range for a bull, larger territory than they usually got in Africa.

YOUNG: Yes, exactly. Uh, could you clarify for people that might listen to this from other parts of the country?

LEE: Hippopotamus amphibius. The bearfish, the river cow, whatever you call 'em. You probably ate some recently. They're an important part of the landscape now, of course, I remember before we got 'em. But you know, not many people do anymore I guess. They're everywhere.

YOUNG: I understand that you actually saw the 1911 Herd, the first introduction of hippos, on the Calcasieu River.

LEE: Oh yeah, I'd just graduated and this one old professor, his name was Mr. Reed, he'd been a surgeon in the war and he said “boys, this is a historic day for livestock,” so he took his favorite students on a trip to Vernon Parish to see the introduction to the Americas. It was a big deal, I always thought it was funny.

YOUNG: Why's that?

LEE: Oh well, because we were out there in overalls; it was me and Mr. Reed and Robert Slocomb and Henry Garza and maybe one or two other people that I can't recall, but we were wearing overalls because we thought maybe we'd have to jump in and help wrangle these hippopotamuses that were getting released. So, there's us and some senators from Louisiana and a reporter from the New York Times and they're all wearing these big suits that cost more than all the clothes I ever owned and we just thought it was funny. People thought we were locals until we opened our mouths.

YOUNG: Oh?

LEE: Yes, the reporter from the New York Times came over to talk to us for a minute. He'd just got done interviewing the bearfish experts, which were these big angry looking white Africans that spoke some kind of German. So he comes over and starts talking to us and Mr. Reed is telling him the story of how five or six veterinarians from Alabama all ended up at this event and he's nodding along but as soon as we showed ourselves to be men of science he put down his pencil and moved on to a group of local people that looked pretty uneducated.

YOUNG: Put down his pencil?

LEE: Mhm, yes ma'am, he wanted to write a story about all these coonasses getting worked up over the state dumping African animals in their river. But I don't remember anyone really being worked up, they just all seemed so excited to see this new thing. I think the local Temperance League even tried to institute a Hippopotamus Day Parade. It was a big deal. I really enjoyed seeing everyone rallying around the idea. Of course, nowadays, states cull herds when they get too big, hehehehe, I remember reading about the first cull they had in Florida. I think they killed close to forty of them but they breed like wildfire down here.

YOUNG: Very true. Now, do you remember about their introduction to Alabama?

LEE: Well, I actually went to work for Polytechnic after I graduated. I did education programs for cattlemen. At the time, we were pushing for tick eradication, there were some vats in every county all over the state, so I was supervising a vat in Geneva county when they introduced the first herd in Alabama. Now, some people say that the first herd was dumped into the Mobile River but that's not true, they introduced them to the Black Warrior River first. They just, well, they just spread south naturally. In fact, I was working with a professor from Florida State and he claimed that the Florida herds all originated from bearfish migrating east and contaminating the Apalachicola River. Now, I know there's a lot of creeks and gullies and things like that but I never understood how they'd do that much walking.

*

YOUNG: This is Alice Young. Today is April 27, 1962, and we're in Arkansas City, Arkansas speaking with Eugenia Hoffman. Mrs. Hoffman if you could speak into the microphone for me.

HOFFMAN: It's kind of big ain't it?

YOUNG: The microphone?

HOFFMAN: Mhm. Big machine you got here. How much did you pay for it?

YOUNG: Hahaha. About two hundred dollars.

HOFFMAN: Oh wow. That's a lot of money to spend on a microphone.

YOUNG: Yes ma'am. Now, I was wondering if you could tell us about your family's soap company.

HOFFMAN: Haha! I like you girl. Right down to business. I like that. We're both busy women.

YOUNG: Yes ma'am.

HOFFMAN: Well, the Desha Soap Company was founded by my mother, Mabel Byrd, on December 22, 1927. It started a few years after the first big culls that Arkansas had. All these bearfish came out of the Mississippi River, now mind you, at the time nobody knew how they got there. It upset a lot of people because none of the states introduced the animals directly onto the Mississippi, there was some big law or something about that and Arkansas never introduced its own herd. All the states south of us did; Mississippi and Louisiana and Alabama and I think Georgia, but Arkansas never did.

HOFFMAN: Of course, that didn't stop them. They eventually got in the big river and started spreading northwards. I think my favorite story about that is the time they found one that froze to death in Minnesota, people up there didn't know what to do with it, so they stuffed it and put it in a museum. Hahahaha.

HOFFMAN: Well, anyhow, all these bearfish came out of the river and started walking on land and they just ate up all the rice fields that we had around here. Miles and miles in every direction just stripped down to the mud. Must have been a hundred or more, that's how mother always told it. She said that one day her and my father had rice and the next day they didn't. Now, I was only 12 when this happened so my exact memory is pretty small. However, I do remember all the men in the county getting really angry about it and saying they were going to kill all the bearfish that ever lived. It was a hard time.

YOUNG: How did the rice farmers cope?

HOFFMAN: Well, to be honest with you, a lot of them left. You had to take out big loans
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