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For Hammy







PROLOGUE

2013

When beagle CAICWZ blinked his eyes open the morning of Monday, July 15, 2013, he saw a familiar enclosure, maybe the wire mesh wall of a kennel. Maybe he stretched his white legs long to the front, separating and extending his toes. Perhaps he lifted his hindquarters toward the ceiling—a move dogs mastered long before yoga—and yawned as he stretched his legs farther. And then, CAICWZ—a three-year, ten-month-old hound with white snout, eyelashes, and whiskers, a copper head with a fleck of white between his eyes, and a blue six-letter identification tattooed inside his left ear—almost certainly began thinking about food.

Later that morning, someone opened the door to CAICWZ’s familiar enclosure, carried or walked him outdoors, and placed him in a black wire crate in a minivan. He sat on a metal tray lined with newspaper, leftover July Fourth circulars. Under his front paws in bright green: “price match everything!” Soon, crates lined with newspaper and holding seven beagles filled the ginger-ale-colored van. CAICWZ’s ears hung long. His dark brown eyes looked vacant.

After hours of driving, the minivan turned onto Riverwood Drive, a hilly, tree-lined street in tony Potomac, Maryland, just outside the Capital Beltway. The vehicle turned right and climbed a steep driveway bordered by pachysandra. Under a cover of tall trees that filtered light from a scorching sun, the van doors opened. Several people approached the vehicle. Some took pictures. Others unlocked crates and reached inside, fingers to fur. “Hi, babies!” A happy woman with long blond hair wearing a black T-shirt picked up CAICWZ, looked at a video camera, and smiled. In the van, the passengers’ wide eyes darted, noses twitched. The woman looked at CAICWZ in her arms and cooed, “You’re free now. You’re free.”1 She kissed him on the side of his head. Then she joined a small parade of humans carrying beagles—legs hanging awkwardly, tails tucked tightly—filing along a short stone path and through a gate. They entered a two-acre fenced backyard, a lush haven surrounded by woods.

The humans lowered the dogs to the ground. Their paws touched grass—for the first time, someone said. CAICWZ and the other beagles seemed to walk on their tippy-toes, lifting their paws high with each step like Clydesdales. Some froze and wouldn’t move at first. Others set off to explore. They sniffed each other, trotted across the concrete patio, and raised hind legs against trees and ferns.

More than a dozen people, mostly strangers to one another, crouched to beagle height or sat in the grass and watched the seven little quadrupeds in tricolored fur as clues to their personalities began to emerge. One dog cased the perimeter of the yard, zipped across the pool cover like a pinball, and headed to the gate, ready to run. “An escape artist!” someone called out. Another, with a kink in his tail and an unusual spot in his eye, seemed bewildered by his wet paw after he stepped in a puddle on the pool cover. One with an all-brown face walked timidly and retreated when a human moved in his direction. Another drooled. The lone female beagle rolled on her back in the cool grass, her face full of glee.

Then, a whiff in the air. CAICWZ may have been the first to nose his way up to the treat bag. “Whoever gets this dog,” said the person dispensing treats, “he’s very food-motivated.” A woman in an orange sundress laughed, watching the hungry, hungry beagle.

The hounds were curious about everything. The humans were curious about the hounds. Hours ticked by like seconds, and soon it was late afternoon. The air was heavy and muggy, and temperatures had climbed into the nineties. Beagles and people had been gravitating toward each other, and eventually they left the backyard in interspecies pairs. The beagle with the eye spot teamed up with a New Hampshire couple who’d been willing to drive anywhere in the country for this moment. The female beagle left for upstate New York. The escape artist headed to a suburb west of Baltimore, the shy beagle to Kentucky. Before each human–hound unit walked down the stone path and out the gate, they stopped by a table. The blond woman in the black T-shirt held a clipboard with discharge papers identifying each beagle by the string of letters in their ear tattoo and detailing their vaccination and medical history. She said the beagles would be named for America’s Founding Fathers.

The food-motivated beagle, our CAICWZ, was one of the last to pair off. So when the sundressed woman approached the table, she was asked to choose between the remaining two names. “I like Alexander Hamilton,” she said to her longtime friend, the man who had first told her of the existence of these beagles. She snapped a collar—turquoise with tiny black mustaches—around CAICWZ’s neck. “I’ll call him Hammy.”

Soon, this renamed beagle was back in a vehicle, but not in a crate. The woman in orange was at the wheel, and Hammy sat on her friend’s lap, drooling and trembling. His ears still hung long. His brown eyes remained blank. Later, the friend would say it was like having a lump in his lap—Alexander Hamilton was that shut down. An hour later, in Washington, DC, the car stopped on another tree-lined street, one mile southeast of the US Capitol. The frightened hound entered an eleven-foot-wide, two-story brick row house built in the 1880s. Inside, the floor was like the dog crate, lined with newspaper. The stairs were blocked. A square green dog bed squished beneath his feet, perhaps as unfamiliar as grass.

That evening, alone with the woman in the orange sundress, the copper-headed beagle ate kibble and drank water. The inventory of sights and sounds that scared him was already extensive, but he figured out quickly that the green bed was safe, his home base.

As the sun set on the other side of the Capitol, the woman and the beagle sat together on the green bed, strangers to each other. She whispered to him and gently ran her hands over his head, down his exquisite ears, over his ribs, along his spine. When she stopped, he lifted his front paw and reached out to touch her.

Upstairs, she placed him in the tub and bathed him, sudsing up his thin coat. She brought sheets and a pillow downstairs to the couch. Before turning out the light, she scooted the square green oasis close to her makeshift bed. She knew so little about this being with the long snout and white eyelashes. But she knew she wanted to be close in case he awoke, scared, in the middle of the night. She lay on the couch, her cheek on a pillow, and reached out to touch him, lightly. Eventually, she closed her eyes. But for a long time before that, in the dimly lit room, her gaze didn’t leave him. She watched until his eyes finally blinked shut, the end of the first day of the rest of his life.
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SNOOPY, DARWIN, LINUS, HAMMY

I was born in Washington, DC, into a family that already loved hounds.

In the late 1960s, my parents brought a golden long-haired dachshund named Heidi home from Germany, where my dad was stationed as a US Army Signal Corps officer. A few years later, I joined their trio. When I was two, Heidi had three puppies at our house in Rockville, Maryland, and we kept little Gretel—shaggy, frisky, the color of dark caramel. I loved running around the backyard and snuggling with our dachshunds, but I was raised on the make-believe world of Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood and perhaps had an equally profound relationship with animals who were imaginary. When I was five, I wrote my first poem, about a squirrel—six lines of verse that earned me a mention in Cricket, a children’s literature magazine. Many of the short stories I wrote as a child starred ants and rabbits and lizards.

I was particularly devoted to my stuffed creatures—including a pink yarn octopus with braided legs that my mom made and a small fabric Snoopy doll with thin black ears, a stitched-on smile, and a little plastic nose. I threw elaborate birthday parties and picnics for these animals, arranged them on my pink gingham bedspread each morning, just so, and packed my favorites for family trips. They were my dependents, and I took seriously my role as their guardian.

Over time, Snoopy became more than my ward. I had a Snoopy book bag, a Snoopy ballet bag, and several Snoopys in my key chain collection. One of my journals, turquoise with a little brass lock, pictured Snoopy with a smug look on his face and a diary in his lap. The caption: “No snooping allowed.” I wonder now if the cartoon beagle became sort of my alter ego. After all, Snoopy was a dancer and freethinker with an independent streak who had enough compelling thoughts to warrant his own typewriter.

In 1975, the year my sister, Julie, was born, Animal Liberation was published. Written by Australian philosopher Peter Singer, the book exposed mainstream readers to the plight of animals in laboratories and factory farms and is widely credited with launching the modern animal rights movement. Singer condemned “speciesism,” a prejudice favoring members of one’s own species, as indefensible as racism and sexism.1 But the book certainly wasn’t on my parents’ radar. Nor were the national headlines about animal research in the 1970s and ’80s, even though the DC area was a hotbed of animal testing.

Two years before the publication of Singer’s book, the public learned that the US Army and Air Force planned to use six hundred beagles to study the effects of nerve gases and jet engine exhaust. Singer writes in Animal Liberation that after a “vigorous protest” led by Representative Les Aspin of Wisconsin (which Aspin said resulted in more mail from outraged citizens than the Department of Defense received from any other single event, including the bombings of North Vietnam and Cambodia), the experiments were postponed. The Pentagon announced it was looking into the possibility of replacing the beagles with other experimental animals.2

My family also knew nothing of the Silver Spring monkeys, who were kept less than twenty miles from our home and were the focus of a landmark case in the animal rights movement. In September 1981, Montgomery County police raided a research laboratory in Silver Spring, Maryland, and seized seventeen monkeys being used for neurological research. That raid led to the nation’s first criminal conviction of an animal experimenter (the convictions were later overturned) and was the direct result of undercover work by the fledgling Maryland-based organization People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals, or PETA. (The group later moved its headquarters to Norfolk, Virginia.) In an article ten years after the seizure, The Washington Post credited the nonprofit with shaking up the “staid” animal welfare movement “in much the same way that the militant young students of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee shook up the established civil rights movement in the 1960s.”3

Around this time, the Animal Liberation Front (ALF), an underground radical animal rights organization formed in the UK in 1976, launched its first investigations in the United States. ALF members likened their work to that of lawbreaking abolitionists before the US Civil War, operating a modern-day Underground Railroad for animals. Some of their first US stakeouts were at research facilities in the DC area—at Georgetown University, Howard University, Bethesda Naval Hospital, and Walter Reed Army Medical Center. The year after the Silver Spring monkey case, in 1982, the ALF staged a Christmas Day raid on Howard’s medical school and seized dozens of cats used in drug experiments.

While PETA has approached the animal experimentation issue through less extreme means than those used by the ALF, the group didn’t condemn the ALF’s actions, and even publicized its raids. PETA shared materials that the ALF took from the labs, including dozens of videotapes from the University of Pennsylvania’s head injury research lab in 1984. The exposure of these recordings, which showed researchers laughing and joking as they inflicted head trauma on baboons, led to a multiday sit-in at the National Institutes of Health (NIH) that eventually prompted the government to suspend the lab’s funding.

Later in 1984, ALF raids expanded to Southern California, where activists took thirty-six dogs, twenty-eight mice, eighteen rats, twelve cats, and twelve rabbits from the Beckman Research Institute at City of Hope, where the animals were being used to study cancer and other diseases. According to Free the Animals by PETA cofounder Ingrid Newkirk, between 1975 and 1981, more than half the dogs at City of Hope died of “unknown causes” or complications before the experiments even began.4

PETA’s allegations, the Los Angeles Times reported, included charges that “animals were kept in ‘filthy, inhumane, immoral conditions,’ that ‘morbidly ill’ animals were left unattended for as long as 20 hours, that animals were found dying of starvation and that more than 50 dogs ‘died of negligence and poorly designed procedures.’”5 In response, the NIH launched investigations of possible animal mistreatment and froze millions of dollars a year in federal funding.

The ALF activists, who sometimes took hundreds of animals and caused thousands of dollars of property damage, operated anonymously and often left copies of Animal Liberation as a calling card to convey their ethical stance. These break-ins contributed not only to a culture of fear at university research centers but to a growing divide among animal advocates—between moderate groups that fought for stricter regulation and oversight in labs and more militant organizations that demanded an end to animal research.

It’s not as if my family didn’t keep up with current events. We read The Washington Post, and my parents assigned my sister Julie and me Time magazine articles to summarize at dinner; my mom kept a dictionary nearby for words we didn’t know. The concept of animal rights was pretty radical in the 1980s, and we weren’t exactly a family of activists. I was busy taking ballet classes five days a week, and Julie was just as busy making art; neither of us remembers talking with our parents about politics or social justice. Speaking out meant wearing a “Smoking isn’t cool” button on my jeans jacket, and taking a stand meant writing an editorial against drunk driving for my high school newspaper. Probably the most progressive thing we did as a family was stand along Rockville Pike and sing “We Are the World” in 1986, part of the Hands Across America effort to bring attention to hunger and homelessness. We didn’t much question the status quo—animal research or otherwise.

But then, on Sunday, January 13, 1985, the Post landed on our porch. On the kitchen table, the Parade insert slipped from the comics section, and the cover caught my eye—a forlorn dog and the words “A Report on Animal Experimentation.” I flipped open the flimsy magazine and began to read: “For years, animals have died so that humans might live.” The article said the “burgeoning” animal welfare movement insisted that much research was “unnecessarily cruel, pointlessly repetitive, scientifically invalid and a waste of taxpayer money.” It told of elephants dosed with LSD to study aggression, baby mice crippled by amputation to see if they’d groom themselves using their limb stumps, and dogs “driven insane” with electric shock to study learned helplessness.6

That night I sat with my pink ballpoint pen and, with perfectly bubbly teenage penmanship, wrote of the article in my diary: “It’s really sad. I couldn’t even read it.” Then I moved on to journaling about other matters, including running into friends at the mall and discovering sexist language in my French textbook. And as quickly as it had appeared, the Parade article slipped from my mind.
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My father, the grandson of a Russian immigrant who became a successful businessman in Washington, was a teenager when the Soviet Union launched the first satellite into space on October 4, 1957. He was about to obtain a ham radio license, and when Sputnik I—a beach ball–sized metal sphere—orbited overhead, he picked up its faint beeping on his shortwave radio. Less than a month later, he heard on the news that the Soviets had launched Sputnik II, a much larger satellite. This time the metal capsule carried a dog.

Laika, a white-and-black mutt with pointy ears, a long snout, and alert eyes, was taken from the streets of Moscow—like dozens of other dogs—for use in the Soviet space program. At that point, scientists didn’t know what would happen to a living being outside the protection of Earth’s atmosphere. Laika was trained to live in a small capsule for twenty days and underwent two delicate surgeries to implant devices for monitoring her blood pressure and heart rate in space. She was alive when she reached orbit, but contrary to Soviet reports that she lived for days, scientists now say she died in the overheated vessel within just a few hours. Her lifeless body orbited Earth for five months.

Laika wasn’t the only space dog. In Laika’s Window: The Legacy of a Soviet Space Dog, Kurt Caswell tells how the Soviets launched more than fifty pups between 1951 and 1966. The canine cosmonauts were celebrated as heroes in the Soviet Union, but news of Laika’s one-way mission led to protests by dog lovers in London and New York.7 A New York Times editorial described Laika as the “shaggiest, lonesomest, saddest dog in all history” and said the dog, if asked, “would rather have been gnawing a long-buried bone and trying to catch fleas.”8 My dad remembers thinking something similar—that sending dogs to space didn’t seem right. But it was a necessary step toward human space travel, he reasoned. The United States never sent dogs into orbit (though they’d considered it), but in 1961, NASA launched the first chimpanzee, a four-year-old taken from the forest in Central Africa. The name of the little chimp, who was trained at the Holloman Aerospace Medical Center in New Mexico, was HAM, an acronym for the laboratory.

My mom, who taught art and kindergarten, instilled in Julie and me a love of animals from our earliest days. She brought animals home from school: a frail chick, who sat in an incubator on our dining room table, and a tadpole, so we could watch the little pollywog grow legs. Before we all knew it wasn’t cool to keep animals in jars, she made little terrariums for a praying mantis and other insects we collected. She was health-conscious enough to set out apples and celery with peanut butter for after-school snacks, but none of us made the connection between the animals we loved and those on our plates. In that new era of convenience foods, we ate hot dogs, fish sticks, and chicken nuggets, like everyone we knew.

But then something shifted in our little family. Shortly after I left for college, Julie’s art class took a field trip to paint cows at a nearby farm. One cow walked up and licked her hello. From that moment, there was no turning back. Long before I stopped eating meat or started thinking about animal sentience—an animal’s ability to feel pleasure and pain—my sister came home announcing she was a vegetarian.
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I started working as a freelance writer shortly after college, amazed I could make a buck by asking nosy questions about all sorts of interesting topics. Before long, I found myself sitting at my computer thirteen hours a day to keep up with assignments and suspected a dog would help me step away from nonstop work. I picked up a book of breeds and ruled out dachshunds. Heidi and Gretel had experienced serious and expensive back problems; their long spines just weren’t meant to move like Slinkys. I didn’t know any beagles at the time, besides Snoopy, but I asked around and gathered they were sweet and friendly dogs. I also heard stories of beagles howling up a storm and tenaciously following their noses across state lines, traits that I, for some reason, found endearing. By the time I started looking at pictures of beagle puppies online, I was weak-kneed and smitten.

In 2000 I bought a puppy from a breeder in North Carolina. At the time, I was proud she came from a line of show dogs. Like most beagle puppies, Darwin was impossibly cute, with big eyes and sharply delineated, cartoonlike markings—like a panda bear the size of a sweet potato. I watched her sleep and was amazed I could keep this soft little animal alive, that each new breath kept coming.

Darwin grew to be sassy and fierce, possessive of her bones, and protective of me. At my birthday party, she commandeered a full wedge of Port Salut and still managed to bite my beau when he tried to extract the block of cheese from her jaw. She lived life through her nose, tracking down and inhaling pizza crusts and morsels of meat in fast-food wrappers off the street. She looked askance at garden statues and ceiling fans, burrowed under the covers at night, and engaged her entire body when she howled.

During one stretch in my thirties when I wasn’t particularly interested in dating, I considered Darwin my copilot in life. When she and I drove cross-country for the first time, friends and family worried about me being alone. “I’m not!” I said defensively. And I meant it. I often said “we” to mean the two of us, and that didn’t always go over well. Once, while borrowing a friend’s vacation house, I offhandedly told a suitor, “We’ll sleep in this room.” Then we walked down the hall and I said, to his dismay, “And you’ll sleep here.”

By then, I was living on Capitol Hill after a couple years in New York City. At the dog park I made friends, including a jazz guitarist named Dave. He and his wife lived a few blocks away and had adopted a striking white greyhound named Loki, who—like most greyhounds—was retired from the racing industry. Dave and I got to know each other on leisurely dog walks, with stocky, sniffy Darwin and slender, sweet Loki.

Shortly after Darwin turned ten, in 2010, she was attacked by a neighborhood dog. His teeth left a nasty puncture in her side, and in the following months, little scabs like pebbles formed all over her body. Her skin appeared to blush; the insides of her floppy ears were the color of pomegranates. And when she shook, flakes of skin fluttered from her body, as though she were standing in a beagle-sized snow globe. Darwin was diagnosed with skin cancer, which soon spread to her blood. Her doctor said the trauma of the bite may have awakened a dormant disease. We spent her last weeks at some of our favorite places: a cabin in the woods, a house by the water. At the end, Dave brought her an entire pizza. Her battle was brief.

After Darwin’s death, I grieved for months and avoided home for long stretches, working on travel stories out West. I was awed and terrified by the abundance of freedom and lack of structure in my life. I told Dave, whom I considered Darwin’s uncle, how much I missed snuggling with my little tricolored friend at night. But I eventually settled into a dog-less rhythm—save the season when I attempted to train Linus, a young, spirited black Labrador and future guide dog. He barked whenever I picked up the phone and ran back and forth between the bathtub curtain and liner when I showered. When he left, I cried with relief.

In January 2013, Dave, who had recently embraced veganism and had started leafleting for the cause, gave me a calendar from a small nonprofit that rescued dogs who’d been used for research. Really, I thought. This happens? I don’t remember what I knew about animal experimentation at that time. Of course I knew the terms guinea pig and lab rat. And I’d even learned about animal “models”—the nonhuman beings that serve as stand-ins when researchers study human disease—one summer during a science journalism fellowship on the coast of Massachusetts.

In the program, the other fellows and I worked in teams with biomedical researchers to collect faceless little marine creatures such as sea urchins and starfish, whom we then cut apart and examined under microscopes. I happily let my lab partners handle the dissection work in exchange for editing our final video presentation. Mostly, I was squeamish. But I also heard whisperings in my head about these organisms as animals in their own right, even if I didn’t see them wince in pain. At our celebratory dinner at the end of the program, I surprised myself—I was the only one to turn away the lobster heading for my plate. I loved lobster. Before that summer, I hadn’t cared much about the lives of magnificently colored and whimsically shaped sea beings. Now, I cared. How did I deal with these new insights about biomedical research? I went home and proceeded to bury them in the dark recesses of my mind.

But now, years after the lobster affair, I had this calendar from Dave: months of happy-looking hounds who’d once lived in laboratory cages. I went online to learn about the intrepid California-based group responsible for these dogs’ new lives and read that beagles were used to test pharmaceutical, household, and cosmetic products. That in the laboratories, they didn’t have names, and their vocal cords were cut so lab workers wouldn’t have to listen to their barking. That labs would “destroy” most of the dogs after an experiment. That in 2013, there were about seventy thousand dogs in US labs. And that most of them were beagles. Then I saw that the organization was looking for volunteers to foster dogs fresh out of the lab. Within minutes, I’d applied.
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The Beagle Freedom Project (BFP) was founded in 2010 by Shannon Keith, an animal rights lawyer who by 2013 had rescued more than a hundred dogs from a dozen different laboratories. She’d also produced a documentary about the ALF called Behind the Mask: The Story of the People Who Risk Everything to Save Animals. In the film, Keith is a badass, saying things like, “We’ve only seen change happen in our society when laws have been broken.”9 The more I learned about her, the more I was intrigued by this woman, who could run with FBI-wanted radicals and TLC-deprived dogs alike. I watched countless BFP videos and scrolled through pictures of Keith comforting beagles. She was smart, bold, and photogenic. Her organization had great branding, a huge social media following, and fun merch. Most important: She was saving Snoopys.

In February 2013, I began emailing with BFP’s vice president, Kevin Kjonaas, who was based in Minnesota, hounding him about how I could help in the DC area. “Not sure if you get any dogs from NIH,” I wrote, “but I’m not too far from there!”

Kjonaas responded: “We’re hoping for some rescues on the East Coast soon.” I emailed him every month, and finally, just before the Fourth of July, he called to say there might be a rescue from a lab in Virginia on July 15, with seven beagles. BFP never knew if institutions would release dogs until the eleventh hour, he said; sometimes people at the labs would get cold feet and change their minds, especially if dealing with an outspoken rescue group. Kjonaas and I arranged a video walk-through of my house and yard to confirm it was beagle-friendly. So far, everything was on track. Kjonaas wouldn’t be coming to Washington, but three days before the dogs were to be released, Keith emailed the volunteers, saying she’d see us soon: “We are so very excited for you to get your foster into your loving arms and home!” She suggested we have canned pumpkin and antacid on hand for beagle tummy aches.

On the morning of the 15th, I jogged around the Capitol just after sunrise and lined the downstairs of my narrow house with newspaper, prepping for a dog with gastrointestinal issues. After lunch, I picked up Uncle Dave and we set out for the designated meeting spot at a home in Potomac, Maryland. If all went well, we’d be driving back with a beagle.
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I didn’t want Alexander Hamilton. I mean, I really wanted to foster a former lab dog, but mostly, selfishly, because it seemed like a good fit for me. Over the years, I’d had a string of fulfilling volunteer jobs—like teaching wounded veterans to whitewater kayak and staffing a women’s shelter overnight. I expected fostering Hammy to be just another interesting gig. And thankfully, a short one. I was enjoying my footloose and Fido-free life and the writing assignments it allowed, like cross-country trips by train and bird-watching in national parks. Plus, I was a one-dog woman. And that dog was gone.

Hammy was tall and slender for a beagle. Compared with Darwin, his body, legs, and snout seemed awkwardly stretched. His tail curved in a funny way, I thought, and his long ears gave him a perpetually gloomy look, like Eeyore. But then I’d remember that this dog—who was born in some unknown place four years earlier, when Darwin and I were blissfully unaware of dogs in laboratories—had just been sprung from the equivalent of dog prison. Of course he looks like that. The whole situation made me sad. I was glad to let Hammy’s future adopter deal with his trauma.

After raising guide dog Linus and fostering other pups, I thought of myself as seasoned in the delicate art of Not Getting Too Attached to a Dog. My job felt clear in those early days with Hammy: Keep the little guy safe and help him find his way in the real world. And nothing more. I did not plan to fall in love with this beagle, and I was starting off strong. I didn’t jot notes or journal about the moment Hammy and I met. And when I later tried to find pictures of him from that first day, I discovered a selfie Dave shot of the three of us driving home from Potomac, but a whopping zero photos from that first night. As far as I was concerned, this would be the canine equivalent of a summer fling: stimulating, magical at times, and, best of all, temporary.

The day after I brought Hammy home, he barely moved from his curled-up position on the square green bed. He ate heartily but seemed empty inside—withdrawn and unresponsive. I looked at him and sighed, my first hint of surrender. Here I was, trying to be aloof, trying to protect my heart, keeping this dog at paw’s length, emotionally. And there he was, beating me at my own game.

Turns out I didn’t need the dog gate by the stairs because Hammy didn’t go near them and wouldn’t have known what to do with a stair if he had. I tried to imagine how I’d feel being released from a small bedroom after many years. Hammy was a puppy in an adult dog’s body: He didn’t, for one example, understand reflections on the sides of cars we passed on our short walks. But unlike a puppy, who explores what he doesn’t understand and then shuffles off to the next shiny object, Hammy froze with fear. Walking on my block, the sounds of motorcycles, sirens, trash trucks, helicopters, and slamming car doors petrified him. Swaying branches, bobbing balloons, and fluttering flags were his archenemies. When they caught his eye, he trembled and paced, and every time, I crouched down to hold him or carried him home.

In the house, I rolled out the rug I’d set aside before his arrival. He shook. I brought him upstairs and wheeled away my office chair. He shook. My swim bag lurked in the hallway. He shook. I looked at him and asked, “What did they do to you?” On the hardwood floor, I curled around him, his silky soft head tucked under my chin. I felt his ribs rise and fall against me and whispered in his ear, “We call this spooning.”

Later that first week, my friend Michele visited, and we sat close on the couch, smooshing Hammy between us. Michele, who had come to feel like a second mother to me, set her purse in her lap, reached inside, and felt around before slowly revealing an object. “This is a comb,” she said tenderly. She held it by Hammy’s snout and he leaned forward, nearly touching his black nose to the handle, the teeth, and back to the handle, as though he were a forensics expert. Only when he was done sniffing did Michele return the comb to her purse. Next was a wallet. And then lipstick. Each item captured Hammy’s interest anew.

The day Hammy and I met, I’d exchanged numbers with Gail, who’d also volunteered to foster a Founding Fathers–named beagle; she had taken George Washington home to North Carolina. In the weeks after, we became fast friends, talking on the phone almost every night, comparing notes and concerns about our scared and sometimes listless hounds. I told Gail how Hammy had only peed every twenty-four hours the first several days. Gail told me how George nervously chewed on cords and toilet paper. He was too frightened to walk through doorways, so she’d carry him across the threshold, which she’d continue doing for the next three years. We laughed about the boys’ comical spatial awareness—both of them, when we lifted them onto a bed or couch, nearly rolled off the edge. They didn’t know about furniture. Or falling to the floor.

As a foster parent, I was expected to take Hammy to his first visit with the veterinarian. In the car, he drooled. He ducked when we drove under an overpass and cringed when I turned on the windshield wipers.

I lifted Hammy onto the exam table and told Dr. Hall about a limp I’d noticed in his back left leg. Dr. Hall felt the leg muscles and said Hammy’s leg had probably been hurt a while back, comparing him to a middle-aged man with an old football injury. Then he administered rabies and Lyme disease vaccines and suggested a Prozac-like drug for anxiety. When Dr. Hall turned away to write on his clipboard, Hammy lifted his paw and rested it on the doctor’s forearm. We laughed. “Well, he sure likes people,” he said.

I was also expected to email BFP with regular progress reports. I told Kjonaas about the Prozac, and he said it had been prescribed for other BFP dogs, too. “We can never underestimate the trauma these dogs suffered,” he wrote in an email. “The effects may last a lifetime, but hopefully in lesser and lesser manifestations.”

Kjonaas asked me to send pictures for social media. The goal, of course, was to find forever homes for these dogs, a group BFP had dubbed the DC7. Soon I’d be asked to meet and screen potential adoptive parents. The possibility of adopting Hammy myself had certainly crossed my mind, but I worried he wouldn’t make a good companion, given his nerves. I couldn’t imagine taking him all over the country on travel assignments when he could barely leave the house. In many ways, his skittishness reminded me of an abused dog. But more than that, he seemed depressed. For weeks, he clung to his green bed like a life raft, leaving voluntarily only to eat or drink. He’d face away from the living room and watch life go by through reflections in the sliding glass door. I wasn’t sure he understood exactly where the action was taking place.

A month after I began fostering Hammy, we drove to my friend Rachel’s house on the New Jersey shore. He paced for a while before hunkering down in the back bedroom, far from the balcony and the sound of crashing waves. He made whimpering sounds when he slept, which I interpreted as nightmares. Once, he was sleeping quietly and his tail popped up and flopped down a few times, the closest I’d seen to a wag.

On our return from the beach, I stopped for dinner at a friend’s house outside Philadelphia. I kept a close eye on Hammy until I didn’t for a split second, and then saw that my friend had inexplicably left his front door ajar. The BFP foster tips flashed through my mind: “they are bolters!! We cannot say it enough: be careful with doors.” I stepped out front in my bare feet, in full panic. Hammy was nowhere to be seen. I ran down the middle of the street, yelling out to neighbors, asking if they’d seen a beagle. A man pointed in the direction of a small strip mall more than a block away. When I reached the parking lot, I looked frantically. Finally, at the far end, I saw a beagle parked squarely in one of the spaces. I was overcome with relief, knowing I could now catch him. He wasn’t running. He wasn’t hurt. He was pooping.
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There’s nothing like almost losing someone to make you realize how much you love them. After the beach trip, I started imagining a life with Hammy. I paid more attention to the subtleties of his personality and celebrated his firsts: picking up a bone, jumping off the couch, extracting treats from a toy, conquering the two stairs in the backyard. I followed Michele’s lead and showed him how things work in the house: the vacuum cleaner, the hair dryer, the washing machine. “This is the dishwasher,” I said, slowly opening the door. “Sometimes there are smelly things inside.”

Hammy was a quick learner, always excited to eat his rewards. The first time I called him in the backyard and he ran to me from a distance, my heart nearly exploded. But he was still intensely anxious, and I wasn’t sure if the meds were working. On our walks, he startled and shook with every leaf that fluttered to the ground and every recycling bin that dared scoot out of place. Yet for all his unease, Hammy was certain about two things: He loved to eat and he wanted human attention. I spent long stretches lying down with this quiet creature, trying to make him comfortable. I found reserves of patience I didn’t know I had.

One day, I sat him down and explained that I was a travel writer. If I adopted him, I said, every day would be an adventure. “But you’ll have to be brave.” For a moment, I paused to grieve the loss of my freedom and long-term plan. Then I moved on to acceptance. I didn’t know how Hammy felt, but I’d made my decision. Six weeks after I started this short-term gig, I was committed.

[image: ]
Hammy and I quickly became a team. I signed cards from both of us, brought him as my significant other to social gatherings, and dropped everything to comfort him when he trembled. One day in early September, as the weather cooled, Hammy spoke for the first time. BFP said the dogs had been debarked—a surgical procedure, requiring anesthesia, that removes some or all of a dog’s vocal cord cartilage—so they don’t disturb technicians in the lab when they bark. Or, as Keith explained in a Washington Post video, “when they’re being tested on and cry out in pain.”10

The American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA) strongly discourages the surgery, unless it’s for medical reasons, and other groups say it’s inhumane and unacceptable, depriving dogs of an essential tool for communicating with people and fellow dogs. Dogs can experience postoperative pain and other complications and, even when the surgery works, it can leave a bark that’s muffled, raspy, or screechy. (The American Kennel Club says the surgery is acceptable for dogs who bark “excessively.” Americans for Medical Progress, which promotes the benefits of animal research, adds that in research settings, the procedure reduces noise levels that can stress the dogs and exceed OSHA decibel limits for humans.) The procedure, called a ventriculocordectomy, is prohibited in several states, except when medically necessary.

If a dog has a partial ventriculocordectomy, the tissue grows back, Dr. Hall explained when I told him what I’d read about Hammy’s past. Needless to say, I was over the moon after that first bark. I ran next door to tell my retired neighbor, who treated Hammy like her granddog. We celebrated with treats all around. “He’s turning into a real dog,” she said. “Just like Pinocchio!”

Hammy wasn’t a doggy dog. He didn’t play with toys or other pups, and he didn’t bound up and greet me like he’d just won the lottery, as some dogs do. He definitely wasn’t a lapdog, unless your lap came with food. None of that mattered. I told him, “I love you just the way you are.” I loved his voice, his appetite, his curiosity, and everything about his little body. His ears, I discovered, were exactly the size of my hands. The light blue letters inside his left ear, maybe an inch tall, were crudely tattooed on his pink skin under silky fur. His toe pads were like soft lima beans. Standing at my side, he reached mid-calf. Lying back-to-back, our spines were about the same length. His weight was one-fifth of mine.

One evening, two of Hammy’s front toenails got crossed and stuck in an X. He held out his paw as if to say, “Help me.” I chuckled thinking how long this little hound would survive in the wild. Around this time, I read about the hug machine, a therapeutic device invented by autism and animal behavior expert Temple Grandin to relieve stress. Next time Hammy shook, I curled my body over his, trying to still the beagle-turned-furry-jackhammer.

Soon, I suspected my love for Hammy eclipsed my love for Darwin. Hammy seemed to need my affection so intensely. I came to see his pawing my arm as him asking me to express my love for him, like the pup in Mary Oliver’s “Little Dog’s Rhapsody in the Night.”

“Tell me you love me,” he says.

“Tell me again.”

Could there be a sweeter arrangement? Over and over he gets to ask.

I get to tell.11

In those first months I often thought about what I’d agreed to when I signed Hammy’s adoption papers. These dogs, the contract said, have lived their entire lives in cages and “have probably been restrained and handled in harsh ways.” And: “They have most likely had chemicals poured down their throats or even into their eyes. They have probably been injected with chemicals as well. Up until we rescued them, they had never known a soft human touch, sunshine, the outdoors or companionship.” When I signed BFP’s papers, I agreed to be patient with this special-needs dog. I agreed to care for him. I agreed Hammy and I would become “ambassadors,” helping educate the public about vivisection—a word I hadn’t heard before, used by activists to refer to experimentation on live animals.

A supplement to the contract made several appeals: “Show people Hammy’s tattoo. Go vegan. Only buy products not tested on animals. Don’t donate to health-related charities that still fund vivisection. Stay healthy with lifestyle changes so you can limit or eliminate use of prescription or over-the-counter drugs. Boycott Purina, which supplies a low-quality food for lab animals that’s designed to produce the least amount of waste.”

Before I knew it, I found myself taking on a cause—admittedly, one I thought was about as controversial as opposing cigarette smoking or world hunger. I understood just slightly more about animal experimentation than I did before the Beagle Freedom Project calendar landed in my life. But that didn’t stop me from talking about it. I told everyone that Hammy was used for some sort of testing in an undisclosed laboratory in Virginia. I showed his tattoo to friends and strangers and felt I was part of something important. I wore BFP T-shirts, distributed BFP brochures to local pet stores, handed out logoed wristbands, and slapped on temporary tattoos that said “Names not numbers.” And somewhere along the way I acquired a condom with a BFP logo on the wrapper. It read “SCREW Animal Testing.”
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Hammy remained shy and somewhat sad-looking, but in time became more confident and even a little stubborn—a real beagle. He also became a faithful travel partner as we drove across the country on writing assignments. We cruised on my stand-up paddleboard, biked, hiked, and sailed.

On one road trip through Minnesota, we finally met Kevin Kjonaas from BFP, along with his boyfriend (now husband), Aaron Zellhoefer, and their beagle, Junior. Kjonaas, a beagle lover since childhood, was delighted to meet Hammy after playing an important role in the DC7 beagle release. And I was just as happy to meet the gentle, bright-eyed man who helped bring Hammy into my world. Our rendezvous was nothing short of a beagle–human lovefest. Later, I was stunned to learn Kjonaas had once been on the FBI’s most wanted list and had recently served time in federal prison.

In 1999, after becoming an animal activist in college, Kjonaas led a grassroots organization called SHAC, for Stop Huntingdon Animal Cruelty. Its sole purpose was to shut down Huntingdon Life Sciences, a British corporation contracted by product and drug companies to run tests on dogs, primates, and rats.

“Huntingdon was enemy number one for the animal rights world,” Kjonaas says in Joaquin Phoenix’s 2019 documentary The Animal People, which tells the story of SHAC. Rather than targeting Huntingdon directly for using and abusing animals, members of SHAC pressured the employees of companies Huntingdon depended on—banks, investors, insurers, auditors, internet providers, even janitorial services and cafeteria suppliers. When the group started targeting shareholders, whose names and addresses are published in the UK, Huntingdon relocated its financial base to the United States to protect its investors. SHAC followed them.12

The activists were described as “young, articulate, and angry” in a Salon article, and the group’s economic sabotage was effective. One by one, businesses decided it was too risky to be linked to Huntingdon. SHAC’s campaign not only decimated the company’s share price in the UK but caused the New York Stock Exchange to postpone its listing.

Then came September 11, 2001, and the FBI was on high alert for radicals. “Either you are with us,” President George W. Bush warned, “or you are with the terrorists.” And in the following years, the government made clear that anyone who interfered with animal-based industries fell among the latter.

Although SHAC described itself as nonviolent, the group shared harassment techniques—and the home addresses of animal researchers—on its website to instill fear in those associated with Huntingdon. The government said that wasn’t OK. In March 2006 SHAC and six of its organizers, including Kjonaas, were convicted of conspiracy to violate the Animal Enterprise Protection Act, as well as other charges, including interstate stalking. The defendants argued that many of their actions were protected free speech under the US Constitution. Kjonaas was sentenced to six years at FCI Sandstone, a federal prison ninety miles north of Minneapolis. He was twenty-eight.

In August 2011 Kjonaas came home from prison, and a few months later, he and Zellhoefer adopted Junior, one of forty beagles released from a Spanish laboratory. That rescue—among the first for Shannon Keith’s new nonprofit—made national news. She hired Kjonaas in 2012, and the two brainstormed how to rescue more dogs like Junior, an undertaking that allowed Kjonaas to flex his activist muscles within the constraints of his probation. He kept thinking back to the ALF’s model.

“They break into labs and steal animals, and those iconic images of taking beagles out of laboratories were compelling,” he told me. “People paid attention.” Then he wondered: What if there was a way to get lots of dogs out legally? He was frustrated that universities conducting taxpayer-funded research on dogs were euthanizing adoptable animals. He said he wanted to tell the researchers, “No, no, no—you don’t get to kill these dogs.”

At the time, Zellhoefer was volunteering as campaign manager for Minnesota senator Scott Dibble. Kjonaas, Zellhoefer, and Dibble crafted a bill requiring that companion animals be offered for adoption after research. “The idea was to create a genuine pipeline of dogs coming out of labs,” Kjonaas told me. While other dogs were hidden behind locked doors, the adopted dogs, he said, would be “little living reminders of the price that’s paid to test products and pharmaceuticals on live animals.” Kjonaas said his old SHAC friends heard of his lobbying work and accused him of selling out, but he defended himself: “I was just legalizing what ALF had been doing for decades.”

Dibble introduced his adoption bill in 2013. He thought it would be a slam dunk and was surprised to encounter vigorous opposition, especially from the University of Minnesota. “Dogs are suffering and they don’t want anyone to know about it,” Dibble told me. He realized he and BFP were up against not only the university but the broader biomedical research industry. BFP hired a powerful lobbyist, and the following year, Minnesota passed the country’s first law requiring post-research release of companion animals. BFP called it the Beagle Freedom Bill.
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A few months after the Minnesota bill passed, in 2014, Hammy and most of the other DC7 dogs and their humans gathered in Washington to celebrate one year of freedom. The weather was hot, but the self-assured, headstrong hounds energetically pulled us around the US Capitol grounds in zigzag fashion, as beagles do. We marveled at how much our dogs had changed and what a difference a year had made. A photographer from Washingtonian shot photos for an essay I was writing about Hammy. In the essay, I said the labs claimed these dogs don’t make suitable pets and that, according to BFP, that’s how lab workers justified killing them. That was their standard practice, I explained to readers, “discarding Hamiltons as if they were test tubes.”13

Over the next few years, some of the DC7 adopters and I organized elaborate fundraisers for BFP—events with wedding-scale logistics and hundreds of guests. BFP included Hammy and other DC7 dogs in its calendars and on a newly designed hoodie. I removed the last remnants of animal products from my kitchen but resisted taking a hard stance on animal ethics. My decision to switch to a plant-based diet, I explained to friends, was for the animals and the environment. But even more, it was for my health; Bill Clinton had recently gone vegan for the same reason, and if he could do it, so could I.

In the summer of 2014, the White Coat Waste Project—a newcomer group opposed to taxpayer funding of animal research—invited Hammy and me to a fundraiser held in a bar near Dupont Circle in Washington. People shot pictures of Hammy, and the flashes startled him. He shook. So we split. I realized I needed to protect him more from things that made him uncomfortable; he’d been uncomfortable long enough. “We won’t do that again,” I promised as we hopped in the car for home.

Eighteen months later, in 2016, I met a witty and carefree man who rode a unicycle and loved wordplay. We laughed when we figured out we’d both been at the Dupont Circle event. He said he’d seen Hammy and me from across the room but had been too shy to approach. And now, I wanted to know everything about him. After decades in corporate jobs, he’d recently shifted to animal work. He was vegan—100 percent for the animals, he said. Not long before, he’d given away his leather shoes, wool suits, and silk ties. Our third date was a cross-country road trip—with Hammy, of course.

In 2020, at the onset of the COVID pandemic, this fellow temporarily moved in with Hammy and me. I introduced him to grains I loved, like wheat berries and farro, and he painted the cinder-block wall in my backyard, gently brushing away individual ants rather than drowning them in liquid latex. When he saw the little packs of ant poison I kept tucked deep under my kitchen cabinets, he asked me to think about changing my approach. I considered how much I hated ants on my countertop, and then, for the first time, considered their lives. Instead of killing them, I doubled down on wiping up crumbs and was careful to store dry goods in impenetrable glass jars. But I put my foot down when he suggested I try a different tactic with Hammy, who didn’t always listen to me and whom I nonetheless considered flawless. Maybe some tough love, this misguided man suggested. Or what about giving Hammy one year of special treatment for each year he was in the lab (which meant his special years would have ended in 2017)? I laughed and rolled my eyes at this man’s preposterous idea. “For what he went through,” I said, “he gets a lifetime pass.”

One morning, after this man understood he would lose the battle over beagle spoiling, I discovered he’d won Hammy’s heart. In the kitchen, I saw him crouch down to beagle height with a spoonful of deliciousness, and as Hammy licked it with total abandon, my kind and gentle man whispered, “Oh, Hammy, we’re so lucky. We get peanut butter every day. Not everybody gets peanut butter every day!” Turns out this had been happening behind my back long enough that Hammy now waited expectantly for his treat. And long enough that this human with whom I chose to share my life, who scoffed at routines and future plans, had embraced this morning ritual. From that day on, we called him Peanut Butter Man.
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By the summer of 2021, Hammy and I had spent eight years together. When somebody met him for the first time, I still gently flipped over his left ear—as though I were turning a giant petal inside out—to show them his blue tattoo. Responses became predictable: People scrunched up their faces or widened their eyes. Often, folks thought dog testing had gone the way of the poodle skirt generations earlier. A journalist friend asked me if research on dogs was still legal. I knew just enough to nod my head. But I had no idea why we tested our cures and chemicals and curiosities on dogs—or any animal, for that matter.

My conversations with Peanut Butter Man over the years had challenged my thinking. He was curious about Hammy’s background. I was short on answers but now felt some urgency to find them. Hammy would be twelve in September, and while I never said so out loud, I knew after Darwin’s death that beagles don’t live forever.

Questions about Hammy’s previous life that I’d only thought about in passing now consumed me. I found myself asking some of the same questions I’d read in Parade in the ’80s: How necessary is animal experimentation? How much pain does it cause? How much good does it do? I ruminated on the industry that bred Hammy and the universal desire to live better and longer. We humans want to mitigate suffering, prevent disease, improve the quality of our days, and extend the years of our lives. We exercise, take vitamins, buy foods with health claims, get vaccinations, take antibiotics for infections, undergo surgeries when body parts fail, protect ourselves with airbags, and take precautions with chemicals. Each of these measures and countless more can be traced to experiments on nonhuman animals. But how did we get here, this world that uses millions of animals a year to better our own lives? And why dogs? What have we learned from them? And what could I learn of Hammy’s past? Soon, the questions rattling in my head demanded attention.

In my home office, I pinned a US map on the wall and let myself dream about a search for answers. I imagined embarking on a road trip with a notebook, an open mind, and my scent hound. I’d start with the industrial breeders that churn out beagles like autos on an assembly line. And then I’d tour labs and learn why dogs are used for biomedical research, drug and chemical testing, and education. I’d dig into the murky ethics of animal use, the surprising federal requirements mandating animal testing, and the ongoing efforts to replace laboratory animals with high-tech alternatives.

I figured I could use Hammy’s tattoo—CAICWZ—to uncover his path and find those who’d once made decisions around his breeding, sale, experimentation, welfare, and adoption. I’d tell them how anxious he once was, and how he now ran free on the beach, howled for supper, and slept in the crook of my arm. They would see Hammy as an individual—one who had been hurt. Through the miracle of restorative justice—a rehabilitative, rather than punitive response to wrongdoing—these people would sit with Hammy, take responsibility for their actions, and ask for forgiveness. And, because I was dreaming, I even pictured moderating a peaceful dialogue between people on opposing sides of the animal research debate.

But what if I couldn’t find clear answers? What if both sides were right? And was I delusional thinking the person who conducted experiments on Hammy and the person ultimately responsible for getting him out of the lab would come together and sing “Kumbaya”? I didn’t know if any of this was possible.

I stood in front of my map and stuck colorful tabs around the country where Hammy and I could meet with sources and crash with friends. Then I glanced from the map to Hammy’s bed on the floor, where he looked up at me with his big brown eyes and sighed. It was too late to entertain doubts. Our journey had begun, and I wasn’t turning back.
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Praise for

Lab Dog

“This remarkable book moved me deeply. With a journalist’s eye and insight, Kaplan brings compassion to a subject that has long needed such a voice. Her journey with one beloved beagle, set against the broader history of animal research, is both heartbreaking and hopeful. I recommend this book to everyone who cares about animals—and the future of science.”

Dr. Jane Goodall, DBE Founder - the Jane Goodall Institute & UN Messenger of Peace

“A tender, beautifully written story that every dog lover should read. Kaplan brings heart, curiosity, and courage to a subject too often hidden from view—showing us not only what these dogs endure, but how resilient and loving they can be when given the chance.”

Brian Hare, New York Times bestselling author of The Genius of Dogs

“Everyone who uses cosmetics or cleaners, buys dog food, supports a university, sees a veterinarian, or pays taxes needs to read this important and often beautiful book. Yes, at times you’ll be shocked—but you’ll also bathe in comfort and joy, as Kaplan’s brave, sweet, former lab beagle, Hammy, recovers from his ordeal, and accompanies the author on her research quest. Evocatively and sensitively written, exhaustively researched, and brimming with love, Lab Dog shows us how and why we can begin to change the world for the choiceless innocents used in lab experiments. If you have ever loved a dog, you owe it to them to read these pages.”

Sy Montgomery, New York Times bestselling author of The Soul of an Octopus

“In Lab Dog, investigative journalist Melanie Kaplan takes a deep dive into one of the most troubling of our relationships with other species—the use of dogs in biomedical research. Part exposé, part memoir, and part love story, Lab Dog is a compelling, often haunting narrative that will stay with you long after you have turned the final page.”

Hal Herzog, author of Some We Love, Some We Hate, Some We Eat

“Lab Dog is essential reading for all persons who are interested in the treatment of laboratory animals. Melanie Kaplan’s viewpoint is unique. She is a dog lover who interviews activists, government officials, people who work in labs, and others associated with lab animals.”

Temple Grandin, author of Animals in Translation

“Lab Dog is among the most important exposés ever reported. Told with Kaplan’s clear-eyed honesty that reveals surprising complexities, this is a book everyone should read. It changed the way I think and I learned so much, best of all about the boundless capacities of love.”

Silas House, New York Times bestselling author of Lark Ascending

“Deep and wide, Lab Dog is a master class in the issues around the use of animals in lab research, looking at its history as well as its future, its secrets, successes, failures, and exposures. Through it all, Kaplan is guided by her love for her own dog, Hammy, a laboratory rescue, and her desire to know what happened to him in his life before they met.”

Karen Joy Fowler, author of We Are All Completely Beside Ourselves

“Few people know the full story of how beagles have been—and continue to be—bred and used ‘in the name of research.’ Melanie Kaplan’s heartfelt story of her tender relationship with one rescued ‘lab dog,’ Hammy, tells it all. Kudos to Kaplan for exposing the hidden world of beagle breeding and research—and to those who’ve opened their hearts to these dogs and offered them the justice and forever homes and lives they deserve. This is an eye-opening and deeply personal book, for anyone to read, whether or not you live with a former lab dog.”

Marc Bekoff, author of Dogs Demystified
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